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Starting Points

The Book of  Exodus starts with individuals showing up in a place that is 
new to them. This is not insignificant. Much of  Rereading Exodus is about 
what happens -- to a place and its people -- when new folks arrive. It is 
also about the more usual view of  Exodus as a story of  getting out. 

To truly
conceive,

what it
would
mean

to escape
"the

Narrow
Place"

of
the

Exodus
story

we must
first

explore
how

all the
parties

ended up
in

here
and
how

we/they
relate to

one
another.
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Mitzrayim מצרים

In English, the Book of  Exodus takes 
place in “Egypt.” Rereading Exodus 
uses a transliteration of  the Hebrew 
word, "Mitzrayim," instead, to keep 
the biblical place – and its symbolic 
meanings – distinct from any actual 
country, ancient or contemporary. 
"Mitzrayim" can reference the land or  
a collective people/nation.

Similarly, a Hebrew transliteration, 
"Yisrael," is used to distinguish biblical 
from other usage. In Bible discussed 
here, it is both another name for 
Jacob and the name of  a people. (At 
this point in the biblical story there is 
no place of  this name. In instances 
where the historical or contemporary 
nation is meant, “Israel” is used.)

“Yisrael-ite” is used for an individual or 
the adjective form. This book uses an 
invented parallel term, "Mitzrayim-ite," 
(rather than “Egyptian”) for 
individuals and the related adjective. 

Unless otherwise noted, original 
language is  maintained in quotations.

Tzar צר

The Hebrew "tzar" 
means "narrow"

and
the plural "tzarim"
is "narrow straits."

So, based on 
Hebrew

wordplay, 
The Zohar

(a mystical work
from

13th Century Spain)
suggests that

the Exodus story
is about
escaping

from
our own

"narrow places."
 Centuries of

later Jewish teaching 
elaborated
themes of

leaving behind 
constricted views 

and 
narrow-mindedness.



The First Episode

In Hebrew, "Exodus" is known as "Shemot [Names]," and it begins: 

Now these are the names [shemot] of  the sons of  Yisrael, 
who came into Mitzrayim with Jacob; 
every man came with his household:
Reuben, Simeon, Levi, and Judah;
Issachar, Zebulun, and Benjamin; 
Dan and Naphtali, Gad and Asher.
Altogether there were seventy persons of  Jacob's issue; 
and Joseph was in Egypt already. 
-- Exodus 1:1-5

The first lines assume we already know a
lot: Who is Yisrael? Where were his sons
before? Why did they go into Mitzrayim?
Is this story only about men? And who
is Jacob?

...Supposing we already know that Jacob
and Yisrael are two names for the same
person, that raises a different question:
Why is the text using both names?....

We can plow ahead in the story, even if
we're feeling like we tuned in late or are
getting the wrong reel of  a movie (not
that most devices are tuned these days or
movies distributed in reels). We might wish for a hint, like the one open-
ing The Adventures of  Huckleberry Finn: "You don't know about me 
without you have read a book by the name of  The Adventures of  Tom 
Sawyer; but that ain't no matter" (Mark Twain, 1885). Maybe we just as-
sume these verses reference a previous narrative installment and seek 
that out. 

Where to begin reading or studying is one important decision. Where a 
story starts is crucial to its telling. 

Think of  playmates explaining to their adult "who started it." Consider a 
public official announcing the decision not to run for re-election or a res-
taurant closing for the last time: A political journalist might start these tales 
at one point and a business reporter at another, while an oral storyteller 
might make a third choice. There isn't one clear "START" for all purposes. 

Part of  the work of  Rereading Exodus, or Torah exploration more generally, 
is to add layers of  experiences and perspectives to each aspect of  the story. 
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Names 

Books of  the Torah and weekly 
readings, “portions,” are titled 
in Hebrew by their first distinct 
word. The book known in 
English as “Genesis” is called 
“Breishit [In the Beginning]” in 
Hebrew. The Book of  Exodus 
is called "Shemot [Names]” in 
Hebrew, as is the first weekly 
portion in the book. 

How might the title we use 
affect how we read the book?



Getting used to doing this is a tool we can also apply to many situations in 
our daily lives. And figuring out where a story does, or should, start is one 
element of  that work. See below for two disturbing but crucial examples.

As Rereading Exodus continues we will take a sort of  traveling-cartography 
approach, stepping back into the Book of  Genesis and looking ahead to 
later books of  Torah, to figure out where we are and add details as we go 
along. We will also be gathering material from our current circumstances to 
add to the mix. It is my fervent hope that exploring Exodus will help illu-
minate life in DC -- and/or wherever you are at the moment -- especially in
terms of  cross-community understanding. And vice versa.               [2]
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Where does the story of  a killing by police start?

Consider how we report violence, especially killings, by police officers. 
Where we start the telling has a great influence on how we understand 
what happened and this, in turn, has lasting implications for policy and 
other consequences....as well as for our own orientations in the universe.

Deon Kay, RIP

Consider the shooting death of  18-year-old Deon Kay (9/2/20) by DC's 
MPD (Metropolitan Police Dept): Do we start that story with MPD 
reporting a justified fatal shot? With reports of  the officers’ earlier 
actions? With young Deon’s life?

We could start instead with what the DC Auditor called the “entirely 
improvised” and “reckless” approach of  the officers (Office of  DC 
Auditor: The Metropolitan Police Department and the Use of  Deadly Force: The 
Deon Kay Case. 5/25/21) Or we could take a wider look at use of  force in 
MPD, officer training, supervision, etc. 

We could start with legal analyses of  the relatively new DC Justice Lab 
or reports from the older policy groups, Stop Police Terror Project DC 
or Black Lives Matter DC. Or, should we step back further and begin 
where Kelly Brown Douglas does in Stand Your Ground: Black Bodies and 
the Justice of  God (Orbis, 2015)?

For the record: I did not know Deon Kay personally, but I know people 
who did. I know others who join me in mourning this young life cut short 
and all of  our failures, as adults responsible for the safety of  our youth.

May his memory be for a blessing.
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Where does the story of  a hostage situation start?

Colleyville, TX is not geographically near DC, but the hostage situation 
that took place there reverberated along the Anacostia. And, while there is 
no DC Auditor’s analysis or similar document to reference, there were 
affects in DC, and we can profitably consider how this story was reported.

Congregation Beth Israel, 1/15/22

Do we start with police and FBI sources outside, saying “hostages 
rescued”? Or do we begin with the story from inside, describing an escape 
without external intervention? 

Does the story start with R’ Charlie Cytron-Walker’s decision to value 
hospitality and allow a cold stranger inside the synagogue? 

Does it maybe start with this history?

[The suspect] chose a Jewish synagogue, because he thought that 
Jews control the world. He thought that he could take Jews hostage, 
call up an influential rabbi** and she would snap her fingers and give 
him what he wanted. He truly believed that Jews control the media, 
that Jews control the government, that Jews control everything.

...Over the centuries entire Jewish communities have been destroyed 
because people believed that Jews drank the blood of  non-Jewish 
children. Entire Jewish communities have been destroyed because 
people believed that Jews wanted to torture communion wafers. 
Entire Jewish communities have been destroyed because people 
believed that Jews were responsible for all the bad things in life – that 
we are the root of  all evil.

...Far too many Jews have died because of  it. This isn’t distant 
history. This is a month ago. – R’ Cytron-Walker, 2/17/22 testimony 
U.S. House Subcmt. on Crime, Terrorism,  and Homeland Security

**Does the story start with the career of  R’ Angela Buchdahl, prominent 
rabbi (and one of  the country’s most prominent rabbis of  color), and how 
the alleged perpetrator came to think her in charge of  what he wanted? 

Does it start with the individual who admits that, a few days before the 
incident, he sold a stolen, semiautomatic weapon to the suspected gun-
man, who claimed to need it for intimidation to settle a debt? Or with a 
judicial system that can make this Black man the face of  an anti-Jewish 
hate crime/act of  terrorism that he did not commit? 

See also: R’ Buchdahl. “Captives of  Hope,” 1/21/22 sermon, Central 
Synagogue (NYC). AP/Fort Worth Star Telegram, 2/17/22. 


