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Abstract

In this paper | examined the significance of the repeated commandment in

Deuteronomy to remember the exodus (“Yetzi’at Mitzrayim”).

The exodus tradition is a central one in the Pentateuch. Even so, the pervasiveness of
the directive to remember it in Deuteronomy is exceptional relative to the other books
of the Pentateuch and to other traditions in Deuteronomy. Deuteronomy is also unique
in that it contains the command to remember the exodus tradition in diverse contexts
and in relation to topics that are not always directly connected to it. In my quest to better
comprehend the occurrences of this command, how they are tailored into the different
verses and what their import is, | examined all the passages in which this command is
mentioned, and | discussed their various aspects such as the components of the tradition
and the events mentioned in the verses; their pattern and the position portrayed in them
towards the People of Israel and their identity; the implications and the relevance to the
present and the future of the requirement to remember a past tradition. And, finally, the
overall contexts relating to the Israelite lifestyle in terms of time, location, theology,
ethics, and identity.

This paper is a synchronic study with a close reading of the text and its detailed design,
and it utilizes tools of the New Criticism. | have attempted to decipher the motive that

lies behind the recurring demand in Deuteronomy to remember.

In the first, introductory chapter, | have referred in detail to the research topic and its
targets, the emphasized uniqueness of the exodus tradition and the setting of the central
questions associated with the repeated occurrences of the commandment to remember

in Deuteronomy.

In the introduction I have also surveyed the current situation of scholarship dealing with
those topics that are integral to this study: The characteristics of Deuteronomy, the
exodus tradition in Deuteronomy, and the memory of the exodus in Deuteronomy.
Following this survey, | concluded that research in this field is lacking, and no sufficient
explanation has been proposed for the unique formation of the memory of the exodus
tradition in Deuteronomy and for its revolutionary and practical implications on Israel’s

way of life in the present and the future.



The structure of this study, as | have described in the Introductory Chapter, presents the
levels of analysis that were carried out in ascending order from the tradition
components, type of memory, the actions deriving from the commitments to the
memory and the encasement of meanings of the memory on the lifestyle and identity
of the People of Israel. This separation into groups of memory includes four branches:
the relations between Israel and God, the relations within Israel, the attitudes to the

gentiles and the Israelite calendar. All these constitute the central chapters of this study.

In each of these chapters | analyzed one unit extensively and several others briefly,

comparing them.

The second chapter, dealing with the branch concerning the relations between Israel
and God, discusses three memory units: Deut 6:1-25, 8:1-20, and 9:1-7. The goal of
these units is to preserve Israel’s loyalty to one God, such that they adhere to all the
commandments (mitzvot) and directives He gave them. This is a central branch in
which the People of Israel are required, through memories of the exodus tradition, to
understand and conclude that they must maintain loyalty to God and observe His
commandments. Each unit stresses a different aspect of the exodus tradition, but all of
them lead to a unified conclusion — Israel is expected to be loyal to God and obey His

commandments.

Unit 6:1-25 highlights location and status. In contrast to the status of Israelite slaves
held in the foreign land of Egypt, upon arrival at their own land they will be a liberated
people and enjoy a life of abundance and wellbeing. This transformation, which takes
place following a set of miracles brought about publicly at the Hand of God, dictates

Israel’s loyalty in the present and in the future.

Unit 8:1-20 emphasizes the period that Israel wandered in the desert on their way to the
Promised Land. During this period, God took care of Israel, watched over them and
supplied them with all basic elements necessary for their survival (food, water,
clothing). He did this through miracles, thus enhancing the supremacy of the power of
God relative to Nature. Here, again, Israel is requested to conclude that they should be
loyal to God who took care of them in the toughest of environments and will continue

to do so in the ameliorated conditions and abundance of the Land of Israel.

Unit 9:1-7 stresses another aspect of the historical events in the exodus tradition — the

eradication of the local peoples, the gentiles, to enable Israel to enter the Promised

il



Land. The process of the exodus from Egypt ends, just as God promised (e.g., in Exod
6:1-8), in the arrival of the People of Israel in the Land of Israel and their conquest of
the land from the hands of the gentiles. The conquest of the land was made possible
thanks to the direct assistance of God, just as He extended His assistance throughout
the epoch of the exodus from Egypt and the journey in the desert, up to the settling in
the Land of Israel. Despite God’s support and fidelity to Israel, Israel did not remain
loyal to Him and rebelled several times during the epoch of the exodus and the journey
in the desert. Thus, in this unit there is a warning to Israel not to forget God and to

understand that He took care of them while they rebelled and were disloyal to Him.

The third chapter, dealing with the branch of the relations within Israel, discusses
three units of remembrance: Deut 15:12-18, 24:8-9, and 24:17-22. As part of the
remembrance tradition and considering Israel’s enslaved status in Egypt, this chapter
defines what should be the attitude towards the vulnerable people in society, especially
the most weakened individuals such as slaves, orphans, and widows. In these units, the
comparison to the exodus tradition in the past is a comparison on two levels — first,
rejecting the treatment received by the Israelites from Egypt as weak slaves, and second,
defining the attitude contrary to the Egyptians' attitude towards Israel, as the correct
and appropriate attitude towards the slaves and the weak in society. In these units there
IS a contrast in the exodus tradition between the negative attitude of the Egyptians to
Israel, who were a weakened and enslaved people, and the positive and merciful
relationship that God established with Israel, a relationship that should serve as a model
for the way Israel is expected to treat the vulnerable individuals in society. Thus, the
moral to Israel is to treat their fellowmen in an opposed manner to that which they had
endured from the Egyptians at the time of their enslavement. Each unit in this chapter
deals with a different group of Israelites to whom the people of Israel are expected to
provide economical as well as emotional support in order to enable a fair and

appropriate social existence for those groups.

Unit 15:12-18 deals with the Hebrew slave and focuses on the process of his liberation
at the conclusion of the six years, which includes the generous economical support the
master is obliged to extend to his slave to enable him to rehabilitate his life, regain his
independence and make his way back to society as a free person. The memory of the

tradition is directly proportional to Israel’s status as slaves in Egypt and to the process

il



of Israel’s liberation at the Hand of God, accompanied by His economical and spiritual

support throughout the period of the exodus.

Unit 24:17-22 concerns the weakened groups of society: the group of the poor — widows
and orphans; and the group of strangers — the resident aliens (Gerim). Here, too,
following the memory of the liberation and restoration of Israel by God, Israel is obliged

to support these groups financially and socially.

Unit 24:8-9 concerns the opposite group — the group of leaders. Israelites are compelled
also to remember and learn from past experience, from the events during the time of
the exodus. There are no overt instructions, only a subtle hint of the leprosy which
Miriam had caught and the need to beware of this malady. It is imperative to accept
authority and follow the leaders of the People (the Priests and the Levites); however

they too are subject to the morals of the exodus tradition and to God’s commandments.

The fourth chapter, dealing with the branch of the attitudes to the gentiles, includes
two units: Deut 7:1-26 and 25:17-19. The prescribed attitude towards the gentile is
different from the attitude towards the resident alien. The resident alien should be
brought close, whilst the gentile should be treated roughly and be rebuffed until
eradication. Besides the concern that the gentiles will make war against Israel, there is
also the spiritual fear that Israel might be tempted to serve other gods and resort to
idolatry. This concern is especially relevant for the era of the settlement of Israel in
their new land, that out of wellbeing and abundance they may forget their dependence

on God and turn to other gods.

Unit 7:1-26 explains the twofold motivation to eradicate the gentiles: first, fear that the
gentiles will push Israel to idolatry, and second, that Israel as the chosen and holy
People should not integrate with others (one of the components of the tradition is that
God’s power and His electing Israel as His People, should differentiate between Israel

and the gentiles and distance Israel from other gods).

Unit 25:17-19 relates specifically to Amalek, whom Israel is commanded to
exterminate, leaving no remnant of them. The war Amalek started against Israel when
exiting Egypt, ravaging the weakened and enfeebled, (exactly the opposite of what is
expected from Israel towards the weakened individuals of society) was the motive of
the command that Israel obliterate Amalek’s name and memory forever. (In this unit

we find the component of the treatment of gentiles inspired by the exodus tradition, and

v



it is possible that the component of relations within the People of Israel can also be
associated here with the emphasis of the treatment of the weak. The proper treatment
of the weak is learned here from the negation of Amalek's immoral form of warfare,
which mainly harmed the weak and the sick.)

The three branches mentioned above describe, in a developing pattern, the set of
relations Israel held — the transcendent relations with God, the relations within Israel

and the relations with the gentiles.

The fifth chapter, dealing with the branch of the Hebrew calendar, includes two units:
Deut 5:12-15 and 16:1-7. The Hebrew calendar is designed around the different aspects
of the exodus tradition. The relation between the calendar and the tradition is not
directly connected to an event or to the status of Israel in Egypt but is derived from the
messages and the significance of the tradition that must be remembered and observed
throughout the year. These messages will be translated throughout the year into various
events and feasts that aim to connect the present (and those who have not actually
experienced the exodus period) with the past of the exodus tradition and thereby to

remember the exodus tradition through practical experience.

The memory unit in 5:12-15 describes the observation of the Sabbath as an imitation
both of God’s cessation of all activity on the seventh day and of His rescue of Israel
from the hands of Egypt and transformation of them into a liberated people who are
masters of their own activities, at their own time. The God who brought Israel out of
Egypt, where they were debilitated, enslaved and forced to labor, is the model that Israel
should adopt in their everyday life. Thus, the Sabbath symbolizes for Israel two aspects
of the exodus tradition: the transition from slaves to a free people, and the opportunity
given to weakened groups in Israelite society (slaves, resident aliens and even domestic

animals) to cease all labor and to rest.

Unit 16:1-17 concerns the three Jewish feasts. At these times, too, all everyday
activities are stopped in order to celebrate the feasts of Passover (Pesach), Pentecost
(Shavuot) and Tabernacles (Sukkot), including ceremonies and rituals in honor of God.
These events occurring throughout the year strengthen the memory of the exodus
tradition by restoring the historical events (Sabbath and Passover) or by the contrast
between the past status of slavery in Egypt and the possibility for Israel to celebrate

happily, in their homeland, as a free people in the present (Pentecost and Tabernacles).



This branch is connected to the other branches, as the Hebrew calendar expresses
Israel’s relation to God, the relations within Israel and Israel’s relations with the
gentiles. The calendarial events are aimed to honor God, to execute the ceremonies and
rituals in the location chosen by God while restoring (in words and song) the

deliverance of Israel from Egypt by God, leading them to the Promised Land.

In all the festivities and events, the group of the weakened are to be included and all
Israelites are to participate together with their families. The Israelite rituals practiced
throughout the year are distinct from the rituals practiced by the gentiles who worship
multiple gods, where each god is responsible for a separate domain of life. In contrast,
Israel worships one God who is responsible for all life domains. The Israelite Sabbath
day is also distinct from the Sabbath of the gentiles in that there is a command to cease
all labor, a custom unknown to the ancient world at the time. Also, the annulment of
the different classes of citizens and the inclusion of the slaves and the weakened as

equals in society are unique to the People of Israel.

Each memory unit in all branches includes practical activities derived from the memory
of the exodus tradition. These activities work bi-directionally. The memory of the
exodus tradition brings about, directly or indirectly, activities that define the identity
and way of life of Israel. On the other hand, due to the practical activities executed
continuously in the present, it is possible to remember the tradition of the past, not only

through those who experienced it at the time, but also by all generations to come.

The four branches as defined in the memory units mentioned in Deuteronomy constitute
a revolution from what was accepted in the ancient world. A theological revolution in
a monotheistic belief in one God, an ethical revolution in the attitude towards the slave
and the weak in society within the People of Israel, complete segregation in relation to
the other nations, and organization of unique and unorthodox yearly events and
ceremonies using the lunar year and not only the solar year as customary in the ancient
world.

In the summary chapter of my work, I surveyed all the previous chapters and their main

conclusions:

= The remembrance commandments in the book of Deuteronomy are intended to
connect the various components of the exodus tradition in the past and to form a

way of life for the people in the present.
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The laws based on the remembrance commandments define in a practical manner
the identity and relations of the People of Israel in four branches of relations and
behavior: towards God, towards their own society, towards the gentile and in the
different events in their calendar.

All the relationships demanded of the People of Israel are formed in the model of
God’s mode of operation in the exodus from Egypt and are derived directly from the
process of the tradition of the exodus (by way of imitation, comparison, and the
understanding of the significance of the process of the exodus). The activity is
expressed in different components of tradition that appear in each of the units in

accordance with its subject.

The practical activity of the People of Israel in the present is derived from the
memory of the exodus, enabling it to continue (in the present) for all those who did

not experience it at the time.

The model set by God in the process of freeing the People of Israel from Egypt,
through their journey in the desert up to the moment of having endowed the land of
Israel to its people, determines for the people of Israel a revolutionary mode of life
in contrast to what was accepted in the ancient world in terms of theology, ethics,

equality and.

Therefore, the formatting of memory in the book of Deuteronomy constitutes a
foundation stone for the People of Israel, establishing a life of abundance, stability,
fairness and constancy for them in their own land. These messages are especially
suitable to the book of Deuteronomy because of its revolutionary nature,
emphasizing its humanity and God's caring, close and gracious activity towards the
people of Israel during the exodus period. The memory of the past exodus period
constitutes the model of life for Israel in the present, focusing on the triangular
relationship between God, the Israelites and the Land of Israel. This triangular
relationship operated in the past and is meant to continue in the present and in the
future, so that in the Land of Israel the Israelites, if they are faithful to God, will
continue to enjoy the abundance and goodness that God will give them. The
messages in Deuteronomy that are based on the exodus tradition are the main reason
and proof for the requirement of loyalty from the People of Israel to God and to all

His commandments.
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The breakdown of the exodus tradition into its four branches and their various
applications made it possible to describe the overarching story of the exodus tradition
and its components from the past in conjunction with the memorialization required in
the present and the future. This definition of the branches and their applications allowed
me to address the following questions: How is it possible to demand collective
memory? How are the various textual units related to memorialization in the book of
Deuteronomy designed? And what is their contribution and purpose? Consequently, the
memory of the exodus in the book of Deuteronomy is the basis for forming the identity
of the People of Israel, their relationship with God, their internal relations with each
other, their external relations with the gentile, and their way of life throughout the

calendar year.
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