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Yoheved and Amram, his sister Miriam, and even his adopted mother
Bitiah, the daughter of Pharaoh, are all traditionally “named,” yet here
in our chapter their names are all ignored. The fact that so many
seemingly important names are left out is further highlighted by the
fact that in a chapter where so many new personalities are introduced,
only two names are given explanation and meaning.

The first is Moses himself, whose name is explained as meaning
“drawn out of the water.” The second is Moses’s son, Gershom, whose
name tells the reader Moses’s feelings about his experience in Midian:
“l have been a stranger in a strange land.” Not only do these names
tell us about Moses’s personal history and emotional state, they also
show us the depth of connection between Moses and B'nai Israel. Just
as Moses was literally drawn from the water and miraculously saved,
so too was lsrael metaphorically drawn from the waters of the Reed
Sea and constantly saved from danger by God. Just as Moses had an
experience of deep otherness and disconnection in a strange place, so
too did the Israelites in their time in Egypt and their experiences of
wandering.

Crucially, these two experiences of being saved and being wholly
other have continued to echo throughout Jewish history. Our people
has gone through periods of both salvation and isolation, and often
we argue about which one we're in at the current moment. These
names challenge and push us to examine our own personal and
communal history to decide which names, experiences, and
perspectives we want to give to ourselves and others.

To receive Torah from JTS by email, visit www jtsa.edu/torah
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For many readers, the Torah is more than the good book. It is a great
book. The Torah's greatness can be attributed to its literary uniqueness
(there really is no other book quite like it) and to its remarkable place at
the foundation of three major religions.

For me, the Torah’s greatness comes from the way it integrates artistry
and meaning. The Torah is playfully serious. It manipulates language,
selectively includes and excludes essential narrative details, and is overtly
intertextual. Above all, the Torah is crafted to express and to suggest. lts
laws, stories, prophetic oracles, wise sayings, prayers, and songs all
function in a way as a kind of poetry—a spiritual poetry—that captures
the religious imagination, expressing and suggesting profound
meanings.

Like all good poetry, the Torah brings in each individual reader and
connects us to its stories and truths. Like all good spiritual poetry, the
Torah communicates something essential about human experience,
capturing our vulnerabilities and our aspirations that extend beyond the
specificities of ourselves. The Torah’s spiritual poetry is expansive. It
blends the universal with the particular; communicates what is eternal in
each moment; and speaks to us as humans and as Jews.

One of the ways the Torah does this is by telling stories that collapse
time, causing the past, present, and future to intersect. There are core
moments in individual characters’ lives that are linked intentionally to
Israel's larger story, and even to the grand human narrative. These
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moments simultaneously look backwards and forwards to connect
characters with their ancestors and with their descendants, including
each one of us.

Parashat Shemot offers several examples. The parashah opens with
the names of Jacob’s sons, records the death of Joseph and the
passing of his generation, and introduces the next generation of Israel
that, being extraordinarily fertile Y2971 %W 119], fills the earth
[parn ®onm] (Exod. 1:7). The words used to describe Israel’s fertility
echo the story of creation in Genesis 1 and God’s command to the
first humans to be fertile, increase, and fill the earth [1RY11 1271 179]
(Gen. 1:28).

With this echo, the Torah poetically links Israel’s story to the world’s
story and suggests that Israel experiences a new or renewed creation.
Depending on one’s perspective, it is a moment of cosmic continuity
or discontinuity. Either way, Israel’'s story intersects with the world’s
story and the creation of humanity.

Next, the parashah records the birth of Moses, whose life is in danger
in the wake of Pharaoh’s decree to throw Israel’s baby boys into the
Nile. In another nod to the creation story in Genesis 1, Moses’s
mother perceives her son’s goodness [210 73 IR RIM] and places
him in a tevah, a container [nan], setting him afloat in the Nile river.

(Exod. 2:2-3)

The only other place in the Torah that the word nan (tevah) appears
refers to Noah's ark. In this way, the Torah poetically links two
moments of salvation, while also hinting at a future salvation. Moses
is Noah. His experience of floating down the river in a Nan connects
him to this ancestor. Moses also is Israel. His personal experience of
salvation—of being drawn from the water—connects him with the
people he will lead through the water to their salvation.

The centerpiece of the parashah is Moses’s call to prophecy at the
burning bush. This is another poetically charged moment in which the
present and the future, the personal and the communal, intersect.
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Exodus 3:1 describes Moses shepherding his father-in-law’s sheep deep
into the wilderness to Horeb, God’s mountain.

This one verse encapsulates the entire story of Exodus in which Moses
shepherds Israel through the wilderness to God’s mountain. Once
again, Moses’s personal story reflects Israel’s story. Similarly, Moses
encounters God at the burning bush [M0], an overt wordplay on Sinai
[P0™1], the site of Israel's communal revelation. In this way, Moses’s
intimate moment of private revelation foreshadows Israel's grand
moment of communal revelation.

Moments of creation, salvation, and revelation punctuate Moses’s
story, Israel’s story, and the human story. They also punctuate the story
of my own life and are key to why the Torah’s spiritual poetry speaks to
me and why | think it makes the good book a great book.

The Torah’s spiritual poetry makes specific moments feel timeless and
transforms personal stories into communal ones. By doing so, it also
enables ancient stories to feel alive for contemporary readers like me.
Its expansiveness welcomes me into the Torah’s world and helps me
extend my personal narrative beyond my present, connecting me to
the ancient past and the distant future. The Torah’s spiritual poetry
enables Moses’s story to become Israel's story and Israel’s story to
become my own.
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929, the number of chapters in Tanakh, is a project dedicated to creating a global Jewish
conversation. 929 invites Jews everywhere to read Tanakh, one chapter a day, together with a
website of pluralistic interpretations from a wide range of contributors, including JTS rabbinical
students. Here is a past contribution from this week’s parashah. Visit 929.org.il to learn more.

In any biblical story, names are a critical source of information, context,
and direction. Yet, confusingly, this chapter, which details the lifetime
of Moses from his birth through the birth of his first son, ignores the
names of any character until Moses himself is named. His parents,



