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Do Chazal set out to blacken the wicked and whitewash the righteous? Most of us were
taught yes, and the midrash-resistance that many Modern Orthodox folks exhibit is often
rooted in a sense that the Rabbis unfairly portray Esav as deeply evil, and yet are willing
to declare that “Anyone who says David sinned is in error”.

But | contend that this portrayal of Chazal’s approach, while offered and supported by
great scholars, is itself an error. What Chazal do is exaggerate both the virtues and the
vices of every character, wicked or righteous. For example — they accuse Esav of
committing murder, rape, and idolatry — and yet portray him as the paradigm of kibbud
Av.

Another example can be found in this week’s parashah. Shmot 15:13 states that the
Egyptians were “swallowed up by the ground”. The obvious problem is that the
Egyptians were drowned, in water! Various midrashim state that G-d ensured that the
Egyptians were buried, and most conclude therefrom that the Egyptians must have
deserved burial.

Most find the relevant merit in the moment that Par’'oh said “Hashem is the justified one,
and | and my nation are the unjustified”, although Rabbeinu Bachyah on Chumash (not.
R. Bachyah ben Pekudah, author of Chovot HalLevavot) cites a version in which the
relevant merit is the Egyptian entourage that accompanied Yosef to his father’s burial.

Regardless, the Rabbis have no difficulty assigning merit to the Egyptians even when
the text does not assign such merit explicitly.

The problem with this reading of 15:13, however, is that it seems very acontextual. Why
would the Song of the Sea digress to tell us about the burial of the Egyptians? Thus
Bekhor Shor is content to say that “swallowed up by the ground” simply means
“eternally destroyed”. But this does not satisfy me — the metaphor is neither clear nor
powerful.

Another reading focuses on the beginning of 15:13, J1'm* n'vl, which it translates as
“You tilted Your right hand”. The Egyptians are a glass cup (alternatively: eggs) held in
G-d’'s Hand, so that when he tilts his hand they fall to the ground. Perhaps the
advantage of “eggs” is that they become liquid and are in fact swallowed by the ground.
But “tilted your right hand” seems at best a too-literal reading of a metaphor — the
parallel "o'n 2y 1" nx nwn V11" (14:21) and other contexts suggest that a |'n' n»va calls
forth or threatens destruction rather than being the direct means of destruction.

Keli Yakar, proposes, quite radically, that the verse should be read in the subjunctive:
“Had You (merely) been 71 non, the ground would have swallowed them” — so why did
You bother staging the Splitting of the Sea? But this, 1m2> n7'nna, seems to me
farfetched.
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Various Targums and midrashim offer the (to my mind linguistically plausible)
alternative, that G-d here took an oath. The question then is why the oath was
necessary, and how it connects to what follows. Here two radically different approaches
emerge. Each begins with the Jews fearing that the Egyptians had simply been swept
downstream, and would reappear, so that G-d wished the sea to disgorge the Egyptians
on the shore. Butin

1) The sea initially refuses, believing that the Egyptian bodies are its legitimate
trophies. G-d finally gets His wish by swearing that He will compensate the sea
plus fifty percent, which occurs in this week’s haftarah, when Sisera’s 900
chariots drown, replacing Pharaoh’s disgorged 600. Whereas in

2) The sea very much wishes to disgorge the Egyptians, but the earth refuses to
accept them, arguing: If | was cursed for accepting the blood of Hevel, what will
happen to me if | accept this many dead? So G-d swears that He will not punish
the earth for accepting them.

Version 1) is thematically bland, but version 2) radically equates the Egyptians with
murder victims (while implicitly accusing the Judge of murder, and allowing Him to
pardon accomplices)!?

| suggest — and if | am right, this will emphasize again how Chazal’'s exaggerations
introduce complexity at least as often as they simplify character — that version 2) is
bothered by the fact that the Egyptians really don’t seem to have free will in this story —
they are manipulated and entrapped even when G-d is not explicitly hardening their
heart. They die not so much because they deserve to, but because the Jews cannot be
truly liberated while they survive, and the spectacle of their deaths is educationally
critical as well.

Arthur C. Clarke wrote a short story in which a Jesuit priest discovers that the star over
Bethlehem venerated by his tradition as heralding the Messianic birth was in fact a
supernova that destroyed a brilliant civilization. | think Americans sometimes feel the
same way after learning the more Native-American-sympathetic versions of the
Caucasian triumph in North America. My sense is that such narratives of guilt are often
destructive when they become dominant, when they undermine one’s national sense of
legitimacy. Yet at the same time it is important that they exist, and be seriously
considered.

To use another, more famous midrashic image: We sang at the Sea, and we were
right, even obligated, to do so. But it is important for us to remember that the angels
were admonished not to sing.

Shabbat shalom
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