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Chapter XIII: Shemot (Ex. 1:1-6:1)

Essay 7. Why Moses was placed in a basket of bulrushes
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Tractate Sotah, 1% chapter:

“When she could hide him no longer, she took a basket of bulrushes for
him and caulked it with bitumen and pitch. She put the child into it and placed it
among the reeds by the bank of the Nile.”! What is different [about] bulrushes
[that she decided to use them]? Rabbi Elazar said: From here we learn that to
the righteous their money is more precious to them than their bodies [as she
took an inexpensive material to build the basket].

- Sotah 12a
Note that money being precious does not imply stinginess; rather, the righteous value money
because it represents honest labor and is therefore treated with care.

There in Tosafot, at the text beginning, “bitumen on the outside and pitch on the
inside”), Rabbi’ explained in the name of Rabbi Shmuel bar Kalonymus®: both the bitumen
and the pitch were inside the basket; the bitumen covered the pitch, but on the outside she
did not apply pitch, so that [the Egyptians] would not sense it, for bulrush resembles the
reeds of the Nile, and they would not notice the basket among the reeds of the Nile.

They ask, according to this Tosafot, from where do we derive that their money is
precious to them, from the fact that she took a basket of bulrushes? Perhaps she took a basket
of bulrushes because it resembles the reeds of the Nile, as Tosafot wrote, and not to save money.

: English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com

'Ex. 2:3.

2 The first edition read R”1, i.e., Rabbi Isaac ben Samuel of Dampierre, but the translator has corrected to “Rabbi,”
i.e., Rabbi Shimshon of Falaise, 12" century, to match our edition of the Tosafot.

3 Rabbi Shmuel ben Kalonymus, late 10th—early 11th century.
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It can be answered by what is brought in Ex. Rabbah 3:4: “ ‘Now, go [127] [lecha] and
I will send you to Pharaoh, and you shall free My people, the Israelites, from Egypt.”* Rabbi
Elazar said: the letter heh at the end of the word lecha indicates: if you do not redeem them,
no one else will redeem them.” I.e., one would have expected to see the verb 17, lech, with no
heh at the end of the word.

The Yefeh To’ar explained there that the reason is not merely merit, for it would be
possible for them to be redeemed in another generation by someone like Moses. For although
none arose like him, that refers to prophecy, but in merit one did arise, as we say, “There is
no generation without one like Moses,”> and furthermore Samuel was equivalent to Moses
and Aaron, etc.® Rather, the reason is that the constellations were assisting the Egyptians in
subjugating the slaves, and it was necessary that the redemption be through Moses, who, in
addition to his merit, was born under a favorable constellation to subdue the constellations
of the Egyptians, and this is the meaning of “The woman conceived and bore a son; and she saw
he was good.”’ Therefore, if they had not been redeemed through Moses, who was born under
a powerful constellation combined with great merit to subdue the astrological order, there
would no longer be found one in whom these two matters were joined together. Then, the
Holy One, Blessed be He, would not overturn the astrological order except through
exceedingly great merit. See there at length.
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One must therefore say that Moses’ constellation, although it was good and powerful to
subdue all the constellations, nevertheless could not prevail over the water. This is what the
astrologers said to Pharaoh, that they saw their savior would be stricken by the water, and
they decreed “every male child that is born, you shall throw into the river,”® just as in the end
he died because of water, i.c., referring to the Waters of Meribah, where Moses was commanded
to speak to the rock to bring forth water, but he instead struck the rock.’

4 Ex. 3:10.

5 Gen. Rabbah 56:7.

¢ Tanchuma, Parashat Korach, §5.
7TEx. 2:2.

8 Ex. 1:22.

® Num. 20:8-12.
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Now one must analyze why Jochebed made a basket for Moses and placed him inside
it, and did not cast him into the Nile as the others were doing, and trust in the Holy One,
Blessed be He, to save him, as He was saving the others. As it was stated in Pirkei de'Rabbi
Eliezer (chapter 42): Rabbi Shayla says, all the children who were cast into the Nile did not
die, but rather the Nile expelled them into the wilderness of Egypt, etc.; see there.

Rather, one must certainly say that Jochebed knew that Moses’ constellation was not
good with respect to the water, as the astrologers of Pharaoh publicized. Thus, even though
she knew that his constellation was good with respect to all the constellations, as it is written
“and she saw he was good,” as above, she feared to cast him into the Nile. For where danger
is common, we do not rely on a miracle.'° Therefore, she made for him a basket in order to
save him from the water.
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Now it is difficult: why did Jochebed take bulrushes, which are a light material
through which water can enter, even though there was bitumen and pitch there? One can say
that she took bulrushes because they resemble the reeds of the Nile, so that the Egyptians
would not sense it and Kkill him.

But there’s still a question, for Moses’ constellation was good against all contingencies
in the world, and certainly he would not have been harmed by any person. The concern was
only with respect to water, since his constellation was bad with respect to the water. She
should therefore have taken better and harder wood that would withstand the water and not
be concerned with other contingencies. Rather, one must certainly say that the reason is that
to the righteous their money is more precious than their bodies. Rashi explained that their
money is precious to them because [the bullrushes’] value is small, even though their bodies
would be better protected by hard and strong woods.'!

10 Kiddushin 39b.
1 Rashi on Sotah 12a.
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This is the reason that the sea did not want to split before Moses, for it replied to him,
“Before you I will not split,” until the Holy One, Blessed be He, placed His right hand upon
Moses’ right hand, as our [rabbis] of blessed memory said.'”

This is difficult to understand. After all, because of Aaron, the waters were turned to
blood, and because of Moses, many plagues contrary to nature came about. What, then, is
this claim of the sea, and what is meant by “before you,” which seems to indicate specifically
“before you”? Rather, because Moses’ constellation was not good with respect to the water,
therefore the ministering angel of the sea thought that he had no power to command it.
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Perhaps this is also the reason that of the seven names of Moses our teacher, peace be
upon him,'? he was called only by the name Moses, because this name indicates that he has a
good constellation even with respect to water. For when he was saved then through Batya
daughter of Pharaoh, his constellation prevailed even over the water. Therefore, she called
him Moses, “for I drew him from the water,” that is, from the constellation of water I drew
him, so that his constellation would be favorable even with respect to water.
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In this way, one can understand what Rashi explained on the verse “Say to Aaron:
Take your staff and stretch out your hand,”'* that Moses did not strike the Nile with the
plague of blood because it had protected him when he was cast into it.

This is difficult, for the Nile did not actively protect him at all; rather, the basket and
the bitumen and the pitch protected him. Rather, one must certainly say as mentioned above
that this basket was not sufficient to save him from the water. That is all the more so since his
constellation was not good with respect to water. and the Nile could have harmed him but
did not. Jochebed made this basket because she had pity on her property, as mentioned

above.
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12 Ex. Rabbah 21:6.
13 Ex. Rabbah 40:4.
14 Ex. 7:19.



