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Rereading Exodus

������0RWOH\�0RE��SDUW��

The Bible text itself does not give an explanation for why the erevrav (#21), or any individual among the group, “went 
up with them.” Over the centuries, commentary has suggested a range of reasons, from the most base self-interest to the 
PRVW�VLQFHUH�UHOLJLRXV�FRQYHUVLRQ�DQG�RU�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ�ZLWK�<LVUDHO� 

$PRQJ�WKH�IHZ�LQGLYLGXDOV�LGHQWLÀHG�LQ�FRPPHQWDU\�DV�SDUW�RI�WKH�erevrav is the daughter of Pharaoh who rescues Mo-
VHV�IURP�WKH�ULYHU��+HU�WDOH�LQ�WKH�%LEOH�LV�TXLWH�VSDUVH��VL[�YHUVHV�WRWDO��DQG�VKH�LV�QRW�QDPHG��([���������6RXUFH�3DJHV���
We do not learn her initial motives for rescuing Moses or anything else about her, before or after she secures a wet-nurse 
for the baby. This allows for a variety of interpretations -- in popular culture as well as in Bible commentary -- about 
who she might have been and her relationships with Yisrael and/or�HUHYUDY��

Zora Neale Hurston has young Miriam, older sister of Moses, describe the scene at the river:   
She made them play music and they danced for her because she was so glad because she found the child. I could 
see everything they did, mama. I wasn't far from the Princess. She told 'em she loved the child a lot already. 
-- Hurston,  Moses, Man of the Mountain (previously cited),  p.30

Ira Gershwin's lyric in "It Ain't Necessarily So" suggests a completely 
different story -- one played out, in many versions, countless times over 
the centuries in so many places where women's choices in bearing and 
raising children were limited by law and custom. The Gershwins don't 
follow this up with commentary or sermonizing on what it might mean 
for Moses and the <LVUDHO�LWHV or the�0LW]UD\LP�LWHV were his origin 
different from what "you're liable to read in the Bible" (see box.)

Contemporary biblical scholar Rev. Wilda Gafney (see box, next page) writes:

I call the princess who nurtures Moses Sheshan (the Egyptian word for lotus)...The story does not tell us how old 
she is, if she is married or single, if she has other children or is infertile, if she has siblings....Did [Pharaoh] know 
she was fostering a Hebrew child? Did she publicly differ with her father on his treatment of [<LVUDHO�LWHV]? Was 
she a beloved and indulged daughter? Or was she one of so many children by so many women that he could not 
keep them straight?

...The drash I offer constructs her as an ally who works to bring Moses into the world of her privilege. Note that 
she doesn't work to dismantle that privilege. Allyship has its limits. 
-- Gafney, :RPDQLVW�0LGUDVK��p.99, 100

Two stories of Pharaoh's daughter (%DW�3KDUDRK) receiving the name she is called in post-Biblical Jewish tradition:

• In one chronology, she received her new name at Sinai, after the People had been in the wilderness for two 
months. God tells her: “0RVHV�ZDV�QRW�\RXU�VRQ��\HW�\RX�FDOOHG�KLP�\RXU�VRQ��\RX��WRR��WKRXJK�\RX�DUH�QRW�0\�
daughter, yet I will call you My Daughter [Batya]"  (Vayikra Rabbah 1:3). 

• In another, we see Bat-Pharaoh completing her conversion -- “bathing in the river to cleanse herself from the 
impurity of her father’s idols" -- before she ever saw the basket and adopted Moses (B. Sotah 12b).

Li’l Moses was found in a stream
+H�ÁRDWHG�RQ�ZDWHU
Till Ol’ Pharaoh’s daughter
6KH�ÀVKHG�KLP��VKH�VDLG��IURP�GDW�VWUHDP
-- Ira & George Gershwin
“It Ain’t Necessarily So,” 1935
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5HY��:LOGD�&��*DIQH\ is Professor of Hebrew Bible at Brite Divinity School in Fort Worth, TX. She is 
the author of many books and articles, including :RPDQLVW�0LGUDVK (cited here), and contributions to The 
3HRSOHV
�&RPSDQLRQ�WR�WKH�%LEOH (cited above #15). She is an Episcopal Priest, active in inter-religious 
ZRUN��DQG��DFFRUGLQJ�WR�KHU�7ZLWWHU�SURÀOH���ÀJKWV�ELEOLFDO�LOOLWHUDF\_ZKLWH�VXSUHPDF\_SDWULDUFK\���6KH�
is a former member of Dorshei Derekh Reconstructionist Minyan in Germantown, PA, and taught at the 
Reconstructionist Rabbinical College. 

As we’ve seen (see #15), Torah has 70 faces, so we need not decide which chronology is “right.” But each choice says 
many things about the meaning of what I’m calling here the “<LVUDHO�LWH community” and who belongs and how.

If, as in the Talmudic tradition, she had completed her conversion before adopting Moses, Batya was already part of the 
<LVUDHO�LWH�community when she left 0LW]UD\LP�

If, as in the Vayikra Rabbah tradition, she was named (as part of a conversion) at Sinai, Batya was initially part of 
erevrav, in some sense adjunct to the <LVUDHO�LWH�community, when she left 0LW]UD\LP.  

$�JHQHURXV�UHDG�RI�WKH�ÀUVW�WUDGLWLRQ�LV�WKDW�WKH�6DJHV�RI�WKH�7DOPXG�ZHUH�FRQIHUULQJ�ZKDW�WKH\�FRQVLGHUHG�D�JLIW�RQ�
%DW\D��JLYLQJ�KHU�DQ�KRQRUDU\�VWDWXV����YDJXHO\�DNLQ��SHUKDSV��WR�LQYLWLQJ�KHU�WR�WKH�EDUEHTXH��D�OHVV�JHQHURXV�UHDG�LV�WKDW�
they simply could not cope with a non-<LVUDHO�LWH�in such a crucial role and so wrote her into the fold. Conversion stories 
DUH�DOVR�LPDJLQHG�IRU�=LSSRUDK��ZLIH�RI�0RVHV��-HWKUR��KHU�IDWKHU��PLGZLYHV�6KLIUDK�DQG�3XDK��DQG�SUHWW\�PXFK�DQ\�
Bible character the Sages saw as one of the good guys or as redeemable. 

The second tradition singles Batya out for a new name but includes her in what is understood as the mass conversion of 
all those at Sinai, <LVUDHO�LWH�and others present. It is “the birth of a whole people -- not only as an ethnic family but as a 
particular kind of community, one made up of the despised, the enslaved, who come forward to change history -- makes 
for the birth of a new approach to life” (Waskow and Berman, )UHHGRP�-RXUQH\V� p.29).

Both traditions have their positive aspects...and we’ll return to this. But both, in the end, remove any chance to see a 
non-<LVUDHO�LWH�as a good guy and a fellow traveler. By converting everyone in the story, we lose the possibility of explo-
raing a variety of relationships, including -- as in Wilda Gafney’s version -- allyship....

The search continues for a framework seeing “we (Jews)” as diverse and “we (Jews and 
QRQ�-HZV�µ�DV�D�ODUJHU��GLYHUVH�FRPPXQLW\��6KDUH�\RXU�WKRXJKWV�LQ�3DUW���RI�WKLV�ERRN�

 
7I¿VE��'SYRXMRK�(E]W�
�;IIOW�1EVOMRK�XLI�.SYVRI]

What does this one biblical character,
and the many ways she has been drawn over time,
tell us about how we see community boundaries?
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Rereading Exodus

Exodus 2:5-10 
And the daughter of Pharaoh came down to bathe in the river; and her maidens walked along by the 
river-side; and she saw the ark among the flags, and sent her handmaid to fetch it.

And she opened it, and saw it, even the child; and behold a boy that wept. And she had compassion on 
him, and said: ‘This is one of the Hebrews’ children.’

Then said his sister to Pharaoh’s daughter: ‘Shall I go and call thee a nurse of the Hebrew women, that 
she may nurse the child for thee?’

And Pharaoh’s daughter said to her: ‘Go.’ And the maiden went and called the child’s mother.

And Pharaoh’s daughter said unto her: ‘Take this child away, and nurse it for me, and I will give thee 
thy wages.’ And the woman took the child, and nursed it.

And the child grew, and she brought him unto Pharaoh’s daughter, and he became her son. And she 
called his name Moses, and said: ‘Because I drew him out of the water.’

And it came to pass in those days, when Moses was grown up, that he went out unto his brethren, and 
looked on their burdens; and he saw an Egyptian smiting a Hebrew, one of his brethren.

Source Pages for #22-#24 
Bible translations are slightly adapted JPS, except as noted

A Talmudic commentary provides another suggestion about Batya's life before Moses:

The verse states: “And the daughter of Pharaoh came down to bathe [lirchotz] 
in the river” (Exodus 2:5). Rabbi Yochanan says in the name of Rabbi Shimon 
ben Yochai: This teaches that she came down to the river to cleanse herself from 
the impurity of her father’s idols, as she was immersing herself as part of the 
conversion process. 
-- B. Talmud, Sotah 12b
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Exodus 2:1 
Three translations, with one footnote, of Exodus 2:1

When the people saw that Moses was so long in coming down from the mountain, the people 
gathered against Aaron and said to him, “Come, make us a god who shall go before us, for that 
man Moses, who brought us from the land of Egypt—we do not know what has happened to 
him.” 
– JPS Tanakh, 1985

And the people saw that Moses lagged in coming down from the mountain, and the people 
assembled against Aaron and said to him, “Rise up, make us gods that will go before us...” 
– Robert Alter, 2004 (Norton)

Now when the people saw that Moses was shamefully-late* in coming down from the 
mountain, the people assembled against Aharon and said to him: Arise, make us a god who will 
go before us...”
– Everett Fox, 1983 (Schocken)

 *Fox's note on this verse: Others, “delayed,” but the Hebrew verb (boshesh) carries the 
connotation of “causing-shame/embarrassment.” 

Possibly something was lost or deliberately omitted from biblical text at some point. It seems likely, however, that 
Exodus is simply not concerned with the backgrounds of the woman who raised Moses or of his birth mother. Nei-
ther woman is named during the early reporting on his origins. Nor is Moses’ father, for that matter.

Later (Exodus 6:20), the names Amram and Yocheved (Jocheved, Jochebed) are introduced for Moses’ parents, and 
they appear several more times in the Torah. Pharaoh’s daughter does not appear again after her six verses, and she 
remains unnamed in the Bible. She is called “Batya” or “Bitya,” which means “Daughter of God,” in later Jewish 
tradition.

In one midrash, it is God who names Pharaoh’s daughter [Bat Pharaoh]:  
Rabbi Yehoshuah taught in the name of Rabbi Levi that The Holy one said to Batyah the daughter of Pharaoh: 
0RVHV�ZDV�QRW�\RXU�VRQ��\HW�\RX�FDOOHG�KLP�\RXU�VRQ��\RX��WRR��WKRXJK�\RX�DUH�QRW�0\�GDXJKWHU��\HW�,�ZLOO�
call you My Daughter. This is why it says: "These were the sons of Bithiah daughter of Pharaoh" -- Vayikra 
Rabbah [midrash on Leviticus] 1:3


