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From Genesis To Exodus

How do the Genesis themes play out in the Bible's "second chapter," Exodus?  What does the Genesis paradigm for blessing look like when we viewed in the light of Exodus?  In Exodus the variety of partnership is matched by the extent to which that partnership appears crucial to God’s desire.  The Genesis drama of partners is extended in Exodus, most notably between Moses and God.  But there are so many others who work with or for God: women from the populace who save the boy babies and the nation, Moses’ mother and sister who save him as a baby and Moses’ wife who saves him as an adult--from God’s trying to kill him!  There are priests and there are the people, and a Midianite advisor who provides a bridge between laborious judgments and the gift of the Law for all.  The Exodus story confirms the Genesis story as a paradigm for all that follows.

Deliverance from Egypt and subsequent journeying in the wilderness, God’s gift of the Law, and the people’s building of a tent of meeting for God: these make up the three main actions of Exodus.  As readers of Genesis might expect, for each action the human partner is crucial for God’s will to be carried out.  In fact, the human partners in Exodus appear even more necessary as agents of divine blessing than in Genesis, but they can be more recalcitrant, as in the case of both Moses and the people themselves.  God engages Moses in dialogue that is more strained and more momentous in consequence than anywhere in Genesis, while threatening to destroy the people who have temporarily replaced God with an idol.  The problems of blessing--of the truly good life--are vastly complicated because the children of Israel have multiplied.  


Like his predecessors in Genesis, Moses is a partner-in-the-making, “a person who shares or is associated with another in some action or endeavor” (Webster’s Dictionary).  Moses is more than mere agent or servant, each of which can imply a rote subservience.  Moses “shares” with God at a much higher level than we have seen before.  Exodus is a story of partnership, continued and expanded.  The range of possible partners is as wide as is conceivable.


In Exodus, Moses is God’s main partner.  Their shared “endeavor,” initiated and sustained by God, requires reorientation and active input on the part of Moses.  At one point, for example, God burns with an anger we have not seen before---excepting, perhaps, in the day of Noah, just before the destructive flood.  Moses talks God out of the divine anger, and out of the divine intention to destroy the people.  God is the lead partner, certainly; Moses must come to understand and implement God’s will.  But the road to obedience for Moses includes dialogue with and questioning of God---and a frustration with the people that mirrors God’s own.  The complexity and importance of partnership between God and human that we have seen in Genesis is magnified in Exodus.  “Two people who dance together” are called “partners,” according to Webster’s.  That’s an apt image for what turns out in Exodus to be a wilder dance, with God in the lead, than we might have anticipated.
 

A Most Reluctant Partner: Moses

Hearing the cries of the oppressed children of Israel in Egypt, and remembering the covenant made “with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob” (2:24), God visits Moses with a challenge.  Such divine solicitation for human help is nothing new for the readers of Genesis.  “I will send you to Pharaoh,” says God, “to bring my people, the Israelites, out of Egypt” (3:10).
  Even with the pyrotechnics of a burning bush, however, God doesn’t get Moses to agree easily.  It’s enough to try even the divine patience.  Moses balks, and balks, and balks--and a fourth time, and a fifth, he balks.
  Enough is enough: “the anger of the LORD was kindled against Moses”(4:14).  But in the end, God gives in to weak-willed Moses--accommodates him--by making a concession.  In Moses’ fifth demurral, he had asked that God send someone else to do the job, to be God’s smooth-tongued partner.  OK, says God: “What of your brother Aaron?  I know that he can speak fluently” (Moses hasn’t wanted to go speak with Pharaoh because of what he claims is a speech deficiency; 3:14; 3:10).  This does not appear to be the divine intention, originally, this idea of Aaron as a co-partner.  


Finally, Moses cooperates.  But later,  once out of Egypt with the unruly people, he wants to give it all up.  He is exhausted, and despairing.  Trying to keep the children of Israel on track--God’s would-be partners also!--proves too much.  Moses wants to quit, which a later account spells out as a death-wish: “Why have you treated your servant so badly?” Moses asks wearily, but understandably.  “Why have I not found favor in your sight, that you lay the burden of all this people on me?....If this is the way you are going to treat me, put me to death at once” (Numbers 11:10-15).  Partners can get extremely upset with each other.  But God converses with Moses “as one speaks to a friend” (Exodus 33:11).  


God depends on Moses as an “associate.”
  One episode in particular, much later and at a dramatic high point of Exodus, demonstrates just how essential the human partner is to God’s will being done on earth.  The initial reluctance of Moses in response to God’s request is one matter for divine consternation and alternative thinking, as we have seen.  A much greater matter of divine agitation and mind-changing has to do with how God and Moses together must cope with the people’s reluctance to push forward with God’s agenda, as partners.  

A Most Unlikely Partner: Jethro

In addition to survival needs, there is constant quarreling among the people, arising from the normal choices people make toward security and self aggrandizement--which the reader of Genesis knows all about.  Moses tires in adjudicating between this person and that, this family unit and the other.  To the people he dispenses daily the wisdom of God, both oracles and instruction, tora (18:20).  But it’s all too much, this task of dealing with this people from day to day.  An unlikely partner emerges, a partner to Moses’s effort in helping the people with their normal and disastrous choices--and so a partner to God:

Moses’ father-in-law said to him, “What you are doing is not good.  You will surely wear yourself out, both you and these people with you. For the task is too heavy for you; you cannot do it alone.  Now listen to me. I will give you counsel, and God be with you! You should represent the people before God, and you should bring their cases before God; teach them the statutes and instructions and make known to them the way they are to go and the things they are to do.  You should also look for able men among all the people, men who fear God, are trustworthy, and hate dishonest gain; set such men over them as officers over thousands, hundreds, fifties and tens.  Let them sit as judges for the people at all times; let them bring every important case to you, but decide every minor case themselves. So it will be easier for you, and they will bear the burden with you.  If you do this, and God so commands you, then you will be able to endure, and all these people will go to their home in peace.” (18:17-23)

The Midianite Jethro, an “outsider” to the clans of Israel, comes up with a wonderful scheme that will allow Moses more effectively to “make known to [the people] the way they are to go and the things they are to do.” Jethro initiates counsel with a prospect that the reader of Genesis will recognize as expressing the perfection of partnership in Joseph: “God be with you.” Moses must act as a God-with-him sort of person.


Jethro’s idea works.  But there is apparent need for further guidelines to help the people to change from or at least modify their normal dispositions and choices.  And here God takes the system of judging among the people established by Moses and Jethro one grand step further.  Rather than making Moses and the other judges rely on anecdotal memory and accrued wisdom, God speaks the “ten words,” along with supplementary ordinances (20:1--24:2).  Together, this is the Law, with further elaborations in the remaining three books of the Torah: Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy.  But God’s plan for the Law’s function among these people nearly doesn’t happen.  

Potentially the Most Serious Breach of Partnership: God

Moses has left the people and gone up a mountain where the Law, already received orally by the people, by way of Moses,
 is being written in stone.  It’s been 40 days and nights.  The people are reveling; they create their own god out of melted-down gold.  God sees it, and is furious--but trusts enough in Moses, as friend and partner, to express the divine anger.  “Let me alone, so that my wrath may burn hot,” God exclaims up in the mountain, to Moses:

The LORD said to Moses, “Go down [from the mountain] at once! Your people, whom you brought up out of the land of Egypt, have acted perversely; they have been quick to turn aside from the way that I

commanded them; they have cast for themselves an image of a calf, and have worshiped it and sacrificed to it, and said, ‘These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt!”  The LORD said to Moses, “I have seen this people, how stiff-necked they are.  Now let me alone, so that my wrath may burn hot against them and I may consume them; and of you I will make a great nation.” (32:7-10)

The divine anger is great, and the divine offer is tempting indeed.  What normal person can resist having a great name, an entire race, named for him or her?  The normal choices dramatized in Genesis--to make a name, at the other’s expense--come into play here, it would seem, as a severe testing for Moses.  God can start all over again, as Genesis readers know God did in Noah’s day.
  From Moses’ perspective--though the text does not spell out the possibility--this could have meant his own people, the people of Moses!  The text suggests a momentous question: “Would Moses take his own future and run?” as Terence Fretheim understands.
  Perhaps Moses has had normal wrong-headed responses tempered by having to escape Egypt (for fear of reprisal after he’s killed a ruthless Egyptian), then further tested and transformed by working alongside a God who gets angry with Moses’ sluggishness of spirit (4:14), and at one point wants to kill him (4:24).  This might helpfully sober anyone, even someone more disposed toward being normal than is normal.  Resisting God’s offer to begin over with “the people of Moses,” this Egyptian-trained partner to God emerges as a partner equal to the task of serious dialogue with God.  Whatever initial reticence Moses had at the burning bush, when first asked by God to participate in this whole venture, has now been replaced by a nearly unimaginable forwardness.  This is what it looks like to be fully grown up as a partner with God, and here are the serious consequences of such maturity:

But Moses implored the LORD his God, and said, “O LORD, why does your wrath burn hot against your people, whom you brought out of the land of Egypt with great power and with a mighty hand?  Why should the Egyptians say, ‘It was with evil intent that he brought them out to kill them in the mountains, and to consume them from the face of the earth’? Turn from your fierce wrath; change your mind and do not bring disaster on your people.  Remember Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, your servants, how you swore to them by your own self, saying to them, ‘I will multiply your descendants like the stars of heaven, and all this land that I have promised I will give to your descendants, and they shall inherit it forever.’” (32:11-13) 

Of all the threats to God’s desire for global blessedness from the beginning of Abraham and Sarah’s story in Genesis up to now, this may be the worst.  True, God swore by the divine self in guaranteeing to Abraham the promise of seed and blessing to all nations, but Moses would still be of that seed.  God’s purposes for the world will not be deterred, but they certainly can be delayed--and one has to wonder how indefinitely.  No less than God, then, is bent on starting all over again, with Moses.  Buried in this worst-case scenario, however, we find clarification of all that is hopeful in Genesis, and most especially how necessary human partnership is to God’s will for blessing.  Most pointedly, Moses gets God to change the divine mind: “And the LORD changed his mind about the disaster that he planned to bring on his people” (32:14).


How does it come to be that God changes the divine mind?  The answer includes this simple observation, that Moses refused the divine request to let God alone.  “Remarkably,” as Fretheim observes, “Moses does not accede to God’s request; he does not leave God alone....The boldness of [Moses’] reply indicates something of the nature of the relationship between God and Moses.....God is not the only one who had something important to say.”
  The dramatic action of Exodus comes to its greatest point of tension with this scene.  God’s most important partner has had to rise to heights of dealing with God that none of the Genesis partners had reached.  The audacity of Moses in arguing with God reminds us of Abraham’s bargaining with God to save Sodom and Gomorrah.  But the seriousness and efficacy of Moses’ efforts are greater, as are the stakes.  In addition, Moses gets God to change the divine mind, whereas Abraham and God end up agreeing.


There is a great deal of darkness in Exodus.  The deliverance from Egyptian slavery is viewed by the people as further subjugation, and worse.  It’s so bad that they wish they had died in Egypt (16:3); further, they want to stone Moses to death (17:4).  And now: God wants to put all of the Israelites to death!  In constructing a god in their own image, the people have tried, in a sense, to blot out their God.  Death is a motif and a serious threat in Exodus.  As Genesis makes clear, God is on the side of life, so this key episode between God and Moses speaks volumes about the elevated role for the human partner in reminding God of life, and promises.  But God can change the divine mind about those promises.  The covenant with Abraham “from the outset has been conditional,” as we have seen.  God’s purposes for the world are unassailable, but working out the divine will is  contingent on how the human partners choose.
  Moses gets God to reverse directions from destructive intentions regarding these loathsome but very normal people of Israel.


What if Moses hadn’t been able to “handle” God’s anger, and God’s rhetorical exaggeration (“your people,” God says in divine wrath, “whom you brought out of the land of Egypt”)?  What then?  But Moses is up to the task.  The partnership has become more reciprocal in a way that is compatible with Genesis but goes further.  Moses had better be up to it” put aside your anger, God, and remember that you have made promises to your people whom you brought out of the land of Egypt.  Moses is up to the task, the challenge of being a partner with God.

God Only Pretending Partnership?

Who is right, here, about bearing responsibility for the exodus of these people, God or Moses?  God says to Moses, your people, whom you brought out.  Moses says to God, your people, whom you brought out.  Both are right, though of course God initiates and sustains and completes the action (3:8,10).  The Law is given by God to be kept; the people’s obedience, then is an essential component of the “covenant” initiated by God (19:5).  Going back to Abraham, the covenant implies and expresses partnership, the responsibilities of both parties.  And between God and Moses, what of this reciprocity do we see?  Each works toward a goal realized in humanly experienced time.  It was God who delivered the children of Israel; it was Moses, too, who delivered the children of Israel.  That it is God’s initiative and God’s cajoling of a most reluctant Moses should not obscure the critical role of Moses in saying yes.   Neither Moses nor God alone delivered the people.  God can part the sea, but what if there were no Moses to lead the people to the water, and then across the dried river bed?  This kind of dual responsibility is at the dramatic heart of Genesis, as emphasized for example by God’s because talk at the climactic point of Abraham’s story, after Abraham perfectly conquers fear and raises the knife to his son.  The plot has led to this point and winds down from this point, a summary and consummation of all that is hoped for by the reader and God regarding moral growth in Abraham:

Because you have done this thing and have not held back your son, your only one, I will greatly bless you and will greatly multiply your seed, as the stars in the heavens and as the sand on the shore of the sea, and your seed shall take hold of its enemies’ gate.  And all the nations of the earth will be blessed through your seed because you have listened to my voice.” (Genesis 22:15-18).  

God certainly acts independently from would-be partners, to which the first creation especially attests powerfully.  But there is this realm of blessing-bringing which God has decided will depend partially on willing human partners to the divine desire.  

Pharaoh Invited To Be A Partner

This matter of divine will and human will coming to work toward a mutually shared goal can be illustrated, negatively, from a similar and striking paradox, one emphasized by the biblical writer in numerous repetitions.  Pharaoh is dark of heart and mean-spirited in action, a normal sort of person in power.  On the other hand, before any encounter with Pharaoh, God has announced to Moses the divine intention to “make [Pharaoh] obstinate” (4:24, NEB).  


We read over and over that Pharaoh agrees to let the children of Israel go--acting as partner to God’s desire--but then relents.  He “hardens his heart.” Almost as often, however, we read that “God hardens Pharaoh’s heart.”  For example, “The frogs died in the houses, the courtyards, and the fields.  And they gathered them together in heaps, and the land stank.  But when Pharaoh saw that there was a respite, he hardened his heart, and would not listen to them...(8:13-15).  But then this: “The LORD said to Moses, ‘Go to Pharaoh; for I have hardened his heart and the heart of his officials, in order that I may show these signs of mine among them’” (10:1).   Which is it?  


As in the case of Moses and God disputing with one another about whose responsibility these people are, the answer is: both.  When God gets sick and tired of the people’s fractious ways, the burden is put on Moses: the people are your people, God says.  That’s the truth.  But it’s not the whole truth, as Moses retorts: they’re your people, God.  What’s instructive here is the truth each bears on the subject: as partners they each have a responsibility and stake with the people.  Perhaps God, similarly, gets sick and tired of Pharaoh.  A prototypical normal person, especially one in power who wishes to maintain and extend that power, perhaps Pharaoh proves a massive irritation with his now-you-can, now-you-can’t responses.  When God gives up on a person, it’s a divine accentuating and finality to the normal human disposition toward self-aggrandizement.      


Note that the LORD tells Moses to offer Pharaoh a choice: “Let my people go,” is God’s invitation, “so that they may worship me.  If you refuse to let them go...” (8:2; emphasis mine).  If no partnership, the plagues will come.  “If, in fact, Pharaoh’s ‘refusal’ is a certainty,” as Terence Fretheim observes, “then [for God] to hold it out as a possibility is deceitful.”
  Pharaoh has choice, serious choice: “decisions he makes are related to his own stubbornness,” while God’s choice works as an intensification of Pharaoh’s own refusals.  “Both need to be said: Pharaoh hardens his own heart, and so does God.”
  Psalm 81:11,12 captures the sense of clash between divine and human will very well, as Fretheim further notes: “But my people did not listen to my voice; Israel would have none of me.  So I gave them over to their stubborn hearts, to follow their own counsels.”
  Genesis and now Exodus are narratives about God’s will and human will operating in their respective spheres of choice-making freedom.  God desires human transformation and partnership toward global blessedness, which over and over again we see human will subverting--but never entirely.  Human obstinacy, as in Pharaoh’s case, is never the last word--nor are the plagues, the devastation of creation order, that his hardness of heart leads to.  Pharaoh is given the chance to let God’s people go, to cooperate with God--a partner!--in some sense, however limited.  He chooses against such partnership.

Lots of Partners: the Men, Judges and Priests

As we have seen, it’s not just the one partner, Moses, who, along with God, bears responsibility for human blessedness.  Moses’ brother Aaron and father-in-law Jethro join in as partners at the leadership level.  The assistant judges are partners with Moses, as well.  There are also priests, responsible for God’s “tent of meeting” where God’s presence can be experienced as a divine meeting place.  God had commanded the construction of this Tabernacle just before the debacle of the golden calf.  After the resolve to that fiasco, the tabernacle gets built, as God had commanded.  Walter Brueggemann points out that this phenomenon illustrates, palpably, “God’s willingness to be present in the midst of the community of Israel under the custodial auspices of the priests.”
 Human partners play host to God, like Abraham and Sarah in the noon-time heat of the desert preparing a lavish feast for God and two angelic escorts, who appear incognito as mortal strangers. 

Many More Partners: the Women

God’s partners, those who learn to work with God toward blessing and life, come from anywhere on the societal scales of “importance.”  There are male judges and priests who become partners, but there are women partners as well.  They are crucial.  





     The Midwives
No exodus would have happened, as this narrative goes, without women working things out behind Pharaoh’s back and against his expressed orders.   Exodus the narrative and exodus the fact begin with women.  Down in Egypt, the children of Jacob/Israel “multiplied and grew exceedingly strong.” They have been put to work as slaves by a new pharaoh “who did not know Joseph” (Exodus 1:7,8).  Pharaoh becomes alarmed at the strength of these children of Israel, so he demands that the Hebrew midwives, Shiphrah and Puah, put all Hebrew male babies to death.  But the women “feared God” and so “they did not do as the king of Egypt commanded them” (1:17).  Without divine visits, with only their “fear of God,” the midwives act as partners to God, which partnership involves not only disobeying the king’s command but lying to him as well, about how it is that these little Hebrew boys keep showing up.  The Hebrew women, the midwives say, are not like other women, “for they are vigorous and give birth before the midwife comes to them” (1:19).  That the partnership of these women is critical to God’s will being carried out on earth is emphasized by the writer’s conclusion: “So God dealt well with the midwives; and the people multiplied and became very strong.  And because the midwives feared God, he gave them families” (1:20,21).  Pharaoh then enlists his own partners--all the people of Egypt.  Their instructions: to kill “every boy born to the Hebrews” (1:22).  









   Mothers and Daughters

The infant Moses is spared once again, and again, through the agency of women.  His mother cleverly hides Moses where he will be found; then, with Moses’ sister serving as a go-between, nurses him at the request of the Pharaoh’s daughter, who has found him in the reeds along the river.  Like the tenacious Tamar and the desperate daughters of Lot in Genesis, the women of early Exodus save the day for future days, for life.
 Apparently God will work alongside anyone who shares in the divine desire to promote life and blessing.  





And Wives
On the way [toward the Egypt mission], at a place where [the Moses entourage] spent the night, the LORD met him and tried to kill him.  But Zipporrah took a flint and cut off her son’s foreskin, and touched Moses’ feet with it. . . . And so [the LORD] let him alone.  It was then she who said, “A bridegroom of blood by circumcision.” (Ex. 4:24-26)

God intends to kill Moses.  We are not told why.  Maybe the “him” whom God tries to kill is the son, which doesn’t soften the portrait of God here much.


Let’s assume that the “him” is Moses.  Perhaps God is angry with Moses for resistance at the burning bush.  As we have seen, Moses managed five successive negative responses to the divine challenge of partnership; God finally conceded, allowing Aaron into the partnership.  Or, maybe God is angry because Moses has failed to obey the Abrahamic covenant (Genesis 17) by failing to circumcise his son; there is mention, immediately preceding, of God’s words to Pharaoh through Moses, that “Israel is my firstborn son,” and that because Pharaoh has refused to release this son, “I will kill your firstborn son” (4:22,23).  As it turns out, the son of Moses lacks the sign of Israel, a circumcision requiring blood.  But while we can’t be sure of the reason for God’s attempt on the life of “him,” the divine attempt to kill is disturbingly clear.  Why does the writer choose to include this episode?  


One clear note that is sounded is that of partnership.  God only “tried” to kill “him.”  Enter, the wife.  Zipporah somehow understands what’s going on, and prevents God from doing what God was trying to do.  Moses and his son live.  “God leaves room

for mediation,” suggests Fretheim, “allows time for Zipporah to act, even implicitly invites it.  It is therefore not to be understood that Zipporah thwarts a single-minded divine intention for death; rather, she moves into the temporal spaces allowed by God’s seeking.”


The partnership ideal, which may be at least part of the narrative point of this troubling episode, is that of genuine reciprocity.  Fretheim states this give-and-take between partners very nicely. (Fretheim assumes, as I do I, that the “him” is Moses.)

God “let him alone,” immediately and without a word.  The action of Zipporah therefore is not effective in and of itself.  God decides to let Moses live.  The blood is thus not magically conceived, efficacious apart from the divine decision.  What Zipporah provides is the occasion  for the divine action.  Her action does affect what God does and is thus a powerful testimony to the importance of human activity in God-human relationships, but the ground for the divine decision remains wholly with God.  Whatever the ground (mercy?), it constitutes a recognition that the situation is now such that the mission that God is about with Moses can proceed.

Zipporah saves the day, for this day.  God could have succeeded in the divine attempt to kill Moses, of course, in which case God could have found someone else to carry on--though not so easily, as the encounter with Moses at the burning bush demonstrates.  


Partnership between God and human is reciprocal.  It is real, and earnest: its goal is adhered to tenaciously by God, a tenacity which needs to be taken on by those willing to embrace God’s will.  And what is that?  That all the nations of the earth shall be blessed.  Such a goal is not journeyed toward by God alone or by human kind alone: the task requires divine-human partnership that is to some extent reciprocal.

The People As Partners?

Finally, God wants all the children of Israel (“multitudinous” by now) to be partners--“a priestly kingdom and a holy nation” (19:6).  As such, there will individual and corporate accountability.  Just as Pharaoh enlists the services of all the people as partners to his wrong-doing, so God desires all the people of Israel as covenant partners for the good, for blessing.  And for whom, this blessing?  For themselves, first of all.  But also, as a priestly people, they would be servants to other nations, a people whose holiness serves as a beacon, a guide.


But such a throng, so unwieldy as partners!  Such unlikely priests to the nations!  Even before the people went so far astray from blessedness, creating a god in their own image while dallying before the mountain, God had asked Moses to repeat God’s invitational challenge to the people:

You have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself.  Now therefore, if you obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession out of all the peoples. Indeed, the whole earth is mine, but you shall be for me a priestly kingdom and a holy nation. (19:4-6) 

If you obey my voice and keep my covenant: so it was in Genesis, and continues to be in Exodus.  Promise, but not without challenge.  I will do this, if you do that.  “Because you have done this,” God has said to Abraham, I will indeed make the promises come true, “because you have obeyed my voice” (Gen. 22:16-18).  


And if not--if the people don’t obey--what might happen?  If they do no listen to God’s voice, and if they don’t keep the covenant between God and themselves (always, they have the choice), the consequences might be as serious as God suggests: “The LORD said to Moses, ‘I have seen this people, how stiff-necked they are.  Now let me alone, so that my wrath may burn hot against them and I may consume them...’” (32:10).  God wants blessing, and offers the Law and partner-leaders as a gift toward the truly good life.  Refuse the gift, and refuse, and refuse, and then...reap the whirlwind of your own self-aggrandizing destruction.  Be consumed.  



All of this occurs in the narrative context of great hope and hopefulness: obedience on the human side of this partnership is balanced on the other with divine loyalty, God’s hesed.  Each party bears responsibility for the other, though of course it is always God who initiates and sustains the relationship.  Obedience from the human partner is requisite, but God looks also for the capacity of the chosen one to initiate dialogue concerning the fate of others, as Abraham did concerning Sodom and Gomorrah.  And God seeks partners who can voice proper dissent before the divine, talking God out of divine anger and destructive intentions, if necessary, as Moses has done: God wants intercessors of this very high order.  God also uses what the midwives did, without any known instruction from God which they could obey.  On their own, with a deep sense of what was right though undoubtedly with God’s assistance, they figured out a way to preserve life.  As established in Genesis, proper response to God’s challenges (including questioning, doubt, and anger) is the “bottom line” for full a humanity mirroring God’s image, and for the rich blessing God desires for individuals, families, and nations.

The Law and Partnership

Because you have obeyed my voice, says God to Abraham.  If you obey my voice, God says to the people, here in Exodus.  What now, in the ten words, does the voice say?  To what end?  The Law will help guide these murmuring, disputatious people toward the blessedness envisioned by God in Genesis.  Moses repeats for the people God’s ten words plus some explanatory and elaborating ordinances.  These ten words are injunctions against the normal impulse to establish one’s own significance at the expense of others.  At the heart of this primer of ten words for blessedness is one word: 

I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery; you shall have no other gods before me.  You shall not make for yourself an idol....You shall not bow down to them [idols] or worship them; for I the LORD your God am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the parents upon the children, to the third and the fourth generation of those who reject me, but showing steadfast love to the thousandth generation of those who love me and keep my commandments. (20:3-6)

Forget God, and all the other words fall away.  Genesis dramatized the need for God’s initiating help in the soul’s journey away from “normal.”  The interweaving of interior change, reconciliation at the human level, and the presence of a mentoring God occur most pointedly in the life of Jacob, who must face God fully before facing his estranged and formerly murderous brother.


God loves steadfastly while desiring a corresponding love for God from partners.  This is a God who enters time as we know it for the sake of blessing: I...brought you out of the land of Egypt, just as the consequences of ignoring God is felt in time as we know it, to the third and the fourth generation of those who reject me.  The reward for revering this God is in our time, and is nearly forever--showing steadfast love to the thousandth generation of those who love me and keep my commandments.  At the heart of partnership with God--for the people and for the person
--is what we would expect after reading Genesis: joint responsibility.  God will show hesed, steadfast love, but desires love in return.  God has to be there, for us, first: how else would we have God to love?  But God’s love, extremely long-suffering, appears to have limits, at the very least, in terms of blessing.  The flowering of God’s love is saved for those who love me.  Such love has nothing to do with feeling.  This is the language of agreement, of coming to understand and uphold the other’s best interests.  As Abraham with Isaac and Jacob with Benjamin, love requires relinquishment of parochial interests--even beloved sons--in favor of blessing for peoples beyond one’s own.

The Impassioned Partner: God

No less than blessing to all nations hinges on a loving God who seeks love in response, and in this God is “jealous,” or impassioned (a possibly better translation).
  God only knows what mischief humans can get themselves up to.  Imagined gods and idols become pocket gods, gods for self-defense and self-promotion, gods to pull out of one’s pocket and wave around in the fight against fear, in the game of me against you, us versus them.  “You shall have no other gods before me,” and you shall avoid intimate contact with those who do have other gods.
  Throughout Exodus, God’s purpose for Israel-as-partners makes the Israelites and their God look suspiciously like the us-versus-them mentality they will encounter, but are to keep themselves apart from.  They are actually forbidden by God from making any covenant with other peoples in the land!
 This is a far cry from Abraham, who finally learned to be a blessing by initiating a covenant with Abimelech;
 a long way from Joseph, who, with his clever management skills, was a blessing to Egypt and to all nations of earth.  In Exodus, the people have multiplied greatly.  They languish in their complaining and in their disputing.  They are lost in their collective death-wish, and in their death-dealing wish toward Moses and in their death-to-God idolatry.  God has the divine hands full, even with the astonishing good services of his partner Moses, and the women, and the judges, and the priests--and even the daughter of Pharaoh and, later, the non-Israelite father-in-law of Moses.  

Conclusions

Is this kind of language true to the text, that with the people and even with partners “God has the divine hands full”?  Take away God’s tenacity and frustration and outright anger, and hopefulness, and you leave the fabric of the narrative in shreds.  Take away the constant and helpful accommodation of God to the range of human choices--good, bad, indifferent--and you have very little story left.  


The drama of divine will and human will clashing and agreeing and then clashing all the more escalates, from a couple staging scenarios of sexual compromise (Abraham and Sarah), to parents’ conflicting favoritism and siblings locked in rivalry (Isaac, Rebekah; Jacob, Esau), to two wives of one husband locked in strife (Rachel, Leah), to ten brothers and one--and a father--locked in years of rivalry, favoritism, and grief (Joseph and his brothers and father Jacob), to the families and finally tribes of these brothers, in Exodus.


But Exodus ends hopefully, with “Israel (and Moses) fully obedient to Yahweh’s command” (35--31) to build a tent for God’s presence (35--40).
  In the end, of course, is always a beginning--a consistent characteristic of all biblical narrative.  After all, the story presents itself as real as well as true, complete with a God who engages actual people in real time.  So Leviticus becomes “chapter three”--among other things, rules for proper meeting with God in the Tabernacle--just as Exodus is “chapter two” to the first chapter, Genesis.  The Genesis pattern of divine challenge and the need for appropriate human response--everything resting on each side of the partnership--is true here, as well.  With this tent of meeting, the Israelites are assured that God will go with them in their journeying.  Toward the end of Genesis, God had told the old man Israel to go on down to Egypt to join his son Joseph, offering the same kind of reassurance that Israel as a nation now has in the Tabernacle: “Fear not,” said God, “I Myself will go down with you to Egypt and I Myself will surely bring you back as well...” (46:3,4).  God is not localized--not here, on a mountain, or there, at Bethel.  God is a presence for the journey, as Genesis so clearly dramatized in the lives of Abraham and Sarah, Jacob, and Joseph and his family.


Exodus ends hopefully--for Israel.  But what of “all the nations of the earth” that were to be blessed through Abraham’s seed, all the peoples of the earth that in fact were blessed in receiving provisions from Joseph?  To help keep hope alive for all peoples, as God envisions that hope, we can continually return to the beginnings, to Genesis.  There we find not only the beginning but also the end, God’s grand goal.  Genesis contains the essence of what the promise to Israel is all about.  Genesis is an encapsulated history of the world, from beginning to end, as it exists in the heart of God.  Genesis can be seen to serve not only as the cornerstone for the Torah and all that follows, but also as a paradigm in which the Torah and all other scripture participate.  That paradigm promises and demonstrates a finally glorious world wherein, upon reaching its God-driven goal, all families of the earth will be provided for.


God’s promises appear as the divine will, a desire that requires at least some measure of human cooperation to come true.  It took Abraham all story long before God could say, because you have done this, I can--indeed!--make good on the promise (22:12).  The same applies for Jacob, and, without actual visits from God that we know about, for Joseph, and Judah.  


In Exodus the divine challenge remains.  God needs partners willing to be the agents, with divine mentoring, of their own transformation.  The goal?  Blessing for all.  And the range of partners is wide: women at the story’s start who save infant partner-to-be and priests at story’s end whose conduct insures God’s presence with the people; the finally glorious Moses and the ultimately inglorious Aaron; the tent-builders; and the rest of the “holy priesthood” who are the people themselves.  For the reader of any time and for any place, the question that lifts above the pages of Genesis and then Exodus is the same that is put to the characters within their respective dramas: will perfectly normal people undergo the arduous process of reorientation as God’s partner-in-the-making?  Will God find those willing to undertake, with God’s help, years of struggle toward a transformation of ordinary choices and an embrace of the divine will?   Only with assent to God’s promptings, according to the Genesis story extended into Exodus, does God proceed with the divine will--a desire for the blessing of individuals, of families, and of all the earth’s nations.






ENDNOTES 

�.  In the case of Abraham, I used the image of dance between God and Abraham, with steps becoming increasingly complicated as the seven visits progressed.  The pressure of God’s lead hand, I suggested, gradually diminishes and finally disappears.  Abraham becomes able to “walk with God” on his own, to “dance” with the now-absent lead partner (that is, there are no further recorded visits from God after number seven in chapter 22; Abraham carries on in a godly way, walking with God).  


�.  New Revised Standard Version here, and for all other citations (except Genesis) unless otherwise noted.


�.  Exodus  3:11; 3:13; 4:1; 4:10; 4:13.


�.  Another definition for “partner” in Webster’s.


�.  In Exodus 20:1, “God spoke all these words”--the ten words, or ten commandments, but it is not clear whether Moses is repeating these words to the people.  Immediately following, God instructs Moses to repeat what appear to be follow-up stipulations to the basic ten words, and then “Moses went and told the people all the Lord’s words and laws” (24:3).  “Words,” here, seem to refer back to the “ten words,” while “laws” refers to the elaborations.


�.  Some have interpreted God’s offer as a test of sorts, God hoping that Moses will turn down the offer.  But surely this cannot be: God’s anger is real.  Especially with Noah in mind, God’s offer to start over again appears a serious offer.  God’s promise, after the destroying waters of the flood, is to never again by waters to destroy humankind and life (Genesis 9:11-17).


�. Genesis, p. 284.


�. Genesis, p. 285


�.  Walter Brueggemann, Exodus, NIB, 931.


�.   Exodus, in the series Interpretation, Louisville: John Knox Press, 1991, p, 99.  See also 9:2 and 10:4, for the conditional “if.” 


�. Fretheim, p.98


�. p.101


�.  Exodus, NIB, 884.


�.  See the detailed and wide-ranging literary analysis of Exodus 1 & 2 by James Ackerman, in “The Literary Context of the Moses Birth Story,” Literary Interpretations of Biblical Narratives, eds. Gros Louis, with Ackerman &Warshaw. Nashville: Abingdon, 1974, 74-119.  In personal correspondence, Prof. Ackerman noted nicely God’s accommodating will for life, and blessing: “Just as Joseph had brought blessings to Egypt, so also an Egyptian woman enables God’s blessing to be fulfilled for Israel, through Moses.”


�. p.79


�. p. 79


�.  Fretheim observes shrewdly on this point: “Israel is called to be (1) God’s own possession, a special group of people from among all the nations belonging to God, and hence people whom God can call on to be the bearer of this purpose (for different formulations, see Deut. 7:6; 14:2; 26:18). (2) A kingdom of priests, that is, “a servant nation instead of a ruling nation” (Durham, p. 263).  It is to be devoted as a nation to a mediatorial role  between God and other kingdoms, to function among the nations as a priest functions in a religious community (see Isa. 61:6).” pp. 212, 213 


�.   NRSV has, in place of the emphasis, this: “punishing children for the iniquity of parents...” My emphasis represents a substitute translation, from 34:7 (still NRSV), that better expresses the nature of “punishment”--the playing out of wrong-doing’s own consequences--as we saw in the Genesis story.  


	This entire quotation is considered as the first two words in the Hebrew Bible: the first word, then, would be the “preamble,” I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery; you shall have no other gods before me.  This first word emphasizes that Israel’s God is a God of history and of deliverance.


�.  “The first commandment establishes at once that Israel’s is a historical religion,...directed to the individual--note the singular [for “I am the LORD your God”]--as part of a people in history” (Plaut, p.541).


�.  Plaut translation of 20:7.


�.  On the one hand, “You shall not wrong or oppress a resident alien, for you were aliens in the land of Egypt: (22:21); on the other, “I will hand over to you the inhabitants of the land, and you shall drive them out before you.  You shall make no covenant with them and their gods.  They shall not live in your land, or they will make you sin against me; for if you worship their gods, it will surely be a snare to you” (23:31-33).


�.  For example: “And I will send the pestilence in front of you, which shall drive out the Hivites, the Canaanites, and the Hittites from before you.  I will not drive them out from before you in one year, or the land would become desolate and the wild animals would multiply against you.  Little by little I will drive them out from before you, until you have increased and possess the land. I will set your borders from the Red Sea to the sea of the Philistines, and from the wilderness to the Euphrates; for I will hand over to you the inhabitants of the land, and you shall drive them out before you. You shall make no covenant with them and their gods.  They shall not live in your land, or they will make you sin against me; for if you worship their gods, it will surely be a snare to you.” (23:28-33) 


�.  In Genesis 21:23, as we have seen, Abimelech extracts a promise from Abraham to “not deal falsely”--since Abimelech can see that God is with Abraham.  Abraham promises, but then “upbraided Abimelech concerning the well of water that Abimelech’s servants had seized.” He goes on to initiate a covenant of peace, complete with gifts as witness; Abimelech agrees to the treaty, accepting the gifts (21:24-31).


�.  Brueggemann, Exodus, 957.






