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Chapter XIII: Shemot (Ex. 1:1–6:1) 
 
Essay 7. Why Moses was placed in a basket of bulrushes 

 

.  מֶא אָמַר ר' אֶלְעָזָר מִכָּאן לְצַדִּיקִים שֶׁמָּמוֹנָם חָבִיב לָהֶם יוֹתֵר מִגּוּפָםוֹפֶּרֶק קַמָּא "וַתִּקַּח־לוֹ תֵּבַת גֹּמֶא" מַאי שְׁנָא גּ  סוֹטָה

הָיָה    מָר []חֵ בָה וְהַ י לוֹנִימוּס זֶה וְזֶה בְּתוֹ˂ הַתֵּ וֹבַּר ק  רַבִּי שְׁמוּאֵלבְּשֵׁם    ]רַבִּי[  פֵּרֵשׁ  מִבַּחוּץ וְזֶפֶת מִבִּפְנִים   חֵמָר וְשָׁם בַּתּוֹסָפוֹת  
.  בָה בְּתוֹ˂ קְנֵה הַיְּאוֹר עכ"לימֶא דּוֹמֶה לִקְנֵה הַיְּאוֹר וְלאֹ יַבְחִינוּ הַתֵּ וֹפֶת אֲבָל בַּחוּץ לאֹ זִיפֵּפָה שֶׁלּאֹ יַרְגִּישׁוּ כִּי הַגּמְכַסֶּה אֶת הַזֶּ 

מִדְּלָקְחָה תֵּ  דְּמָמוֹנָם חָבִיב  מְנָלַן  זֶה  לְפִי  גּ י מַקְשִׁים  לָקְחָה תֵּ וֹבַת  לַכָּ˂  דִּלְמָא  הַיְּאוֹר כְּמוֹ מֶא  וֹ גּבַת  ימֶא,  לִקְנֵה  מִפְּנֵי שֶׁדּוֹמֶה 
    .שֶׁכָּתְבוּ הַתּוֹסָפוֹת

  
Tractate Sotah, 1st 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.”1 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”), Rabbi2 explained in the name of Rabbi Shmuel bar Kalonymus3: 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  
1 Ex. 2:3. 
2 The first edition read R”I, i.e., Rabbi Isaac ben Samuel of Dampierre, but the translator has corrected to “Rabbi,” 

i.e., Rabbi Shimshon of Falaise, 12th century, to match our edition of the Tosafot. 
3 Rabbi Shmuel ben Kalonymus, late 10th–early 11th century. 
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בָה לוֹמַר אִם אֵין אַתָּה  יתֵּ וְיֵשׁ לְתָרֵץ דְּאִיתָא בִּשְׁמוֹת רַבָּה "וְעַתָּה לְכָה וְאֶשְׁלָחֲ˃ אֶל־פַּרְעֹה" אָמַר ר' אֶלְעָזָר הָהֵ"א שֶׁבַּסּוֹף  

שֶׁהָרֵי אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁיִּגְאֲלוּ בְּדוֹר אַחֵר עַל יְדֵי  ,  רֵשׁ שָׁם הַיָּפֶה תֹּאַר שֶׁאֵין הַטַּעַם מִפְּנֵי הַזְּכוּת בִּלְבַדי גּוֹאֲלָם אֵין אַחֵר גּוֹאֲלָם. וּפֵ 
ר שֶׁאֵין בּוֹ כְּמֹשֶׁה, וְעוֹד שְׁמוּאֵל זַכַּאי כְּמֹשֶׁה, שֶׁאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁלּאֹ קָם כָּמוֹהוּ הָיִינוּ בִּנְבוּאָה אֲבָל בַּזְּכוּת קָם, וְכִדְאָמְרִינַן אֵין דּוֹ

הָעֲבָדִים וְכוּ' וְהָיָה צָרִי˂ שֶׁתִּהְיֶה לְשַׁעְבֵּד  אֶלָּא הַטַּעַם הוּא לְפִי שֶׁהַמַּזָּלוֹת הָיוּ עוֹזְרוֹת לְמִצְרַיִם    .ה וְאַהֲרֹן וְכוּ'הָיָה שָׁקוּל כְּמֹשֶׁ 
וְלָכֵן    א אֹתוֹ כִּי־טוֹב הוּא".לָּה עַל יַד מֹשֶׁה, שֶׁמִּלְּבַד זְכוּתוֹ נוֹלַד בְּמַזָּל טוֹב לְהַכְנִיעַ הַמַּזָּלוֹת שֶׁל הַמִּצְרִיִים, וְזֶהוּ "וַתֵּרֶ וּהַגְּא

רָף לְזֶה זְכוּת הַגָּדוֹל לְהַכְנִיעַ הַמַּעֲרָכָה שֶׁל הַמַּזָּלוֹת שׁוּב לאֹ הָיָה וֹאִם לאֹ הָיוּ נִגְאָלִים עַל יַד מֹשֶׁה שֶׁנּוֹלַד בְּמַזָּל תַּקִּיף וּמְצ
  .רֶ˂וֹמְאוֹד עכ"ל, וְעיי"ש בְּא רתֵ יָ שְׁתֵּי עִנְיָנִים יַחַד, וְהקב"ה לאֹ יִשָּׁדֵד הַמַּעֲרָכָה אֶלָּא בִּזְכוּת גָּדוֹל  בְּרוּוּנִמְצָא כָּמוֹהוּ שֶׁיְּח

 
It can be answered by what is brought in Ex. Rabbah 3:4: “ ‘Now, go [לְכָה] [lecha] and 

I will send you to Pharaoh, and you shall free My people, the Israelites, from Egypt.’4 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 ˂ֶל, 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,”5 and furthermore Samuel was equivalent to Moses 
and Aaron, etc.6 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.”7 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.  

 
לאֹ הָיָה מַזָּלוֹ יָכוֹל   בַּמַּיִםקוֹם  וְעַל כָּרְחֲ˃ לוֹמַר שֶׁמַּזָּלוֹ שֶׁל מֹשֶׁה אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁהָיָה טוֹב וְתַקִּיף לְהַכְנִיעַ כָּל הַמַּזָּלוֹת, מִכָּל מָ 

, וְגָזְרוּ "כׇּל־הַבֵּן הַיִּלּוֹד" וְכוּ' כְּמוֹ שֶׁהָיָה סוֹפוֹ שֶׁמֵּת  בַּמַּיִםלְפַרְעֹה רוֹאִין שֶׁמּוֹשִׁיעָן לוֹקֶה    ם]נִי[ אִצְטַגְנִיהָ שֶׁאָמְרוּ  ט, וְזֶהוּ  וֹלִשְׁל
 . עַל יְדֵי הַמַּיִם

 
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,”8 just as in the end 
he died because of water, i.e., 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.9 

 
4 Ex. 3:10. 
5 Gen. Rabbah 56:7. 
6 Tanchuma, Parashat Korach, §5. 
7 Ex. 2:2. 
8 Ex. 1:22. 
9 Num. 20:8–12. 



3 
 

 
חַ  וֹ בָה לְהַנִּיחוֹ בְּתוֹכָהּ וְלאֹ הִשְׁלִיכַתּוּ לַיְּאוֹר כְּמוֹ שֶׁהָיוּ עוֹשִׂים הָאֲחֵרִים, וְלִבְטי וּמֵעַתָּה יֵשׁ לְדַקְדֵּק לָמָּה עָשְׂתָה יוֹכֶבֶד לְמֹשֶׁה הַתֵּ 
הָאֲחֵרִים מַצִּיל  שֶׁהָיָה  כְּמוֹ  שֶׁיַצִּילֵהוּ  הַיְּלָדִים  ]דְּ [בְּפִרְקֵי  כִּדְאִיתָא  ,  בְּהקב"ה  כָּל  אוֹמֵר  שֵׁילָא  ר'  מ"ב)  (פֶּרֶק  אֱלִיעֶזֶר  רַבִּי 

מִצְרַיִם וְכוּ' וְעיי"ש וַדַּאי צָרִי˂ לוֹמַר שֶׁהוֹאִיל שֶׁהָיְתָה    .שֶׁהִשְׁלִיכוּ לַיְּאוֹר לאֹ מֵתוּ אֶלָּא הַיְּאוֹר הִפְלִיט אוֹתָם לְמִדְבָּר  אֶלָּא 
כְּמוֹ שֶׁפִּרְסְמוּ אִצְטַגְנִינֵי פַּרְעֹה, אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁהָיְתָה יוֹדַעַת שֶׁהָיָה מַזָּלוֹ טוֹב עַל    בַּמַּיִםלוֹ שֶׁל מֹשֶׁה אֵינוֹ טוֹב  יוֹכֶבֶד יוֹדַעַת שֶׁמַּזָּ 

לְעֵיל כְּנִזְכָּר  הוּא"  כִּי־טוֹב  אֹתוֹ  "וַתֵּרֶא  כְּדִכְתִיב  הַמַּזָּלוֹת  סָמְכִינַן ,  כָּל  לָא  הֶיזֵּקָא  דִּשְׁכִיחַ  דְּהֵיכָא  לַיְּאוֹר  לְהַשְׁלִיכוֹ  וְחָשְׁשָׁה 
  . בָה כְּדֵי לַהַצִּילוֹ מִן הַמַּיִםיאַנִּיסָּא, וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי עָשְׂתָה לוֹ תֵּ 

 
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.10 Therefore, she made for him a basket in order to 
save him from the water. 

 
וְהַזֶּפֶת.    הַחֵ[]מָר  מֶא שֶׁהוּא דָּבָר קַל שֶׁהַמַּיִם יְכוֹלִים לְהִכָּנֵס שָׁם אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁהָיָה שָׁם הַ וֹוּמֵעַתָּה קָשֶׁה עַל יוֹכֶבֶד לָמָּה לָקְחָה גּ

ן קָשֶׁה שֶׁהֲרֵי מֹשֶׁה יאֲבָל עֲדַיִ .  שֶׁהַמִּצְרִיִים לאֹ יַרְגִּישׁוּ וְלאֹ יַהַרְגוּהוֹ  ימֶא מִפְּנֵי שֶׁדּוֹמֶה לִקְנֵה הַיְּאוֹר, כְּדֵ וֹ וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁלָּקְחָה גּ
זּוֹק מִשּׁוּם אָדָם, וְהַחֲשָׁשׁ אֵינוֹ אֶלָּא מִפְּנֵי הַמַּיִם לְפִי שֶׁמַּזָּלוֹ רַע  ישֶׁבָּעוֹלָם וּבְוַדַּאי שֶׁלּאֹ הָיָה נִ   םיהַמִּקְרִי הָיָה מַזָּלוֹ טוֹב נֶגֶד כָּל  

אֶלָּא וַדַּאי צָרִי˂ לוֹמַר שֶׁהַטַּעַם  ,  ד נֶגֶד הַמַּיִם וְלאֹ לָחוּשׁ לִשְׁאַר הַמִּקְרִיםוֹ, וְהָיָה לָהּ לִיקַּח עֵץ יוֹתֵר טוֹב וְקָשֶׁה שֶׁיַּעֲמבַּמַּיִם
עַל פִּי   וְאַף  דָּמָיו מוּעָטִיןהוּא מִפְּנֵי שֶׁהַצַּדִּיקִים חָבִיב עֲלֵיהֶם מָמוֹנָם יוֹתֵר מִגּוּפָם, וּפֵרֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י ע"ה שֶׁחָבִיב עֲלֵיהֶם מָמוֹנָם שֶׁ 

 . שֶׁהָיָה מִשְׁתַּמֵּר גּוּפוֹ יוֹתֵר בְּשֶׁל עֵצִים קָשִׁים וַחֲזָקִים
 
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 kill 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.11 

 

 
10 Kiddushin 39b. 
11 Rashi on Sotah 12a. 
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ד שֶׁנָּתַן הקב"ה יְמִינוֹ עַל יְמִינוֹ  וְזֶהוּ הַטַּעַם שֶׁהַיָּם לאֹ הָיָה רוֹצֶה לִהְיוֹת נִקְרַע מִפְּנֵי מֹשֶׁה, שֶׁהֵשִׁיב לוֹ מִפָּנֶי˃ אֵין אֲנִי נִקְרַע, עַ 
טָעֲנָה  וְקָשֶׁה וְהָא מִפְּנֵי אַהֲרֹן נֶהְפְּכוּ הַמַּיִם לְדָם וּמִפְּנֵי מֹשֶׁה בָּאוּ כַּמָּה מַכּוֹת נֶגֶד הַטֶּבַע, וּמָה הִיא .ז"לשֶׁאָמְרוּ שֶׁל מֹשֶׁה כְּמוֹ 

מִשּׁוּם הָכִי הָיָה סוֹבֵר הַשַּׂר    בַּמַּיִם וֹב  זוֹ שֶׁל הַיָּם, וּמַהוּ מִפָּנֶי˃ שֶׁנִּרְאָה דַּוְקָא מִפָּנֶי˃, אֶלָּא מִפְּנֵי שֶׁמַּזָּלוֹ שֶׁל מֹשֶׁה לאֹ הָיָה ט
 .ם שֶׁאֵין לוֹ כֹּחַ לְצַוּוֹת עָלָיושֶׁל יָ 

 
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.12 

 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.  

 

ה מוֹרָה שֶׁיֵּשׁ לוֹ מַזָּל  שֶׁזֶּהוּ הַטַּעַם שֶׁמִּשִׁבְעָה שֵׁמוֹת שֶׁהָיוּ לְמֹשֶׁה רַבֵּנוּ ע"ה לאֹ נִקְרָא אֶלָּא בְּשֵׁם מֹשֶׁה, לְפִי שֶׁשֵּׁם זֶ   וְאֶפְשָׁר
בַּמַּיִם הַמַּיִם מְשִׁ ישֶׁכְּשֶׁנִּ ,  טוֹב אַף  וְלָכֵן קְרָאַתּוּ מֹשֶׁה כִּי מִן  נֶגֶד הַמַּיִם,  גָּבַר מַזָּלוֹ אַף  בַּתְיָה בַּת פַּרְעֹה  הוּ,  צּוּל אָז עַל יד  יתִֽ

הוּ שֶׁיִּהְיֶה יָפֶה מַזָּלוֹ אַף נֶגֶד הַמַּיִם   . כְּלוֹמַר מִן מַזַּל הַמַּיִם מְשִׁיתִֽ
 
Perhaps this is also the reason that of the seven names of Moses our teacher, peace be 

upon him,13 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.  

 

בְּמַכַּת הַדָּם  יוּבַן מַה שֶׁפֵּרֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י עַל פָּסוּק "אֱמֹר אֶל־אַהֲרֹן קַח מַטְּ˃ וּנְטֵה־יָדְ˃" שֶׁמֹּשֶׁה לאֹ הִכָּה אֶת הַיְּאוֹר    וּבְדֶרֶ˂ זֶה
וְהַזֶּפֶת הֵם הֵגִינוּ עָלָיו, אֶלָּא    מָר []חֵ הַ   בָה וְהַ יוְקָשֶׁה שֶׁהַיְּאוֹר לאֹ הֵגִין עָלָיו כְּלוּם שֶׁהֲרֵי הַתֵּ .  שְׁלַ˂ לְתוֹכוֹוּן עָלָיו כְּשֶׁהילְפִי שֶׁהֵגֵ 

וּמִכֹּל שֶׁכֵּן שֶׁלּאֹ הָיָה מַזָּלוֹ טוֹב בְּמַיִם וְהַיְּאוֹר  ,  בָה לאֹ הָיְתָה כְּדָאִית לְהַצִּילוֹ מִן הַמַּיִםיוַדַּאי צָרִי˂ לוֹמַר כְּנִזְכָּר לְעֵיל שֶׁזּאֹת הַתֵּ 
   .כְּנִזְכָּר לְעֵיל, בָה לְפִי שֶׁחָסָה עַל מָמוֹנָהּיעָשְׂתָה זאֹת הַתֵּ  הָיָה יָכוֹל לְהַזִּיקוֹ וְלאֹ הִזִּיקוּ, וְיוֹכֶבֶד

 
In this way, one can understand what Rashi explained on the verse “Say to Aaron: 

Take your staff and stretch out your hand,”14 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.  

* * * 

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


