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THE PENTATEUCH

Lesson 14  Commentary  Exodus 12:37 - 18

Lesson 15  Questions        Exodus 19 - 23

THE DEPARTURE FROM EGYPT 

AND JOURNEY TO SINAI

EXODUS 12:37 - 18

INTRODUCTION


The departure from Egypt and the journey to Sinai is the true beginning of what the prophets and Christian theologians have considered the “marriage of God with His people.” Jeremiah 2:2 expresses it beautifully:

“Yahweh says this: I remember the affection of your youth, the love of your bridal days: you followed me through the wilderness, through a land unsown.”    (See also Hosea 2:16ff)


In Josue 24:17, Amos 2:10, and Micah 6:4, God is always the one who “brought his people out of Egypt.” (Take time to read these passages, and others included in these notes ... )


This beautiful revelation of God’s special love and choice as seen in the Old Testament is full of depth and meaning for the fulfillment of the whole plan of God in His Christians, and not only for the Christian community called the Church, but for each individual Christian.


The deep, magnificent love of God for each soul and for the Church is one of the greatest revelations of Scripture, both Old and New. If we want to truly honor and please God, we must banish all doubt about His true character as Father, as Savior, and as Bridegroom, of each of us. All earthly loves are images and manifestations of the divine union God plans for each human spirit that sets out on a departure from the merely human (as lived in Egypt) to an alliance invited by God (as done at Sinai). This is what God means by salvation, ending in future glory and perfect union with Him.


Christian theologians and spiritual guides have written in each century on this basic Christian destiny: union with God. John of the Cross, the great Spanish mystical theologian (one who studies and teaches the process of this development in a soul), writes in a commentary on his poem “The Spiritual Canticle,” based on the Song of Songs in the Bible:


“In the spiritual espousal between a soul and God, God transforms it into himself by a secret knowledge of God which spiritual persons call contemplation... The Son of God wishes to bring such souls to the spiritual marriage, either in this life or the next—either in the Church Militant (struggling with evil) or in the Church Triumphant.” (New translation of the works of St. John of the Cross, Institute of Carmelite Studies, Stanzas 27:5 and 40:7)


John calls this stage of our journey to God, a “night” in which the light of God is able to blot out, like the sun, all other attractions.


This sublime truth, however, is not all we learn from our study of the Exodus and journey of God’s people, for we all are journeying through a desert, as the Israelites did. Their escape from slavery, the long trek and hardships, and the testing God gave His people are repeated in each Christian who seriously sets out on a spiritual journey to a deepening relationship. As we go through Exodus, we will note the marvelous lessons there for our spiritual life. Let us set out now from Chapter 12:37 through Chapter 18.

I. INSTRUCTIONS FROM GOD (Exodus 12:37 - 14:4)


A. Passover Regulations. The night of departure is called a “vigil of the Lord” for His people; and so they begin, at God’s wish, to keep it a vigil for Him “for all generations.” The commands, about foreigners and slaves not participating in the Passover ceremonies without being circumcised, are meant to ensure that the Israelites build a close bond around their faith and its meanings as taught by their God. This reminds us of the same commitments asked of the members of the Church (Catholic): about reserving the Eucharist only to those who believe as we do about it; about marrying one of the same faith; about bringing children and others to baptism before admitting them to the Christian Passover ceremony, the Eucharist. It is a question of unity of belief and commitment.


Resident aliens are mentioned here, and that “the law shall be the same for them as for the born Israelites,” reminding us that we too have resident aliens among us, who should be accepted when they recognize the “Law”—the religious and civil codes that bind us.  God provided for the acceptance of such among the Jews.   Are we doing this for our resident aliens? How do we apply this situation in a democracy?


B. Early Customs and New Meanings. Several Biblical customs that originated in these events are ones that God planned as special symbols of his relationship to the people.


The first-born law is first recorded here for “both man and beast.”   In recent studies, made possible by new discoveries in archeology and by finding ancient documents and clay tablets of those times, not only are many Biblical places and racial names corroborated, but more ancient customs are revealed that show a natural but divinely guided development.  The Passover lamb, for instance, was a springtime custom of shepherds in this land, coming from their desire to offer a perfect animal to the deity, by whose providence, they believed, all things were given.  They believed that blood was the source and sign of life and was to be reverenced; that the firstborn animal or child was to be an offering to the deity (children were “redeemed” back in most customs—some really sacrificed them as did the Canaanites).  At spring planting time, unleavened bread was to be an offering in honor of the gift of grain.  The Sabbath (the word means “rest” not seventh day) was meant to follow days of work.     (See John 1:29, 1 Corinthians 5:7, Hebrews 9:13-14, and 1 Peter 1:19.)


All of these practices and beliefs were raised to an entirely new plane by the deliverance from Egypt in the springtime, which Moses led at the command of God.  The Passover lamb to be eaten with unleavened bread (no yeast), although a necessity here because of haste, was to become a festival for six days to remember that event for the Israelites.  The whole earlier spring customs became a celebration of their God, the true God, who revealed himself to Moses—the same God who led Abraham and the patriarchs.  All their liturgical customs, shared with other people of the region, were special from that time on as celebrations about Yahweh and His love.


Recognizing that social customs and celebrations, even natural phenomena, that coincided with God’s leadership through Moses, does not mean that later times invented them but rather, that earlier times and customs were changed by God to a higher meaning, through His using them for His purposes when He decided.  Jesus did this same thing with the Jewish Passover—He raised it to a higher level by being a new kind of Firstborn, a new Paschal Lamb, a new unleavened bread, a new Blood shed to mark out the chosen and the saved.    Watch for this in other details in this lesson’s texts.  See Luke 22:19-20.


A small statement, “Every first-born son you shall redeem,” which became an event in Jesus’ life, the Presentation in the temple, is celebrated in our Catholic liturgical year to remember that Mary and Joseph kept this law. Do we plan daily Mass for such celebrations of Jesus in the liturgical year, even on a week day? This one was to be forty days after birth... See Leviticus 12:6-8.

II. THE JOURNEY TO SINAI


A. The Route. You will notice in a footnote, if you have a Jerusalem Bible translation, on chapter 13:17, why God led Moses to avoid the nearest route along the sea coast from Egypt to Canaan. It was heavily fortified by Pharaoh’s military posts. Also, in Genesis 50:25 and Joshua 24:32, note the tender care of Moses for Joseph’s dying request. According to the Pentateuch, Abraham and Sarah, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph all rest in the orginal tomb purchased by Abraham.


The earlist translations of the Pentateuch had “Reed Sea” and later ones “Red Sea.” The latter is south of the Sinai Peninsula, but flows north into what we now call the Gulf of Suez. This, in turn, in its northernmost area, is quite marshy and becomes the “Bitter Lakes” in which papyrus grew, the reed the Egyptians used to make writing paper. The Reed Sea might have been, according to an ancient map, farther north nearer the Mediterranean Sea. The town nearby mentioned in the Exodus account (Exodus 14:9) was east of Rameses, Pharaoh’s capital, built by Hebrew slave labor. This suggests that Pharaoh’s army, sent after the Israelites, could catch up with them rapidly.


B. The Cloud and the Fire (Exodus 13:21-22 and 40:36). The various strands of Israelite tribal traditions, as recorded from time to time in different tribes, converged at Exodus 12:37. In the rest of the Pentateuch, however, there are differences about the pillar of cloud and fire. The Yahwist tradition has “dark mist,” the Elohist has “cloud” which surrounds fire within, and the Priestly tradition adds the “glory of God” and “consuming fire” which moves as God moves.


Mystical theology sees in the cloud and the fire foreshadowings of Christian realities. St. John of the Cross calls the beginning of a secret knowledge of God, “contemplation” in his tradition, and adds that it is a “dark night,” one which seems to the soul a consuming, cleansing fire which ends in a “living flame of love” in whose light the soul recognizes and touches the true God. To John, the whole image of fire is very important to the purification of a soul by God’s fire. He speaks of this fire as that applied to a log which, when the fire begins to affect it, smokes and resists the fire, but which, when it submits more and more to the fire, begins to glow as does the fire; and finally emits sparks of fire itself. John also has many allusions to the “fire” of Purgatory and the process; of cleansing there, and believes it is the same fire as for those who enter this process on earth with the intention of progressing in union with God. (See Numbers 14:14.)


The cloud image is also a favorite one in a classic description of a life of prayer by an anonymous English monk in the 1400’s.   He called his description “The Cloud of Unknowing,” and urges those who wish to advance in prayer to enter into a “cloud of forgetting, of unknowing,” abandoning all of the operations of thought and imagination in order to find God in the center of their soul, thus suggesting the Exodus verses of God being in the center of the cloud by day but seen only in the night.  This image is used in a modern book on prayer intended for those hungry for deeper prayer among the laity: CENTERING PRAYER, by the Cistercian monk, Basil Pennington, a popular writer.


Another traditional interpretation of the cloud is as an image of Mary, who went about Galilee and Israel with God within, though no one could see Him within her.  Still another, closely related to God’s leadership of Israel by day and night, is the one revealed by Jesus in John 8:12 and 10:4, where He calls Himself the “light which shines in darkness” and the one who “goes before his sheep” leading them to safe pastures.


The important lesson here, even in the Old Testament beginning of the People of God, in the formation by God through Moses and the prophets all through the leaders of the New Testament, is not the literal words and events, but their basic truth about God that He is revealing:   “I am a person who stays near the ones I love, a person who shows by this who I am and what I am like.” To stay merely on the level of the events and the stories is not to delve into God’s real intention in giving us inspired Scripture.


C. The Crossing of the Water The key event of the Exodus and of Israelite history is that day of the crossing of the Reed Sea and the drowning of Pharaoh’s servants mired in the mud of their chariots.


The real miracle of the crossing, whether it was mud and shallow water or the east wind, is that God had revealed and commanded Moses to lead the Exodus to that place and that the way he led was exactly the one that defeated their enemy, and that they knew ahead of time that Moses said that would happen.  God was in control, not Pharaoh, as He is in our lives, too, if we are faithful to Him.  Here, Israel witnessed God’s definite purpose in leading them out of slavery, to a land He had promised to their fathers.    They never forgot this crossing to freedom with God’s cloud and  darkness shielding them from the pursuing Egyptians.  This is the great night of which we, too, sing, the night of Holy Saturday, for our exodus crossing the sea, is our Baptism, freeing us of the tyranny of original sin and error and personal sin.  Do we ever celebrate our Baptismal date, and especially (most of you probably do) do we celebrate with our Christian community this Baptism on the Vigil Mass and ceremonies of Holy Saturday? See 1 Maccabees 4:7-11 and Hebrews 11:29.


D. Complaints. This is the first place, but not the last, where the people complained to Moses. In great fright, they reproached him for bringing them there when they saw the army behind them, but Moses revealed his own calm and growth in faith and trust. “Stand your ground and you will see the victory which the Lord will win for you today,” he had told them. St. Paul uses “stand your ground” in Ephesians 6:13, where he describes Christian warfare against superior forces of evil. That must have been greatly difficult for the Israelites to do nothing when they were in “battle aray,” but Moses taught them to depend on God to “fight for you; you have only to keep still.” This advice is just as hard for us, but we must let God handle difficulties that overwhelm us; let “God be God” when it is the time.

III. SING TO THE LORD! (Exodus 15:1-21)


A. Moses broke into song when they were all safe, giving us the first Canticle (Song) in the Bible. His sister, Miriam, the “prophetess,” led the women, dancing, playing tambourines, and singing the refrain. It is sung on Holy Saturday vigil. One of our Sisters made a translation from the original French and added melody and words.


The first verses show the effect on Moses and the people—their great realization and gratitude for what God had done; their understanding of who their God was. Look through the canticle and note their exultant descriptions of God and who He is and what He has done for them. This glorious song is often quoted in the Psalms (Psalm 118, 48, and 78), in the historical book, and in the prophets.


B. The Testing. But the chosen People had yet much to learn about God and about themselves; and God had many lessons to teach them, much to bear with them, as did Moses. Right off, we find them traveling for three days without water, and then finding only bitter water; Moses and the Lord fixed that by throwing the proper wood into the water, making it fresh—another example of God using a natural resource. It was here “that the Lord began to put them to the test” by “making rules and regulations.”


He told them: “If you heed my commandments... I will be your healer.” And forthwith, when they obeyed, they came to a place of twelve springs and 70 palms! Not one, but twelve, seventy. Do we see the lesson of obedience: (Could this be a foreshadowing of the New Testament twelve Apostles and seventy disciples as a provision from God?)


As we leave Chapters 13 and 15, we can look back and see a plan of spiritual progress.



1. Sanctification (Exodus 13:6-7).  The unleavened bread here is a symbol of what St. Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 5:6: “Get rid of all the old yeast and make yourselves into a completely new batch of bread, unleavened, as you are meant to be.” Yeast here is considered to be our sinful habits, which we must give up to follow Jesus’ holiness.



2. Sacrifice (Exodus 13:11-12): The firstborn belong to God.  The true servant of God offers him the best he has; refuses him nothing, gives him total allegiance.



3. Prayer: “Stand still; you have only to keep still” (Exodus 14:14 and 14:31).



4. Praise and Thanksgiving: The Song of Victory (Exodus 15)

Where are you in this process?

IV. THE DESERT


A. The Growth of Moses in God’s Ways. As we get into the desert journey in Exodus 16 and 17, we see the great figure of Moses, once fearful and begging off from God’s call and appointment.  He is now a loyal servant, a fearless leader, a strong voice.  As God’s spokesman to the many descendants of Abraham, he reminds us of the authority of Peter as head of the Apostles, of the Pope as head of the bishops and of the People of God.    This has been God’s way ever since Moses—He uses human delegates with His authority to take His own leadership to the people, to lead them through His leaders. “Who hears you, hears me” (Luke 10:16).


B. The Manna and the Quail. Here again, we are faced with geographical conditions, the knowledge of which were not available in earlier times, even when we were children. For instance, I learned of the fearsome grasshopper swarms that cover Egypt in certain seasons from the “Biblical Archeological Review” a few years ago.  The events and conditions of the exodus as happened in the plagues and the manna and the quail, reveal a very deep reality about God: He knows ahead of time His creation in nature; He can arrange them when He wants to for His friends; He can use them for His purposes when He wants to; but, further, He can arrange for us to be where He wants when He will use nature.  How is the power of God shown and made available to you today?


C. Fed by God. Another reality in the case of God feeding His people in the desert is the fact that He revealed it to Moses before it happened, and though the people, not being natives, did not know about any such type of food, Moses told them of it and when it would be there. Let us look at the deeds of God for the Israelites.


The Israelites found that the manna on the ground was white, of small size, and sweet. It could be preserved indefinitely. There is a substance like this on that coast of Sinai, which, if left around, collects ants and then tastes and smells bad. God had ordered the people not to keep any leftovers but ordered them to keep some, covered, in the ark of the covenant as proof of His bounty to their descendants. He seemed to be teaching them, before it was on the ground, how to use it. Further, He tested them in their obedience by giving exact commands about gathering it and when, and about the Sabbath day. Science and knowledge gained from our study of nature there now, are still God’s wonders, and never really contradict the Bible; nor does the Bible contradict true science. We have found also, that a quail migration comes to Sinai in the spring season, and the exhausted quail just drop to the ground and lie there until they can fly on. God had His people right there when the quail came. Did He really need to create new quail for such a provision?

* * * * * * *
QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 15

Exodus 19 - 23

Day 1

Reread Exodus 3:4-12 and read Exodus 19:1-3a (the first sentence in verse 3).


a.
Does the first passage explain why, in the second passage, Moses went up the mountain to God? How?


b.
Read Exodus 19:4-8 and 1 Peter 2:1-5. In what way were the people of the Covenant priests?


c.
Are the people of the Old Testament and of the New Testament priests in the same way? Explain?


d.
Read Exodus 19:9-25. What lesson was God teaching the people in these commands and in the phenomena of this passage?

Day 2

Read Exodus 20.


a.
Which commandments show our duty to God?


b.
Which show duties to our neighbors?


c.
In Matthew 22:37-40, how does Jesus reduce these?


d.
Do the ten commandments apply to today? Why?

Day 3

Read Exodus 21:1-32 and skim Exodus 22:1-30.


a.
Compare these laws on slaves with the laws and customs of the former slavery in the U.S.


b.
Are the laws in Exodus 22 different from the Ten Commandments, or do they apply them? Give an example.

Day 4

Read Exodus 21:33 - 22:14.


a.
In what way are the verses you read similar?


b.
Why do you think such laws had to be made?

Day 5

Read Exodus 22:15 - 23:1-9.


a.
In Exodus 22:15, in the NAB what does “marriage price” mean? What have we read in Genesis that included such a price?


b.
Does Exodus 22:20 in the NAB apply to any practices in the U.S.?


c.
How does Exodus 22:24 in the NAB apply to our modern practice? Right or wrong now?


d.
Which verse in the NAB is repeated twice? What is the effect?

Day 6

Read Exodus 23:10-33.


a.
In Exodus 23:11, what agricultural wisdom is revealed?


b.
How long would it be before some of these laws in Exodus 22 and 23 likely be needed?


c.
Give two examples of your answer in #b.


d.
List five spiritual lessons your learned from Exodus 20-23.
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