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Prof. Nathan Aviezer

"So Jethro, Moses' father-in-law, took Zipporah, Moses' wife, after she had been sent home"

The Torah deals with two major subjects:  the commandments and the history of the world and the Jewish people, from Adam and the creation of the world through Moses bringing the Israelites to the gates of the land of Israel.  But there is a striking difference between the history of the children of Israel as portrayed in Genesis and the historical depictions in the remaining four books of the Pentateuch.

Genesis brings us minute details about the lives of the patriarchs and matriarchs, including the family of Abraham, Sarah, Hagar and their children, the family of Isaac and Rebekah and their children, and the family of Jacob, Leah, Rachel, the concubines and their children.  Verse after verse, chapter after chapter, the Torah describes in great detail what these figures did, thought, and even felt.  We are revealed things about relations between man and wife, between parents and children, about the disagreements between them, about family crises and the attempts of the patriarchs and matriarchs to cope.
After the exodus from Egypt the style changes radically.  Hardly anything is said of the private lives of Moses and Aaron throughout their lifetimes, especially during the forty years in the wilderness.  The Torah gives no hint of the relations between Moses and his wife and sons, or between Aaron and his wife and sons.  All the personal and family affairs that are described extensively in Genesis are passed over in utter silence in the remaining books of the Pentateuch.  The beginning of this week's reading provides a striking example of this silence.  In describing the encounter between Moses and Jethro, Scripture says laconically, "So Jethro, Moses' father-in-law, took Zipporah, Moses' wife, after she had been sent home, and her two sons… Jethro, Moses' father-in-law, brought Moses' sons and wife to him in the wilderness, where he was encamped at the mountain of G-d" (Ex. 18:2-5).
To our utter surprise, it is only incidentally, in an aside, that we learn that Moses had sent off his wife and sons.  So many questions arise:  when did this happen? Why? Who initiated this dramatic move – the Holy One, blessed be He, or Moses?  If it was Moses' initiative, how did the Holy One, blessed be He, react?

When Moses returned to Egypt from Midian to take the Israelites out of there at G-d's command, his wife and children went with him ("So Moses took his wife and sons, mounted them on an ass, and went back to the land of Egypt" [Ex. 4:20]).  But it turns out that sometime during the year of the ten plagues and the exodus from Egypt Moses had sent his wife and sons back to Midian, although the Torah does not bother to explain us the circumstances of this important event in the life of the family.
Chapter 18 is devoted entirely to the meeting of Moses and Jethro.  In great detail we are told how Moses received his father-in-law ("Moses went out to meet his father-in-law; he bowed low and kissed him; each asked after the other's welfare, and they went into the tent" [Ex. 18:7]), and Scripture also describes the feast Moses prepared in his honor.  The many conversations between the two are also reported in great detail.  The chapter concludes with Jethro's departure ("and he [Jethro] went his way to his own land" [Ex. 18:27]).
What about Zippora and Moses' sons?  Did Moses also receive them festively?  Were they too invited to the feast, or perhaps only "Aaron…with all the elders of Israel"?  Above all, did his wife and sons remain with him, or did they return to Midian with Jethro?  These numerous and significant questions receive no answer in the Torah.
Throughout the meeting between Moses and Jethro no mention is made of his wife and sons, even though Moses had not seen his family for a long time.  Presumably were something similar to have happened to one of the patriarchs or matriarchs, the Torah would have devoted many verses to describing the encounter between husband and wife and father and sons, as indeed we read in Genesis when it comes to a narrative about similar events that concern the family life of the patriarchs or matriarchs.  Why such a great difference between the level of detail in describing the lives of the patriarchs and in describing the lives of Moses and Aaron?   What accounts for this marked difference?
The answer lies in Genesis' dealing with individuals.  The patriarchs, the matriarchs and their children were individuals, not part of a nation.  They were people who, each in his or her own way, arrived at recognition of and faith in the existence and greatness of the Holy One, blessed be He.  They cannot be said to have been Jews in the halakhic sense familiar to us today, as Maimonides explicitly states.  Maimonides begins his exposition of the laws of conversion precisely with the process of conversion of the Israelites who left Egypt (Hilkhot Issurei Bi'ah, ch. 13):
Israel entered the covenant [with G-d] with three acts:  circumcision, immersion, and offering a sacrifice.  Circumcision took place in Egypt, [of which Exodus 12:48] says…Immersion was performed in the desert before the giving of the Torah, as [Exodus 19:10] states…Sacrifices, as [Exodus 24:5] states…
After describing the process of conversion of the Israelites at the time of the exodus from Egypt, Maimonides adds, "Similarly, for future generations…"  In other words, Maimonides states that from the time of the exodus until the present, whenever a person wishes to convert, the person must go through the same process as the generation of the exodus.
Thus we see that at the time of the exodus from Egypt the people of Israel emerged as a Jewish nation.  The importance of the exodus lies in its creating the nation, and important point that finds expression repeatedly in the Torah:

1)  The positive commandment enjoining us to mention the exodus from Egypt each and every day.

2)  The special festival – Passover – established to mark this day; the main focus being to tell of the exodus from Egypt throughout the eve of the Seder.

3)  The object of many commandments is explicitly stated in the Torah as commemorating the exodus from Egypt (the Sabbath, all the festivals, putting on tefillin, redemption of the firstborn, and others).

For these and other reasons we see that in the eyes of the Torah the most important historic event in the annals of the Jewish people was the exodus from Egypt.  This event transformed the Israelites from a group of individuals into the Jewish people, even though they were not called by this name prior to the Babylonian exile.
In this context we can understand why the private lives of individuals, regardless of how great they were, lose significance in describing the history of the people.  Even the details of Moses' life are not relevant in the broader context of the Israelite nation, and therefore they are left out, save for the brief aside by Jethro.  The meeting between Moses and Jethro was an important event for the people; both men were important leaders, and Moses received from Jethro advice of national significance in leading the Israelite people.  Therefore the Torah devotes an entire chapter to the meeting of the two, but does not describe the meeting of Moses with his wife and children at all. 
Likewise with Aaron, also his private life is not mentioned in the Torah.  The death of his sons Nadav and Avihu, after having brought a foreign fire before the Lord in the Tabernacle, is described in the Torah since it was of importance to the people as a whole.  The next high priest after Aaron would no longer be Nadav, who had died, but Elazar, Aaron's third son.

These two levels – the individual and the national – are an intrinsic part of the life of each and every member of the Jewish people.  On one hand each person is part of an individual family unit (like the patriarchs and matriarchs), while on the other, each is part of the Jewish people.  The challenge facing us is to find harmony and reconciliation between these two levels.

Translated by Rachel Rowen
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