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SOURCES AND RESOURCES
MI ANOKHI: WHO ARE MOSES’
BRETHREN?

I

t is a peculiar fact of Moses’ birth that he is born with two distinct
identities: Israelite and Egyptian. Moses has two mothers: his biological, Israelite mother and his adoptive, Egyptian one. As Moses
emerges from his mother’s womb, his biological mother sees her infant
and takes action to save him from impending danger. Pharaoh’s daughter
draws the infant from the womb-like ark, floating in the reeds of the river.
She also sees the infant and takes action to ensure his survival. Described twice
as the son of each woman (“va-teled ben” in v. 2 and “va-yehi lah le-ven”
in v. 10), the baby Moses is the product of two compassionate mothers
and two opposing cultures. Nursed by his Israelite mother, Moses is raised
by his Egyptian mother in the Egyptian palace.
This helps to elucidate the exegetical controversy that revolves around
the denouement of Moses’ birth story: the naming of the infant. Moses
receives what appears to be an Egyptian name, followed by a Hebrew etymological explanation. Who actually names Moses? Based on the syntax
of the verse, many exegetes (e.g. Ibn Ezra, Seforno, Netsiv) maintain that
Moses’ Egyptian adoptive mother names him. Others (e.g. Abravanel,
Hizkuni) assume that only his Hebrew speaking mother could have given
him a name with a Hebrew etymology. The text seems to be deliberately
evasive on this matter. The important point is that Moses’ identity is
deeply complex and ambiguous, and the story of the infant Moses concludes with an unresolved question: How will Moses choose to identify
himself as an adult?
Immediately following the story of the infant Moshe, the story skips
ahead some years. To bridge this temporal leap, the narrative informs us
that the child grows up (va-yigdal ha-yeled), without specifying his exact
age. Actually, the text twice, in short succession, records the information
that the child grew up. The first description reports Moses’ maturation
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within the bosom of his biological family (see v. 10), while the second
recounts Moses’ growth (va-yigdal Moshe) after he is brought to Pharaoh’s daughter (see v. 11). Who is the grownup Moses? Is he an Egyptian man, raised and bred in Egypt? Or does he identify as an Israelite, a
man whose identity is formed by his ancestry?
The text seems to clarify this issue when it recounts Moses’ initial acts:
And it was in those days, and Moses grew up and he went out to his
brethren and he saw their sufferings. And he saw an Egyptian man who
was striking an Israelite man of his brethren.” (Exodus 2:11)

In repeating the word ehav (brothers), this verse appears to leave little
doubt as to Moses’ inclinations. Moses identifies deeply with the Israelites. Biblical interpreters lavish praise upon Moses for his sensitivity to his
Israelite brethren, despite the fact that he grew up in an Egyptian palace
(see e.g. Nahmanides; Seforno; Abravanel; Pesikta Zutrata; Malbim loc
cit.)
Still, is this interpretation so clear? It is striking that Moses would be
identified by the daughters of Reuel as an “Egyptian man” (Exodus 2:19).
Perhaps they are mistaken and this is simply a case of misidentification.
Nevertheless, later events indicate that Moses is still struggling with his
identity. The initial account of Moses’ life ends with Moses settling in with
a Midianite priest and his protracted desertion of his “brethren” in Egypt.
Ibn Ezra (Exodus 2:11) offers a perceptive reading of the initial verse
illustrating Moses’ adult actions.
And he went out to his brethren. [The] Egyptian [brethren], for he was
[living] in the palace of the king. And the meaning of [the second] “of
his brethren” is different; it describes the Israelites from his family, as in
“we are men who are brothers” (Gen. 13:8).

Remarkably, Ibn Ezra construes each mention of Moses’ brethren in
the verse in reference to a different group of Moses’ affiliates. The first
mention of Moses’ brethren, according to Ibn Ezra, is referring to his
Egyptian comrades.1
Ibn Ezra’s audacious reading is so astonishing that some of his supercommentaries reject it and others refuse to accept that this is actually Ibn
Ezra’s meaning. The Mehokekei Yehuda (also Mekor Hayyim) suggests that
1
One super-commentary on Ibn Ezra, Be’er Yitshak, explains that this reference
to Moses’ Egyptian affiliation is necessary in order to explain to the reader why Moses
is not concerned that he, as an Israelite, will be enslaved along with his Israelite
brethren once he leaves the palace.
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when Ibn Ezra explains the first brethren, with the word “ha-mitsrim,”
he means to refer to “the Jews [sic] who live in Egypt.” He notes that
Abravanel understands the Ibn Ezra according to his simple meaning (as
I presented above), but opines that “it is unlikely that the text would refer
to an Egyptian as a brother.” Asher Weiser (Ibn Ezra al ha-Torah, Mossad
ha-Rav Kook, 1976, 19) explains Ibn Ezra as follows:
“This is what [Moshe] told the house of Pharaoh, who regarded [Moshe]
as an Egyptian, that he was going out to his Egyptian brethren.”

In other words, Ibn Ezra is explaining the word “brethren” in the verse
as Moses’ dissimulation. Asher Weiser follows this explanation by suggesting alternatively that the word Egyptian in Ibn Ezra’s commentary
may simply be a printer’s error (see also Be’er Yitshak).
In my opinion, Ibn Ezra’s reading as it stands demonstrates exceptional sensitivity to Moses’ identity struggle. More significantly, by reading the verse in this way, Ibn Ezra offers a clue to understanding Moses.
When Moses leaves the Egyptian palace, it is most natural for him to seek
out his Egyptian brethren. It is only once he sees the oppressions that the
Egyptians impose upon others that Moses changes course and switches
allegiance, regarding the Israelites as his brethren.2 What motivates
Moses to transfer his allegiance in this abrupt manner? Repelled by injustice,
Moses identifies with those whom he perceives as victims of oppression.
The three initial episodes of Moses’ adult life describe the manner in
which Moses spontaneously intercedes when he sees a victim of oppression.
The first incident recounts that Moses delivers an Israelite from an Egyptian’s
cruelty. Following that, he tries to save an Israelite from a fellow Israelite.
Finally, Moses protects the daughters of a Midianite priest (non-Israelites)
from local shepherds (also non-Israelites). Moses is on an equal opportunity
quest for justice. And Moses deeply identifies with the oppressed.
Why does Moses initially leave the palace and go out to his brethren?
The syntax of the verse (“and Moses grew up and he went out to his brethren”) suggests that the search for his brethren is part of the process of
Moses’ growth and maturation, his attempt to reach adulthood. Indeed,
the word “ish” (man) is the key word of the story, appearing seven times
2

This reading understands the implied subject of the word be-sivlotam (Exodus
2:11) differently than our above translation of the verse. Instead of reading Israel as
the subject of their oppressions, the Ibn Ezra would have to read the word as referring
to the Egyptian oppressions in an active sense. This reading garners support by the
phrase sivlot mitsrayim in which Egypt is clearly the subject of the oppressions (see
Exodus 6:6-7). See also Abravanel who (although he rejects the Ibn Ezra’s reading)
accepts that this reading is grammatically possible.

88

Yael Ziegler
in this section of the narrative (2:11-22).3 Curiously, however, the word
ish mostly does not refer to Moses in this section. Instead, it refers to others, to men who Moses encounters. This is the story of Moses’ search for
an ish, a person of moral character with whom Moses can identify, so that
he can become an ish.
To Moses’ great disappointment, the first man that he sees is an ish
mitsri (Egyptian man) who is oppressing an ish ivri (Israelite man). Moses’
response is well known (Exodus 2:12):
And [Moshe] turned this way and that and he saw that there is no ish.
And he struck the Egyptian and buried him in the sand.

Simply understood, this verse indicates that Moses ensures that there are
no witnesses before he kills the Egyptian. However, Netsiv explains that
Moses looked around and sees that there is no ish, namely, no worthy
man:
And he saw that there was no ish. To expose the injustice. For they are all
a band of traitors and haters of Israel.”4

Certainly, Moses fails to find his ish, a man to emulate, among his Egyptian brethren. However, he fares no better among his Israelite brethren.
Following his negative encounter with the two brawling Israelites, Moses
flees to Midian, having despaired of finding a model of ethical behavior
among either of his natural associates.
Does Moses ever find a person with whom he can identify? I believe
that he does. Reuel, father of the girls that Moses saves from the wicked
shepherds, is motivated by considerations of justice. Note Reuel’s excited
reaction when his daughters relate of their rescue (“An Egyptian man
saved us!”). Enthusiasm is mixed with anger as Reuel berates his daughters for failing to properly reward Moses for his deeds:
“And where is he? Why did you abandon the man? Call him so that he
may eat bread!” (Exodus 2:20)

3

Although he does not take note of this particular sevenfold appearance of the
word ish, Umberto Cassuto frequently notes that words tend to appear in multiples
of seven in biblical passages. See, for example, A Commentary on the Book of Exodus,
translated by I. Abrahams (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1967) 17, 21, 75, 91ff.
4
For a similar usage of the word ish, see e.g. I Kings 2:2.
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Later in the story, Yitro’s delight when he hears the news of Israel’s
deliverance galvanizes him.5 He hurries to join Moses at the mountain in
order to express praise for God’s salvation. The root natsel, meaning deliverance, appears four times during the course of Yitro’s and Moses’
meeting in Exodus 18.6 This same word is what animated Reeul when he
heard the story of Moses rescuing his daughters in Exodus 2. Reuel/
Yitro is moved by acts of justice, roused by the salvation of the oppressed.
Ultimately, Yitro functions alongside Moshe, offering him advice to
streamline Moses’ judicial task and facilitate Moses’ ability to mete out
justice more efficiently. Based on a common passion for justice, Moses
and Yitro create a partnership that constructs the judicial infrastructure of
the nation.
Moses’ seemingly futile search for a man of justice in Egypt finds a
remarkable parallel in a midrash that portrays Yitro as one of Pharaoh’s
advisors.7 Faced with Pharaoh’s evil designs, Yitro flees the country, unable to exist alongside such depravity. This midrash recalls Moses’ flight
from the wickedness that he encounters in Egypt, and creates a striking
parallel between these two decent men.
A vibrant midrash offers a tale, ripe for interpretation:
Yitro planted [the staff] in his garden. And he tested all of the strong men
of the Kenites to [see who could] uproot it and marry Zipporah his
daughter and they could not. And it remained within the garden until the
man of justice came and took it. Reuel saw the staff in his hand and he
was amazed by this. And therefore Reuel gave Zipporah his daughter to
Moshe. (Yalkut Shimoni, Exodus 168)8

Abravanel (Exodus 2:11) explains that in this midrash the staff is a parable
for Reuel’s wisdom, which lay dormant in Reuel’s heart until Moses released it. The context suggests that the staff may just as well be a parable
for Reuel’s sense of justice. According to this interpretation of the midrash, until Moses came along Reuel could not find anyone who could
appreciate his moral character and disseminate it in the world.
5

It is beyond the scope of this short essay to contend with the complicated question
of the relationship between Reuel and Yitro. For our intents and purposes, they are
both presented as Moses’ in-law and seem to function in a similar, if not identical role
(see also Mekhilta de-Rabbi Yishmael Yitro 1).
6
The word appears a fifth time in the chapter in a slightly different context.
7
This well known midrash appears in many rabbinic sources. See e.g. Sota 11a;
Sanhedrin 106a; Exodus Rabba 1:9.
8
This tale intriguingly evokes the famous legend of King Arthur and Excalibur,
The Sword and the Stone.
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This parallels Moses’ early experience: Until he met Reuel, Moses
could not find anyone whose moral behavior he wished to emulate. The
partnership between Moses and Reuel at the conclusion of Moses’ maturation narrative represents the triumphant conclusion of Moses’ quest
to find a man of morality, an ish with whom he can identify. Following
Reuel’s reprimand of his daughters, the text informs us of Moses’ decision
to remain with Reuel: “And Moses determined to settle with the ish.”
Moses has found his ish, has finally found a man of justice, someone after
whom he can model himself.
In this reading, by the end of Moses’ maturation narrative, his original identity crisis remains unresolved. Moses does not yet choose to identify as an Israelite. It is only in the next chapter, when God selects Moses
at the burning bush, that Moses begins to assume his identity as an Israelite. This reading does not only introduce a new understanding of
Moshe, his innate character, and his relationship with his in-laws. It can
also transform our understanding of the nature of the exchange between
Moses and God at the burning bush, offering a new framework for understanding both God’s motives for choosing Moses and Moses’ repeated
demurral.
We have attempted to read the narrative of Moses’ birth with both
literary sensitivity and a healthy regard for the venerable tradition of biblical
interpretation. By incorporating traditional interpretation into our literary readings, we can read texts more perceptively, and emerge with new
literary understandings.

91

