PASSOVER IN THE MIDRASH
THE BONDAGE
By J.J. Slotkie  M.A.,  Ph.D

You remember that when the children of Israel increased and multiped in Egypt, Pharaoh was alarmed lest they should ultimately drive him from the country.  He said to his people:
“Come, let us deal wisely with him”.  What did he mean?

Rabbi Hama Hanina says he meant:  Come let us deal wisely with Him, the Saviour of Israel and let us decide how we may condemn them to death without incurring punishment at His hands.

· Shall we condemn them to the fire?
· No, because it says in the Bible that G-d shall come with fire to destroy Israel’s enemies.
· Shall we condemn them to the sword?
· No, for by His sword says the prophet, he shall destroy all flesh.
· Come, then, and let us condemn them to destruction by water and we shall be safe; for G-d has already promised not to bring a flood upon the world, as it says, “I have sworn that the waters of Noah shall not again pass over the earth” (Is. 54,9)

But this was a mistake for the y did not know that it was over the whole world that He would not bring another flood, but that He might bring one over a single nation.  Moreover, He might not bring a flood, but they would themselves go to the water and fall in.  This is says; “And the Egyptians were running towards it and G-d overthrew the Egyptians in the midst of the sea”.  (Sotah II)

----------

WITH TENDER MOUTH

The Egyptians made the children of Israel work with rigour.  The Chumash uses an unusual word for “rigour”, befarech.  What is the real meaning of this word?

Rabbi Eliezer says it means befeh rach “With tender mouth” or with soft words.

When Pharaoh said: “Let us deal wisely”, he showed deep cunning.  He sent for the Israelites to come and gather round his palace, for he had a special favour to ask of them.  
Naturally they eagerly came to hear the king’s request.
“I beg of you” said Pharaoh “do me a favour today”. 

So saying, he took up a basket and a shovel as if going out to work.  All the people seeing the king assuming the role of an ordinary labourer followed suit.  And so the children of Israel all followed the king into the field and worked with him diligently all day, with might and main and, of course, produced a great quantity of bricks.

When darkness fell, Pharaoh placed taskmasters over them and said, “Reckon up the total of bricks made today”… The bricks were counted and the number was found to be extraordinarily large.
Then Pharaoh turned to the unfortunate Israelites and said: “This number you must supply me every day”.  (Sotah II)

------

SEEING AT A DISTANCE

When Moses was born he was put into a small ark of bulrushes and placed in the flags by the brink of the Nile.  His sister stood at a distance to see what would happen.
“Why did she stand afar off?”

Rev explains as follows: Miriam was a prophetess.  She had prophesied that her mother would bear a son who would save Israel.  Now, when Moses was born the whole house was filled with light.  Her father, seeing this, kissed her and said “My daughter, your prophesy has come true!”  

When, however, they put the baby in the Nile, her mother cuffed her and said: “Where is your prophecy now, daughter?”

Miriam was bewildered and wondered what her prophecy meant, so she peered into the distant future to see if she could find out what would happen to her prophecy. (Sotah, 12,12).  But she may have stood quite near to the ark in which Moses lay.

------

THE STAFF

Moses had a wonderful staff with which he performed the miracles.  Engrave on it was the word Elokim.  

This staff had been created on the eve of the first Sabbath, at twilight.  It was given to Adam in the Garden of Eden.  Adam presented it to Enoch who passed it on as an heirloom to Shem.  From him it went to Abraham who gave it to Isaac from whom it was handed to Jacob.  The patriarch took it down with him to Egypt where he gave it to Joseph.

When Joseph died all his belongings were transferred to Pharaoh’s palace.  Jethro was one of the magicians of Egypt, and on seeing the wonderful staff took possession of it and planted it in his own garden.  No one was able to get it out until Moses came to Midian.  When he entered Jethro’s house he saw the staff and read the Hebrew letters engraved on it, then stretched out his hand and took it.  On seeing this Jethro exclaimed: “There’s the man who will redeem Israel from Egypt”.  Accordingly he gave Moses his daughter Zipporah for a wife.  (Pirke d’Rabbi Eliezer).
WHO IS G-D?

The day on which Moses and Aaron had to appear before Pharaoh and demand Israel’s release from bondage was a great state occasion in Egypt.  The king held court in his palace and received foreign royalty.

All the kings of the earth came to show him honour.  From the West and from the East great potentates brought diadems with which to crown the august monarch, for he was a world ruler.

As the king sat enthroned and bedecked with dazzling jewels, a courtier entered and announced that the old men were standing at the palace gate and demanding admission.

“Let them enter” said the king.

Now Pharaoh’s palace could be approached by four hundred different entrances and at each entrance were stationed lions and bears and other wild beasts made especially fierce by hunger.  No one could pass before the beasts had been fed.

When Moses and Aaron arrived at the gate a strange thing happened.  All the hungry beasts tamely gathered round them and licked their feet like dogs.  Then they followed the brothers all the way to the place until they stood in the presence of Pharaoh.  The king looked and was overawed.  These were not ordinary mortals.  They looked like angels of G-d.  Their stature was like the cedars of Lebanon, their eyes like the planet Venus, their flowing beards like clusters of palms, and the splendour of their countenance like that of the sun.  He saw the staff of G-d made of sapphire and the Divine Name engraved thereon.  He heard their voices which burned into his mind like a flaming fire.

Fear and awe overcame the royal gathering.  Kings removed their crowns and made obeisance.

Pharaoh sat expectantly, hoping the visitors had brought him at least a coronet or a letter of introduction.  The brothers did not even offer him greetings.

“Who are you?” demanded Pharaoh.
· “We are the envoys of the Holy One blessed be He”.
· “What do you want here?”
· “Thus says the Lord, G-d of Israel:  Let my people go!”
Pharaoh was furious.
“Who is the Lord”, he asked, “that I should listen to Him and let Israel go?  He has not even thought of sending me a crown.  All you can bring me is words.  I do not know the Lord and will not let Israel go”.
Then he added:
“Wait a moment, and I shall look up my lists of gods and see if I can find anything about your G-d.”

He turned the pages of his book of deities, reading out the names of the gods of Moab, the gods of Ammon, the gods of Soddom, and so on.
“I cannot find your G-d here” he finally declared.
But how could he?  It was like looking for a Kohen in a cemetery!

“You fool!” cried Moses and Aaron, “Does one look for a living being in the graves of the dead?  Our G-d is the living G-d, the King of the Universe.  He existed before the world was created and will endure when the Universe will have come to an end.

------

THE PASCHAL LAMB

When the children of Israel were already settled in the Promised Land and the Temple was built they used to bring the paschal lambs to the Temple, there to slaughter them.  You may easily imagine the throngs that would crowd the Temple precincts.  There were so many people that they could not all enter the Temple Court at once.  They were, therefore, divided into three groups.

The first group entered, the court was filled to capacity and the doors were closed.  A horn was blown and the priests were drawn up in rows.  The priests in one row would hold gold dishes in the hand, those of another would hold silver dishes.  The dishes were to receive the blook for the sprinkling on the altar.  They had no rims at the bottom so that they could not be put down while containing the blood.  This was to prevent the blood solidifying.

The slaying was performed by an Israelite and the blood was received by a priest.  The dish was passed from hand to hand along the tow, each priest receiving a full dish and passing back an empty one.  The innermost priest sprinkled the blood towards the base of the altar.

When all was done, the first group left and the second group entered.  The second left and the third entered.  The same procedure that applied to the first applied to the second and the third.  They read the Hallel.  If it was finished before the ceremony was over it was repeated, and if necessary, it was said a third time, though in practice it never happened (Pes.64) that the Hallel should be said a third time.

------

King Agrippa once wished to ascertain the total of the Jewish population of Palestine.  He told the High Priest to count the paschal lambs offered on Passover eve.  They took one kidney for each lamb and obtained a total of 600,000 pairs of kidneys twice the number of Israelites who went out of Egypt.  This did not include those who were unclean or on a journey, and thus unable to offer the lamb.  Moreover, there were always at least ten people to one paschal lamb (Pes. 64).  Now how many Israelites were there?
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