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THE RF.AL S'IORY OF THE EXOIXJS 

Rabbi Daniel Jeremy Silver 

April ~3, 1982 

I want tb speak with you this norning about "truth". OUr neighbors 
celebrate today an event which rray never have happened and which rrany of than 
recognize rray not have happened. Wednesday night we celebrated at our Seder, 
the Excxlus fran Egypt - an event which, presumably, saw the liberation of 
slaves, their safe passage through the Reed Sea, the destruction of the 
pursuing host, and the arrival of the children in the Pranise Land. It, tcx:>, 
rray not have happened. The Biblical chapter which describes the Exodus tells 
us that on the night of the tenth plague, that terrible disaster which killed 
the fitst born in every Egyptian hate, Pharaoh recognized that he could no 
longer delay granting the Hebrews pennission to leave. '!hough it was near 
midnight, he sumroned Aaron and r.t:>ses to the palace and he told than ----

• "up and get out from the midst of my people." 
The conuon people were even nore insistent ---:.------------

' ''make haste for they said that unless you leave, we will all die. " ----
Though it was night, the Hebrews assanbled quickly; and, according to the text, 
600,000 adults, not counting the children and a group of people called a mixed 
multitude together, their herds and cattle, left Pithan, one of the Pharaoh's 

• • ~ ... &ft. Aa_i "=~ ~~··" ~·~ ~"-~ f f ·1 th store cities -rn■ ~ i y i1 ■ 1 w a or a town a ew nu. es to e 
cw • 'ld Tha ' southeast called Su.th. Fran there they noved off into the wi emess. t s 

the story as at least one chapter in the Bible tells it. 

9%.-. "'" sarnc • •• .r "-~t,.N -.ft4' n. .. •«, ? 'jtle literal truth we must ask: 11 S JP T vben? How rrany. were really involvS,? 
~ 4 Clearly, the Biblical description cannot be true as it reads. If 600,000 adult 

Jews left Egypt, and let's say half as rrany children together with the mixed 
multitude, we are talking of a population novem:mt of arout one million people. 
In the New Kingdon, at the height of its glory, there were probably no nore than 
b.u or b.u and one half million people in all of Egypt. No population novemant 
in ancient times I J;" s d anywhere near this size. The numbers are sinply 
inplausible. So sane retranslate the Hebrew which says that 600 ELEF left Egypt 
to mean not 600,000 left, but that 600 oorrpanies left, and if a cnnpany numbered 
five or ten, the Biblical numbers becane plausible. But that is not what the 
Biblical text says. It says that 600,000 men left Egypt not counting the children 
and the mixed multitude. 
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On the sl.U"face the Biblical story is mt true]S-:C:• frJ'-~tereste:i in 

historic truth, fllmust ask after the factual kem~l qround which the legend 
. ,,1a4 OIi ._,,_. ~,,_,a.,, 

grew. 'lb do so 1.s to face a 9nsst d J f uncertainty"'- The 'Ibrah is nm-e 
than vague on all the relevant details . The 'Ibrah never tells us which pharaoh 
was involved. Pharaoh simply neans king. The regnal years of the pharaohs of 
the New Kingdan are well established. If the Bible had named a pharaoh we \\O\lld 
be able to date the Exodus. But we do not know either the pharaoh under whan 

Joseph came to Egypt, or the pharaoh who knew not Joseph and who enslaved his 
descendants. All attanpts to date the Exodus have faltered on such uncertainty. 

~ l'#¥'J..•.:;c• ft'HIMl'"f .... ~ 'Jlc.lt, Since there is no re n,An-• to the Exodus 11;,r:••-••F the Bible, attarpts 
to date it require that we engage in imaginative scholarly deduction. 
Here again, we face problems. The Bible tells us that the Hebrews were set to 
work on two cities, Pithan and Ramesses. Ramesses was probably naned after the 

A~ pharaoh. Ramesses II, who lived between 1300 and 1250 was one of the 

" Na{X)leonic wilders of ancient time,--

~ is tanpting, therefore, to say that the Hebrews were set to work around 
1300 on Ramesses' wilding projects and that perhaps a generation later, say 
arCAllld 1260 or 1250, they left Egypt. But this is pure speculation, and 

llc->110--,,,n_ lit,ur., o.-e ,- Fr-lilf" z-sn.".-a.,. there's another way of?W:,JIY§ dTi r. azte archaeological evideilCE).- Research in 

Israel has shown that a number of the Canaanite cities were destroyed between 1250 
---~----~~---- • ~"' ,,,. .J W\1C.~ ~ and 1180, arrl * ( subsequen~:tl werelebuilt 'ai much smaller care oy a 

people less wealthy arrl less 1 3 ,.t::£'.n'frl~anced. This evidence suggests that 
at ~ IJ Ill\• I\.\ and rebuilders t•C-the Hebrews and that the period of the 
Conquest is to be dated between 1250 and 1180. If so, the Exodus~ hav~ 

141~--'-'-"''Wj,J 1'~ ft.l\~1'~~~ Jbnd,,, • .,,.'- ,~IA.4.tW.JU'- 1 taken place a generation or ~-earlier4 ~_!.t.Hers argue f!bn an inscription 
of Pharaoh Merneptah, who ruled around the year 1220 am in which he toasts that 
"Israel is oo rrore." If Merneptah was not engaged in idle toasting .._IP must 
have been establish H wn in Canaan long before the year 1220, 
and if so, we push back then the date of the Conquest and of the Exodus into the 
thirteenth or fourteenth century. It's a puzzlanent. 
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Given this uncertainty, it is a matter of sate interest when a well-known 

scholar announces, as one did this year, that he can date the Exodus to a given 

year and that he has fom1d corroborating evidence of the Exodus outside the Bible. 

'!hat man is Hans Q)edicke, an F,gyptologist who is chainra.n of the deparbrent of 

Near Eastern Studies at Johns lbpkins University. Goedicke basis his claim on a 

retranslation of a rock inscription fran a tenple in middle Egypt built in the 

fifteenth century by Pharaoh Hatsepsut - a reig@ring queen. According to 

Dr. Goedicke this inscriP.ti~· @lees it clear that the Exodus is to be dated to 
'" ~ r;, .. t\~ "'"m• "'rn-~ ",:, . the year 1477 BCE. He f1Ms •~'• Mlivmtt itau,a a vorcano op the island of 

'lhera, an island a.lx>ut 30 miles southeast of Crete, ~r'::a !:a t~tr,4ta hail and 

brimstone on the advanced Minoan civilization of Crete, in effect, ending 

its period of glory. According to Dr. Goedicke when the Bible describes the 

Tribes as led by a pillar of cloud by day arrl by a pillar of fire by night, it 

refers to the fire and brimstone which were seen over the entire eastern 

Mediterranean when 'lhera erupted. 

'!he Hatsepsut inscription is a difficult one__, ;/id Q)edicke claims 

that he is the first to 1}ave correctly decii;nered it. According to his reading, 

<:ueen Hatsepsut tLt:¥~ ~1s~:'1e":ears •••••Jt~'!eie she was still establishing 

her p::,wer, it was unusual for a \#Onan to rule and her rule was rontested, 

Asiatics took advantage of the unrest and rebelled. After she had asserted her 

authority, her uraeus -the cobra-headed syml:ol \\Urn on the crown of the pharaoh, 

breathed fire and she put down the rebellion. '!he footsteps of the Asiatics 
~ ,. 

were blotted out fran the face of the earth ••IIIQ the Q:xi Nim, the god of the 

primal waters, one asserted his -... ... ~. According to Q)edicke, this means 

that a great flood, a tidal wave, oonsequent up:>n 'ltlera's eruption brought 

disaster arrl sudden death. The uraeus spitting fire, in his •l'-tC.11._:r,, .. , 
refer1s to the volcanic eruption and the fire that acoonpanied it. 

'-" 
He ?,1ts the stoiy together this way. In 14 77, the Hebrew slaves happened 

to be in flight. '!hey had canped al • gii ton sare high ground in the Delta area. 

'Ihe low ground was occupied by their rorsuers. When the tidal wave struck, the 

military IX>lice encanped on the low ground were '-'f and the Israelites on 

the high ground were saved. And that' s the miracle of the Reed Sea. 

I IYUst tell you that alnost no one besides Dr. Q)edicke believes this version. 

lvbst of those who have looked carefully at this text say: (1) that it does not 

say what Dr. Goedicke woold have it say, aai (2) even if it says what he \\OW.d 

have it say, it speaks of Asiatics and not of Hebrews.(.~ 
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, .. ) 
ft says the Asiatics died not the F,gyptians and the language, "the uraeus spitfire" 

4 
is an idian which means only that the queen was 'n,s;r angry. 

I find it fascinating th.at again and again !!!tu.:~@) attarptslrnaae by 

otherwise rational people to line out the historic basis of the Exodus. Sane 

twenty years ago I was invited by a nenber of one of the literary groups in our 

town to at! 2 a neeting he thought I IDuld enjoy. A R■: ■ i geologist was 

scheduled to speak on the Exodus. This geologist was a professor at Case who was 

otherwise rational. He had done a good bit of research into weather patterns and 

geological fonnations. He had read the story in the Bible which says that a great 

east wind blew over the~ Sea causing the waters to back up and allowing the 

Israelites to cross dry shod, and that when the winds had receded~ the waters had 

reverted to their previous level and had drowned the pursuers . He had charted 

various weather and earthquake patterns and clai.rced that he oould place exactly 

where the Israelites had crossed the Reed Sea. '!hey had begun to cross at a 

point twenty mil~s below the north tip of the Reed Sea. He knew the sp:>t. 

He had visited it. The sea1Tiere is only a kilaneter or so wide. '!he waters 

are shallow,. ,me there is good footing underneath. I listened to the speech 
. , 

and to the discussion which followed until I could resist no rrore.~, 

I raised my hand, "Doctor, what you've told us is interesting, but there's a 

problan. Sare years ago F,gyptologists discovered that the IDrd :ft! s;f, does not 

mean Red Sea. sw turns out to be an F,gyptian IDrd which means reeds, or 

bulrushes. The Bible, thus speaks of a sea of reeds, rrost likely one of the 

bayous in the Delta area in \\hich the papyrus and other bulrushes grow in 

profusion. '!he Rei £12 translati~witi"!"~Mio'\1'Jnamea Jerare who made ,.. 
the first translation of the Bible into Ia tin. Jerooe was a good Iatin scholar 

and knew Hebr~ but not Egyptian. He didn't know the IDrd 2// . '!he Red Sea was 

the only lx>dy of water which made sense in oontext. So ![_ becane red and this 

translation has been present arrong generation until rx,w .;# 
Cfie thanked ne for my cament ana went right back to his lecture. About a year and 

a half later I noticed that he was scheduled to give the sane lecture elsewhere 

in town, and I'm sure he suJ:mitted the same oonclusions. 
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'!here is sinply no way of knowing when the Exodus took place or where or hav 

many were involved or whether the events occurred a1t: the Bible describes. 

We do know ~in the thirteenth centw:y da loose oonfederation of sani-Bedouin 

tribe rT-&... '"" ,..,~ • inf· 1 • f th • , • s -.1.ue - began to 1 trate into canaan ran e Fast. a p1pu11!!!tn 
, • • :a. m' h....,,. e,lfb ■■•■• liO IR■ I !LOG CC B■I• l .. JC ~ 

do not yet ~s • 

uld have taken place. Scholars no longer believe all of the tribes were involved 

in the F,gyptian episode. y later did these various tribes a , d draw . . . s .. ~ I\. ~,.... . 
together into a a:>nfederation, and when they did, they bound-together various 

historical marories and rules 'j~ ~ fl:«i\Lrlit!taMt'P&'xS'~~..,~so 

know that the novement of Asiatics herdsmen fran the near east into Egypt was not 

unusual, nor was the enslavarent ofsuch Asiatics in Egypt. Drought brought than 

down and dynastic changes often i'l'''Cway their privileges. Those who had been 

welcane by one pharaoh were often enslaved by the next. We also know that the 

pharaohs of the New Kingdan required large numbers of slaves for their building 

projects and ur·b »Mr I &:1:tlttl Utfi1 Ma'1't1tz:rti~1:s"f nolf Egyptians. 

:: s(!J!,,;/ Joseph is also not inplausible. Between 1850 and 1650 BCE,£1 lien 
, .Lac . ,, 

kSOS, ruled ~, as feudal lords. 'llw;rm hill people rran the 

;atol~ Jlt:>un~~ e !\-'t 'if Maril y superior to the Egyptians. _ '.Ibey had 

etJeloped the war chariot i But they Jtt ~ hair ille <mfficien., :i.rtUfC £f1'ople 

to manage a successful administration. They needed outside help to administer 

F,gypt and they encouraged those who oould read arrl write anong other West Asians 

people to cane down and join their bureaus. The Joseph story is oot i.nplausible, 

nor is the enslavement of the tribes, nor is a small scale slave breakout; 

but, we knav not how or when or why or where. We ao..l~av if they were led out 

of Egypt by ~ses, or whether t-t:>ses is the name of a leader of another generation 

whose career was sanehow enlarged to include the Exodus. We i■•• • J■z:: Htl!tt :any 

ia•• •r sci:■• ••• his■ btstJ ;;iliz • 1 ; es )ilebj pg 1iAQ iiik l:iwi mica. All we know is that 

our people M71J&lf':l:W~s historical necory and ga~ing. 

" 
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I•,';,.t:J ';rs~&s•~~~er it makes any difference '\mt the events 

were? ~en they took place? Under~t pharaoh? How many Hebrews were involved? 

I suggest it does not. I'd like to know, but I'd be no better off and no better 

a person for knowing. It's important to rarember that the Bible does not 

set out to present historic truth. 'Ihe Bible is not a history lx>ok. The Bible 

records the acts of God, not the acts of rren. '!he Bible is a presentation by 

those who cared about God, of their Wlderstanding of what God ha.& done fran 

Creation until their day. It chronicle=f'fJ:",1Npecial history and describes 

their special relationship with God. What is important - true - is that these 

events are explained in a way which p~:;, a truth about nan and God, about 
God and the Jewish poople, which goes ., """'facts and dates and numbers. The 

truth that God wills man to be free. '!he truth that God created an orderly 

universe and a good earth and wills man to establish a just society on earth. 

The truth that God is unhappy, angry, with any society which oppresses or 

enslaves people and denies to them a share of the earth's blessing. 

What is special about the Bible is that the Hebrews were able to look at 

an event which might have been explained as a natter of luck - a• fe,, ~~ped 

when their nasters were occupied elsewhere, and instead of seeing onlfthe event, 

~ti,i:ft i~ 3'~~~ng and found the will of God in it. Sanehow th~ %r .v. fLtt'~ 
recognized that God meant them to be free and that their freedan was a symbol 

that all mankind was meant to l:::e free. & Sanehow th'i.r,,~zed that'"freedbm 

fran 1is not the same as ~reedan for. J 'Ih:,;tt~ were stil:Mu_fficult lot. 
" l.a._ 

, Pharaoh no longer had the ~.ef life am death over then; 

yet, their lives i,,,ere stunted. treedan j I ., • is~ =~·r ~ .~Atical 

i!Depen:ience. 'Freedan fr-di T"'J~~ t't~~~r'tice, freedan fran et,J-4 r 
passion, freedan fran bigotry, freedan fran ~fl.ii.t#~WJ."i-:J:!imi':t~ ~' 

-· '!he Bible recognizes that freedan in this sbse ....... cares only 
"'1-

to a free people deeply cnunitted to a grand cause. 

~ Biblical man saw the wilderness trek not sinply as a journey fran here to 

there a s ~ describe the trek of tmse who took the rovered wagons west,.,, '411 ~., 
how th '::n?~ one ~Ort to ~~ '.llNl~-lilrf-le.!91'9'e-.a&~YIIIIICQ. .. llliilljTI~~--~ "~ ~ c.;F n Q¥r4 

• _. ~t ian attacks they endured CJIIM._.lililll'!"" wilderness trek 11 n 1l a 
I~ ~•fC.U .H ~ &.0•6• ~fftc..,,S-C•A 4 r ~tlC..J 

uru mg ience in • ch a z t t[ Ja{'911 i1 g 3 m; an assemb.ey of desperate 

#\ imividual,. ~ &.c.,"\,H Jl ~f/~~f('.J ~tf-#'t-•<:t,' _..,. 
~I.,-.~, ~ ~ 

.. Jr ,,.. • ,S'IM,,I Wit 41 f",_., ,_., .... ··" ~ ( # ~ ii 
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'!he issue is oot, 'flid the Exodus take place in 1477 BCE or in 1250 BCE or 

whether all twelve tribes were involved or six or none? The question is whether 

we !!p ~~ t1i:°Biblical truths ;J' 
(The question is whether we~• align our lives with the neaning irrplied in 

these ancient events? _.-Q:>d wills man to be free_,,,, 

\Have we nade ~e best use of our freedan? ;) 

(Ale we ca11rd.tted to policies whicTi will · encourage freedan for the peoples of the 

\\Orld? 

CJ6 we us?me opportunity which is freedan for the greater good or are we like 

the liberated Israelites ,~nw ill ■--Pss still-necked and r,wna cantankerous, llf Po 
~.,,,~ ..... ~ . ~ . ~ ,,~ ~ 

who t.Wlijht nore of t.... bellies than of ~□Ill!!!!!!!'- opporturu.ty en-• ,ilo t·nrc ::,u 

caught up in ~t which does not broaden the spirit and does not grace life, 

that God ~to '&stray ~whole generation in the wilderness.le; l'tC 1\ "l(.J•~ 
'\ C.~"""-., c..fi: IIN~ ~-..(. p~ ~ 9lt&il ► '-t 

'!he Bible is true in the sense that it gives neaning to life and, I suhnit, 

there is no greater truth. 

-........ ..... 1'-,. 

i'Lc-ir •" '" ~ l~ . 
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