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'!he ~ses Narratives 

Daniel Jeret¥ Silver 

In his . interesting new rook, "'!he Art of Biblical. Narrative (Basic lk>oks 1981) , 

R:>bert Alter makes the point that the prose style of Biblical narrative should oot 

be taken for granted. We are accustuued to histories am biograplies presented in 

prose fonn, consequently the prose narrative of the Tanakh seens a natural, alnDst 

inevitable, form. Alter asks us to rethink this assmption on the grounds that "it 
I 

is culturally significant that clno01 ancient PEq>les only Israel should have clx:>sen 

to cast its sacred traditions in prose" (p. 25). Israel's neighbors set down their 

myths and sagas in poetry. Rather than natural, the· Bible's prose style turns out 

to be unexpected. 

Alter suggests that the Bible's presentation of its narrative in prose is a 

consequence of the radical transfonnatia1 of religious outlook which took place 

in ancient Israel. The shift fran paganism to DDl'X>theism involved a shift of focus 

fran a \t.Urld view W1ich anphasized the power of the gods -~ - to a nDre histor

ic perspective which erphasized the predictahilicy of God arxi the unpredictable 

sponse of uman beings to the responsibilities and cg,ortunities God had provided 

• e epics of the pagan world presented "enacbrents of oosnic events" 

( anaryahu T liron) and \\ere designa:l to be used as liturgies whose recital praised 

th s d enoouraged them to manifest again their power for the benefit of the 

ion. In short, these myths were shaped to be central elements in 

£onn o effective power is best described as synpathetic magic. Since 

son gods, the h\.lnal'l actors portrayed in these myths are presented 

s eta s in • less an:1 recurring drama rather than self- DDr-

1 

·sto o 

isions and tioos affected the oourse of their lives and of the 

on. The myths exhude a sense of fated recurrence. 'lhe Bib

's ..,..,..,,...s the unfathanability of life in histocy under an inscru-

( . 24) . 

. • 
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Alter ' s thesis helps explain one of the .glories of Biblical literature: its 

ability to :p::>rtray the human beiIXJ as a cnuplex am ambiguous creature. '!he heroes, 

saints, adventurers and sinners of the myths are presented without any underpainting 
' 

or shading - everything is on the surface. Itlis the personality am will of the 
, 

gods which is central. By contrast, the loyal Abraham wh:> leaves his lute at God's 

bidding and offers his or1ly son as proof of his deperx:lability is the same man wb:> 

drives Hagar out into the wilderness arrl lists Sarah as his sister in order oot to 
I 

1 

endanger his life . Abraham is presented as a many-faceted man wl'X> 'rear~ responsi-

bility for his life . God controls history but God has given man significant free

dan of action. Abraham might rot have decided to leave lone. He need oot have 

given in to Sarah's iJn.Ex,rtunings about Hagar. He need oot have • aooepted the test 

on Mt . r-t>riah. 

By ooincidence, Alter 's rook a~ed about the time that a volune of mine, 

Images of M:>ses, was accepted ~ the same EXJblisher ,, Basic 8Joks, for presentatial 

in the late spring of 1982. Iri preparing Images I had reviewed carefully those chap

ters of the Biblical narrative in which M::>ses plays a role am had cu1e to a CXXl

clusion diametrically opposite to Alter's. I was convioced that these specific nar-

atives h d been shaped by their liturgical as shrine recitatioos and that these 

portions sh°'1 many similarities to the myths of Israel's neighbors. '!be M:>ses nar

in 

.in the Bible and the key dist~cn between them am the patri

the uteronanic histories to \\hich I believe Alter's thesis 
• 

pr entatioo of the central personage. Unlike Abraham or 

vi , l"D~:ieS no presented as a self-rcotivating figure bit as an agent God 

story o 

his "f 

·s the story of a fallible man woo found the strength to 

The story of M:>ses' p.iblic career is oot a story about 

~ ...... :t the red ti ve power of Isr 's God. Like the 

• • 
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pagan myths these narratives dwell on a long list of divine miracles and present 

their "hero" as a one-dinensiooal figure wro is deliberately and amsistently de

picted in a subordinate and suhnissive role. Cbnvincing novels have _been written , 
about the patriarchs arrl David. None has been written on !,bees, ~ writers of 

the stature of Sholem Asch, Louis Untenneyer and lbward Fast have tried; and the 

reason, I believe, is that the 'Ibrah provides the rxwelist with little, if any, in

sight into M:>ses' personality. The l-bses narratives are set out in prose bit that 

fact soould not mask fran us their frmdanental dissimilarity in presentation and 

purpose fran other Biblical narratives. '!his is so, I believe, because the speci

fic events which involve ~ses represent the key na,ents in which God had inter

vened in the nation's history (redatption - election - oovenant - lmn); • i n kl 

the events t:ha nation \\Ulll.d wish to rehearse at their worship so as to induce 

God to renew and repeat His earlier displays of ~ve power and oonoem. 

One of the reasons I have never been able to convince Il!fself that sate priest 

or pious storyteller invented l-bses is that so few of the prerogatives and per

quisites of power are ascribed to him. M:>ses is never describ!d as wearinj royal 

or seated on a throne. Had ~bses been invented by the scribes of any of the 

successive rulers of Israel - tribal dliefs, kings or theoc:rats - they 11«>uld likely 

h Vi taken pains to attach their patron's life and aut:lx>rity to the noblest figure 

0 ir nati 's early histocy. No Israelite or JUdean king claimed de.scent fmn 

ses. If th priests had had the opportunity to invent M:>ses they ~ surely 

h v c • di ct descent £ran him rather than fran his brother Aaral who was 

o r·o to do battle or devises a battle plan. A king's p:tlaoe guards 

• f ly di any who rebel. fuses has ro private bodyguard and, when dlallenged 

by than , can only ask God for help against his rivals (Nln. 15:12-15). 

present secretaries their natioo • s laws. !t:>ses i the 

C l ws as God dictates them to hirn. Great leaders build mas-

• 
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sive rrausoleums to guarantee their imtortality~ M:>ses· di~rs into the wilder-

ness, ¥s burial place deliberately aJ'X)nynous. 

Kings establish dynasties .and plan carefully for the :transfer of their power. · 

~ses had m voice in the choice of his successbr: •:ret the IDrd ... aRX)int aate

one over the ccmnunity ... so that the lord's cxmruni.ty may oot be like sheep that 

have no shepherd" (Num. 27:15-17). His sons did not share in their father's au

thority, and Moses apparently dio not seek~ for then . . 'Ibey \Ere rot even ccn-
• t , 

sidered for the group of spies selected to assay the Pranised Lam, who watl.d, it 
. 

was clearly understood, be the future leaders of the people (Nun. 13). 'lhe 'lbrah 

reports only the names of 1-bses' sens, Gershon and ·Eleazar, and the fact that ~ses 

delayed the youngest 's circrm::isicn, for reasons not given. Beycn:l this they are 

not in view, except for a single mention in an ardlaic fragneut etbedded in the 

book of Judges, which seens to indicate that descendants of Gershen, "son of ~ses," 

were officiating as minor priests at a local shrine in the territory of Dan (Jud. 

19 : 30) . No of fuses ' descendants make capital of his name, and there is oo in

clicati that Moses sought to make any ix>litical arranyestents which watl.d have belle-

fi th . ~e narrative oonstantly undersrores the point that power and auth:>rity 

lo to God that 1-bses i s sinply God's agent. 

texts are certainly familiar, I invite you to reread the narra-

tiv h"ch 1 
. 

ses with the perspective I have suggested in rnim. Pay l. 

·cu1 to those chapters \tJhich describe r-t:>ses after he assanes his t a 
•• 

, s y with the third chapter of the book of Exodus, the mer-
. . Burning Bush, and read through to the end of the first tell-nu. Sl.O 

. t chapters of the book of Nurii:)ers. '!hen ask you::,:elf go 

0 C to .ch tates , or even suggests, that ft)ses led the Is-

. Th e none and you will find yourself re1e.~ing texts 

y LDrd l' the Israelites fran the land of Egypt txoop by 

• 2 ) a u any tateuent that t-t>ses' diplanacy was decisive with 

? . 
S th "the Lord struck down all the first-born in the 

. • 
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~ at will. '!he man woo carries the staff is ish-elohim, God's man, am oot his 

own master (Deut. 31:5). 

'lb see the difference of thrust am fonn be~ these narratives and th:>se 
I 

which fit Alter's thesis, it. may be useful to a:xrpare this presentatia1 of~ 

with the David narratives. r-t:>ses married before his public career begins and once 

he accepts God 's a:mnission there are oo indicatialS that he has any further sexual 

interests or even a private life', David's love affairs are anply described and un

ceasing, and his family problens \\Ould provide the story line for a soap opera. ~ 

ses is depicted as unwilling or unable to act, except when God gives him specific 

instructions. David rules by fiat, his every whim becxttes law. tllell faced with a 

difficult decision, ~ses has oo alternative wt to wait in the Tent of Meet:in; to 

receive God's Instructions. David takes advice fi:an a variety of ex>unselors am 
makes his own decision. 1-Dses plays oo part in developing battle plans, and never 

enters the battlefield as a catbdtant. David is a master strategist and trained 

soldier wtx:> leads his troops with skill and CXJUrage. tllell Rorah rebels~ pros

trates himself before God to ask for help, and is saved only when God oi:ders the 

earth to swallav up his adversaries. \-hen Absalan rebels against David, the king 

dispatches rrercenaries to p.it down his son' s uprising. r-t>ses ' sin is a purely 

fomal one: he fails to follow with absolute fidelity God's Instructioos for a speci-

fie ritual. en David sins , his are the sins of anbitioo, cruelty, lust, and paer -

in s rt, sins of a heroic figure. • 

ses narratives are arout God - myth. 'lhe David narratives are arout 

David - history, or, if yoo will, sacred history. 'lhat nost of us have heretofore 

y J:i 'lbrah text with::>ut this inpression of fit>ses' oootingent role 

s to abit of rationalizing saga, to the force of pious traditioo, and 

to o -~--.;. .............. • ty with the few s tories of f.Dses • life before his m1111issioo ~ 

rum --- neasure of inleperdenoe. 'lbe cxmvictioo we bring to 

1 a • s a particular kin:i of man - a strcn], vigorous am decisive 

-. 
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land of F'9ypt" (Ex. 12:20). Did you read that M:>ses lei his people in the wilderness? 

Instead, you r ead, "'lbe Lord went before then in a pillar of clO\xl.by day to 

guide them along the way, arrl in a pillar of file by night . .. " (Ex. 13:20). !))es 

' • 
the 'lbrah claim that MJses intrcxluced Israel to the God \fim.they afterward ~rshiR)0d? 

No. You read: "'lhe !Drd callErl to him (~ses) £ran the l!DUlltain saying, 'thus shall 

you say to the house of Jacob ... if you obey Me faithfully and keep My ooverant 
, 

• 1 

. ~. You shall be M;y treasured i;ossession anong all the pe:>ples ' " (Ex. 19: 35) . Is there 

any report that M:>ses led the tribes during th~ forty years of the wilderness trek? 
• 

You read, instead , "the Lord mntinued: 'I have ca•.e down to rescue them fmn the 

E:gyptians , and bring then out of the land to a good and spacious land, a land flow

ing with milk and honey , the hone of the canaanites ... '" (Ex. 3:8). 
• 

'lhe narrative consistently affirms tnat God, not !t:>ses, made the 

Exodus possible, established the teD':\S of the a:wenant, and enabled the trj~s to 

m:oo a successful passage t:hrt>ugh the wilderness. ~ses is depicted not as a self

r ·ant leader b.lt as a faithful cx,urtier wtx>se virtue consists in faithfully and 

. ly carry· out the royal will. Moses makes rx:> nove to return to ~ until · God 

o ders hir.\ to go. Once he returns, Ii:Jses does rx>t develop a strategy for the 

sl vs 

( 

to 

al, 

• 

sea 

·13) . 

co 

1 to 

e simply awaits God's Instructicns and follows ther.t to the letter 
' 

ctivity in Egypt is to relay God's messages to the HebrewS ard 

cles to Pharoah . He ooes rx:,t act cm his own. It is rot, after 
I • 

,r~ :;,"'-y- , his rumble or his slow ~, but the irrefutable 

th finally persuades Pharoah. Indeed, so ca,sistent is the 

irxleOE~ent autrority that it extends to oostune as 
' 

ization; £ran the tine he enters plblic life tbses k.eepJ by him 

God 's ambassador. It I a magical stafs but the 

ol ~ n God wishes to display His might He otders f.t>ses 

God IS cannand I 

rock , ter gushes forth. MJ cannot S\111100 rod' 
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man - influences our reading and defines what we take B!lla.Y fran it. But what is 

really trere is a depictioo of ~ses as ish elahim, God's ever-obedient servant, 

at times, indeed, one oould alnost describe l-t:>ses as a p..appet manipulated. f:ran above. , 
The M:>ses narratives hreathe the sane spirit as the patriarchal ones until 

the nnrent of his con1nissioninJ. ~ses' birth sto:cy is a oc:nventional miracle story. 

lbses' youth is passed over in silence. 'Itle narrative \\hich details the crises which 

leads to his exile uses active verbs to describe the i.Jx:ident: "l-hen ~t>ses had gn:,wn 

up, he -went out to his people and witnessed their toil. He saw an an,ptian beating 

a Hebrew, one of his kinsnen . . He tumoo this way and that, and $e8ing no one abolt, 
• 

he struck dCMn the F,gypt.ian and hid him in the &aOO" (Ex. 2:ll-12). M:>ses acts oo 

his own when he kills the overseer and again the next day when he interferes in a 

quarrel between bo Hebrew slaves (Ex. 2:13-14). He makes the decisioo to flee 

F.gypt. He acts on his own when he protects Jethro's daughters fran local wl.lies 

oo~ring than at the village~ (Ex. 2:16-21), when he marries ale of Jethro's 

daughters, and when he agrees to 'NC>rk for his father-in-law (Ex. 3:1). '1hese cb

nestic scenes probably -were anitted in the shrine recitals, even as they oo not ap

pear in our later day versioo of these recitals - the Passover Haggadah, am so were 

oot shaped by the needs of the liturgy. 

But once 1-bses is cnnnissionoo at the Burning Bush, alOe he exchanges private 

for public life, the text routinely and with obvioos delib!ratim sulx>nlinates M:>

ses' ctions and authority to the expressed will of God. "Cbre, I will serxl you to 

Pharoah' (Ex. 3:10); .. aoo the Lord calloo ?-t:>ses to the top of the m:,untain and M:>-

ses t up" {Ex. 19:20); "'lbe lord said to f.t>ses: •carve b«> tablets of stxme like 

t· st' (Ex 14·4} 'Ihrougoout his public life M:>ses c1-~rs fully aware that 

his is an ___ sador' s rather than a principal' s role. When he is challenged by 

v ri s cti s with the sin of nepotism, of favori.n:J his brother aver nDre senior 

of my 

, h r i;:onds simply: "'lhe Iord sent me to oo all these things. 'Ibey are oot 

d ~is. g' (Nurn. 16 • 28) . 
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My inpression.is that even in these pre .caiinissi.ordn] scenes there is a ten

dency to diminish the man in the mirrl of an audience, probably rut of a desire to 

sharpen the sense ·of God's power. Mighty, indeed, is a God woo can take an essen

tially unheroic figure and transfonn him into A man wlD can undo Pharoah. 'lbe de-
, 

scription of M:>ses' attack on the slavenaster is a case in point: "He saw an F,gyp-

tian beating a Hebrew, one of his kinsnen. He turned this way an:l that am, seeiBJ 

no one alx>ut, he struck down the Egyptian and hid him in the sand" (Ex. 2:11-12). 
, 
'I 

When he discovers the next day that the matter is krXJWn ~ses was frightened" and 

he flees to Midian (Ex. 2:14-15). Heroes do rot strike down - victims, 

surreptitiously hide all traces of their act, and flee into the night. A hero may 

retire for reasons of prudence but he does not flee in panic. If he retires he 

plans to return to fight arother day, as David did after he had fled £:ran .before 

Saul. Another exarrple: fvbses ' long pastorale in Mi<lian is set against the back

ground of the Hebrews' continuing enslaverent in EXiYPt, rut the text reports no act, 

or even plan, by lvbses to return to help than. Indeed, until God orders him to go 

th thought that he ha:! sane resp:,nsibility to the slaves sea.as oot. to have crossed 

his • • God finally orders him to Egypt the text depicts a man t:xyi.r¥J every 

g 

y h can to get out of an unwelcane assig111eat: . "Please, O IDrd, make sa,eone 

questi then is why is ?-t:>ses handled in this unexpected fashi.ai? An un-, 

• s that the 'Ibrah sanehow reflects an atletpl to discredit a 

o p:> 'cies e out of favor, as I<hruschev erm.iraged revisiali.st bio-

·es of Sta· .ne:i:e is TX) i.ooicatioo of such a purpose in the text. ()lite 

CX) 

C ci 

of the literature points to growing veneratial for the 

hich h 

• ly explanation is that the shape of these narratives reflects the 

C o whidl these stories were put. 'lbose narratives deal 

events of the natioo's histoiy: redarptioo, electioo, 

-. 
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covenant, lam. In their oral stage they were shaped as recitations during which 

God's original display of power was rehearsed in the hcpe of encxuraging God's oon

tinuing coocern for the nation's well-being. l'Je lack any description of shrine , 
'NOrship in ancient Israel, rut there is eoough evideooe in the texts to be cxmfident 

that the I sraelites recited such litanies at their shrines and did so in the ex

pectation that rehearsing God's role in the nation's past~ awaken His interest 

in the nation's present need am 'hasten this decision to bring about the ultimate 

redenption, the Day of God. 

Arcong the indications of the use of such recitals is the use in the priestly 

histories of the caruon verb for prqilecy, navah, to describe the dlantinJ of the 

Tanple singers, a clear suggestion that their scmgs praising God's power, just like 

prop etic speech, was credited with the power to ~l forth future events. 'lhen, 

too, there is the interesting successicn of verb tenses in the scn:J M:>ses dlants 

once Israel is safely on the far side of the Reed Sea: "I will SllXj to the IDrd 

for has triunpherl gloriously ... He is becxrne ~ sal.vatioo . .. In Your strength - -
you gui (Your people) to Your lbly alx>de .. • You will bring than and plant them in 

Your ly nountain" (Ex. 15). In aoother early scmg Deborah reviews victories the 

tr· sh achietJed through God's help and then shifts to the purpose of her .. soog." 

'So may all Yo enanies :perish, o I.Drd, rut may His fri~ be as the sun rising 

in might ' (Ju es 5:, I) . Lest anyone dalbt the efficacy of such a litany a later 

IX) tscript assuring the reader that •the land was trarquil forty 

. 5:3) 

an of fragments of early recitatioos anbedded in the received 

no • oned in any of them. Deuterooany oontains this early 

, .in to cnre, your son asks you, "4tlat means 
exl"x>rtation, 1 ws, am rules which the IDrd our 
h enjo· upon you?" you shall say to your 

n, ... -......... slaves to Pharoah in F.gypt am the 

• 
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lord freed us fran Egypt with a mighty hand. '!be 
lord wrought before our eyes marvelous arx1 destruc
tive signs and portents in Egypt, against Pharoah 
arrl all his household; and us He freed fran there 
that He might take us and give us the lam. that He had 
pranised on oath to our fathers . '!hen the IDrd CXltr

marxled for,us to observe all these laws, to revere 
the !Drd our Gcxl, for our lastin;J gocx1 am for cur 
survival, as is not~ case. It will be, therefore, 
to our nerit before the Lord our God to observe 
faithfully this wlx>le instruction, as He has cxm
manded us" (Deut. 6:20-25). 

1 

and an archaic formula once recited by fanners at harvest time "'81 they brought 

the first fruits of their field to a shrine: 

My father was a fugitive Aranean .. . '!be E)Jyptians 
dealt harshly with us ... We called unto the IDrd 
... and the I.Drd he.a.rd our plea and saw oor 
plight ... The Lord freed us fran Egypt by a 
mighty hand, by an outstretched ann and 
awesare ~, and by signs and portends. He 
brought us to this place, and gave us this land . .. 
wherefore I now bri}B its first fruits of the soil 
which You, o Lord, have given me (Deut. 26:5-10). 

Nor is r-t:>ses mentioned in Psalm 135, a pre-e.xilic cult hynn where the re

lationship between the list of God's savirg acts am the people's naticnal. expecta

tions ·s clearly stated. 

As 

f 

I know that the I.Drd is great ... 
H struck dCMn all the first-oorn in Egypt, 

ooth man arrl beast. 
In Egypt He sent signs and portents 

against Pharoah and all his subjects. 
struck down mighty nations 

and sle,., great kings, 
Sillon king of the Anorites, OJ the kin:J of 

Bashan, and all the princes of Canaan, 
d gav their lard to Israel, 

to Israel His people as their patrim:my. 
O IDrd, Thy name endures forever; 

y ren::,wn, O !Drd, shall last for all generations. 
IDrd will give His people justice 
h mnnassion on His servants (Ps. 135, 5, 8-14). 

a gI'i to nor exteooed they rould oot avoid providing sane 

le that M:>ses appear; b.tt ~ses• role was carefully 

amined th narratives of Exodus-Nlm:>ers. ltlen we turn to the 

• 
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rook of Deuteronany we recx::>gnize inmediately that these narratives derive fran a 

tradition which was not as closely tioo to liturgy as Exodus-Nlm:)ers. In Deuter

ornny a nore r ecx::>gnizable man begins to a~ar. Deuteroroey claims to record M:>ses' 

valedictory speeches, a oonception which suggests', at the least, that he was an 
I . 

orator of ronsiderable skill. ~reover, in the CX>UrSe of his talks, M:>ses asserts 

that he, on his own initiative, detennined the divisioo of lam ana,g the tribes, 

selected awropriate cities of refuge, organized the judicial systen, and ocmi.nated 
• I 

1 

the spies woo were sent into Canaan. The picture of a leader of stature and skill -

and self-confidence - begins to etlerge. 

Even so, the list of M::>ses' a(,u:tnplisl'lnents renains m:xiest. God detel::mines 

the ti.Ire arrl line of march. God "scouts the place where you are to canp" (Deut. 

1:32). "'!he lord our God six>ke to us in K:>reb, saying: 'you have stayed l<DJ 

enough at this nountain . Start out and make ycur way to the hill cxunb:y of the 

Anorites ... '" (Deut. 1:6-7). Victory on tlie battlefield is Gcxl's achievanent 

(2:32). God detennines which kings should be fo~t an:1 which cxnciliated (Deut. 

2:34). Gcxi, not MJses, detennines that the generatioo ~ were slaves shall rot enter 

th Pranised Land because they defied His order at Kadesh Barnea to begin the oon

quest ( ut. 1:34). 'Ihroughout , r.t>ses rep:>rts God ~s Instructioos withait char¥]e or 

dition. In uteronCJtW, as in the other three books, it is taken for granted that 

God, t ses, the Exodus p:>ssible, offered the oovenant to Israel, and guided 

th 

sin th wi derness 

·tori 

le: on 

I 

to I 

army h d 

. 
• J..n • 

th 

• l.S 

• 
score 1-bses ' limited role are still visible. <ne 

day th t the tribes suffered a oostly defeat at a place called 

d f t 

s staying in the canp; and lest anyone ascribe this de

ran the battl e , the text makes a point of declaring that 

cause God had not gone out with the host (Deut. 1:44). 

up hi career and the natiooal experience to date, ~t:>ses re-

·r sUIVival is not his doin1, sayin1 that God had "carried 

• s his son, all the way that yoo traveled until you m1e 

• 
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to this place" (Deut. 1:31). Eulogies, then as rrM, are expected to enlarge a 

man's accanplishment; M:>ses' eulogy pointedly 1:imits his role to God's nDSt obed

ient servant, the prophet agent "whan the IDrd sin]led out, face to face, for the 
I 

various signs and portents the IDrd sent him to display in the lard of F,gypt, against 

Pharoah and all his courtiers am his wh:>le ·cnmtry, and for all the great might and 

awesane power that Gcx1 displayed before all Israel (Deut. 34:10-11). 

Moses makes his way through these narratives oot as a self-detemdnin:J lib='r

ator, lawgiver or leader rut as God's faithful ambassador, identified always by his 

staff of off ice. He a::mes to the battlefield not as strategist or general but as a 

shaman who brings with him the symbol of God's power" . •~ f.bses held up his 

hand (with the rod of God in it) Israel prevailed, rut whenever he let down his hand 

Amalek prevailed" (Ex. 17:11). As was the familiar custan of holy men, r.t:>ses lived 

apart. His tent was set up" ... at sane distance £ran the canp" (Ex. 33:7-8). His 

tent was taboo. When God visited the roly man there, the tribal leaders \tJO\lld pros

trate than.selves wherever they happened to be in the encanpnent (Ex. 33:10). Af-

ter he had been with God, M:>ses veiled his face as was the custan anavJ shamans ard 

• holy nen (Ex. 34:29). 

A word should be said alx>ut the courage required of roly men arxi prophets. 

Popular understandinJ linked, in a cause and effect relatiooship, the messeoJer with 

his mess ge Whm the roly man sµ:>ke an oracle, he activated the event and so was, 

mas se, res!X)nsible for it. If a roly man propheS'i.ed defeat or natiooal dis

aster, he was seen as resµ:>nsible for any tragedy that might follow oo his speech; 

he rot s ken the disaster \tJO\lld not have happened. ltlly man and proplets 

of en c in ways contrary to the kiDJ's or the oamunity's perceptim of the 

tional interest. One ish-elohim anrx:>tmced the em of Eli's priestly dynasty (I 

27:36) Anoth r denoonced King Jere.beam for settiDJ up an altar at Bethel 

(I Kin s 13}, and a third warned King Arnaziah against a military canpaign he was 

la. (2 Ch. 25:7). The holy man was protected by the credulities of his 

-. 
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society, these holy nen carried neither weapons nor shield, blt as Jeremiah's fate 

makes clear, these protective talxx>s could break down. ftbses, of cx,urse, never 

brought 'yX)rds which threatened national extinction~ i C 1; ~ 11 • ,. 
. I , 

rut the or-

acles he delivered -were not always cheerfully received. After the apostasy of the 

Golden Calf, 1'bses delivered God's death .sentence against many of the nost p::,werful 

nen in the canp. When the carrp ~etoErl God's cxmnarxi to nove out imoodiately ard 

begin the ronquest of Canaan, 1'Dses si;x:,ke the \\Ords which oondenned the Exodus gen

eration to die in the wilderness. 

The holy man in West Asian society proved the power of his god an:1 the authen

ticity of his closeness to his gcx:1 by living witlnlt the familiar protectioo of 

1:x:xlyguards. ~ses, tl"erefore, has oo bodyguard; f.t>ses' lack of fonnal protection, 

despite his vulnerability am repeated threats to his life, allowed the editors to 

display drama.tically and repeatedly God's sav;UXJ IX)Wer. f.t>seS' frequent escapes 

fran danger proved that God protected His servants. 

In t Asia during the secooo rnilleniun ICE, historical writinJ tended to 

limited to fonnal texts: brief rei;x:,rts of inperial victories, lists of triblte 

paid by vas ls, king lists and documents which suw:>rted a shrine's claim as the 

of a g . The Biblical narratives, as Alter makes clear, present 

fully stru~ . .t:vt stories which represent a new order of history. '!be dry lists 

which e shaped to fit into a•oovenantal scheme which 

roves 's ---=~1~-~ .... ,. ........ '"" JU,,Jili ty an:1 beneficent oontrol of history, and details the re-

o 1 and nations to the duties am free(Dn \'fflich God has given 

• 

v e closer to liturgy than to chronicle - shrine talk, 

0 o tory talk 'lbe oovenant , of cnirse, came to be e1iJedded in 

n rorx:my, particularly sane of the inplicatia,s of 

these narratives were not designed as sacred 

• 
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histocy or proof of God 1s ·hesed, rut as myth, literature which would hasten geulah, 
• 

redE!'tption. 'lheir p.n:J;X>se was mythic, not senconic. 

Our Passover faithfully mntinues this original nvthic-redauptive purpose. 
I 

'Ihe Haggadah_is not history ,but liturgy: specifically, a liturgy designed to evoke 

the rederptive ~ of God arrl so hasten redecption. Passover is mt an historic 

cacne:coration but an anticipation of the messianic deliverance. Se:ler night is 

the long awaited "night of watching" when, acoording to.tradition, the Messiah or 

his forenmner, Elijah, will appear. It is apprq>riate and consistent that r.t,ses 

was not mentioned in any ·of the early versions of the Haggadah. ~t had M>ses to 

do with Eschaton? 

How it came about that these narratives were set in prose rather than in the 

poetic style of nost liturgies canrnt now be explained. We krow too little aboot 

the actual practice at places like Beth-el and Schec:hem. '1he idea suggests itself 

that the oral narrative was already phrased in this way while the tribes were 

seni- anadic and not yet aware of the shrine practices of the canaanite city 

states. tever the reason, the M::>ses narratives are unique in Scripture am re-

present~ citations which describe God's IXJWer so as to enoourage God to use these 
. . 

IXJWE!rS. y center on the pranise of redenption and were designed as a mechanisn 

• • 




