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The Bumin& Bush Throo&b the Mirror 
of Midrasbjc Literature 

This rabbinic thesis is a collection and close analysis of the extensive midrashic 
interpretations on the biblical narrative of the Burning Bush, Exodus 3:1-4:17, and its key 
themes. Tbe author's purpose is not merely to understand bow the themes and symbols of 
this narrative were interpreted in different ways by generations of rabbinic teachers, but also 
to discover through their midrashim bow we confront the holy and relate to God. 

At the outset, the author investigated the various scholarly views regarding the Burning Bush 
narrative, its scope, thematic division.~. literary and thematic sources, as well as its main 
purpose. In analyzing the works of such biblical scholars as Brevard Childs. Frank Gross, 
Moshe Greenberg, Sbemaryabu Talmon, and many others, be not only deals with such key 
motifs as the sheep/shepherd, the sacred tree, and the important symbolism of fire, but be 
also focuses on a larger literary genre of "prophetic call" narratives. In so doing. be 
demonstrates bow scholars have understood Moses' encounter at the Burning Bush in light 
of other narratives in Judges, Jeremiah, and Isaiah, to name a few. 

After reviewing the scholarly analysis of the biblical material and highlighting the main 
themes of the biblical text, the author gathered the pe.rtinent rabbinic texts by utilizing the 
available verse indices and topical anthologies. His research extended from the early 
traditions of Philo and the HellenisticJewisb writers to the late medieval anthologies. such 
as Yallrut Shimoni and Midrasb ha-GadoL In the course of his analysis, he began to isolate 
key thematic foci from the rabbis'interpretation, wl:ticb included the description of the Bush 
itself and the nature of its fire, the Bush as a symbol of Israel's suffering and God's comfort, 
the qualities which Moses possessed that enabled him to respond to God's mission, but his 
ambivalence when confronted by God, and also the linkage of the Burning Bush episode to 
Otber moments in Jewish History. 

Having categoriz.ed the rabbinic material in this way. the author then chose to arrange bis 
findings into seven (7) basic chapters. Following oo Chapter One, which summarizes the 
biblical scholal5bip oo the Burning Bush narrative. be turns in Chapter Two to midrashim 
oo the nature of the Bush itself. In it be describes bow the rabbis took the physical 
attributes of the Bush, its size, r;ype, and thorniness to convey attributes of the people Israel, 
God, and their relationship. The stress is on the downtrodden condition of Israel, yet God 
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is preseni with her and Israel will eventually be redeemed. In Chapter Three, the fire of 
the Bush is described and its symbolism analyzed. The fire variously symbolizes lsrae~ the 
Torah, God's presence, and Moses' personal intensity, wbile at the same time can be taken 
as representing those who wish to consume Israel. The fire of the Bush, the Ule.h, also 
points ahead to the giving of the Torah, the "fiery, burning law," at filIW. lo the next 
chapter, entitled 'The Many Faces of Suffering," the author presents traditions which show 
bow the Bush represents the uffering of Israel in Egypt and beyond and its spiritual 
consequences. It also indicates that Israel ultimately would overcome its hardship, sinc-e 
God knows of their suffering and will protect them. God indeed suffers with Israel and 
since the Divine shares our suffering, we are guaranteed ultimately to be redeemed. 
Chapter Five focuses on Moses'quaJifications for prophecy. Moses is presented as being 
humble, modest. secure. curious. and prepared for his iask. He deserves the mantle of 
leadership because be "sees" and thoroughly understands the suffering of his people and bas 
total empathy as a human being. God tested Moses through his shepherding, which attested 
to his leadership ability. Nevertheless. in Chapter Six. the author explores the rabbis' 
perception of Moses' hesitation in accepting the Divine call and his very human reactions. 
Several midrashim describe his fears of inadequacy and the need God felt to reassure him 
of the Divine presence and support. The final chapter sees the Burning Bush as a pivotal 
narrative in the ongoing history of Israel Midrashim link the story with creation motifs 
and the patriarchs, while also pointing forward to Sinii, experiences in the Land of' Israel 
and the Messianic Era. The linkage of the Bush incident with other major events in Israel's 
history demonstrates the continuity of the encounter between God and Israel. 

Although it is always difficult to gain a clear understanding of sucb an array of midrasbic 
traditions, the author has baodled the collected traditions in a competent manner. He has 
not only presented many interesting textual insights regarding different aspects of both the 
biblical material and the rabbinic texts, but has sucoessfully highlighted the major thematic 
foci of the rabbis. God is seen as Israel 's protector, insuring its survival throughout the 
generations. Through its covenaotal relationship with God, Israel will endure persecution 
and pain and continue to exist The moment of confrontation between God and Moses was 
the first in a long line of interactions between God and the Jewish people, leading all the 
way to the Messianic Era. At the same time, as we confront Moses' response to God's call. 
bis strengths and ambivalences, we can begin to understand our own encounter with the 
Divine and its implications for our lives. 

Mr. Kalfus is to be commended for his research, analysis and conclusions. He bas 
demonstrated his ability to closely analyze texts and to integrate diverse material Though 
the final product might have been even more sharply focused had the author been able to 
work a bit more consistently, the thesis is solid and a conmbution to our understanding of 
the rabbis and their world view. Of course, more could have been done to expand the 
research, e.g., to compare and contraSt the rabbis' views of the Burning Bush episode with 
the Christian and Moslem interpretations. Nevertheless, this thesis provides us with an 
interesting prism through which to view bow the rabbis interpret and extend a focused 
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biblical text. The author has succeeded in highlighting the nature of lhe midrashic process 
as the rabbis shape lheir own agenda and respond 10 their own life situation. 

March 25. 1992 
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One might ask why r chose the Burning Bush narrative as 

a focus for my Rabbinic Thesis ? My first contact with this 

subject came when I was writing a term paper in a c ourse 

conducted by Dr , Norman Cohen o n Comparative Midrashic 

Anthologies. I was struck by the richness o f t he subject of 

the Burning Bush wh i le analy~ing just a few verses within 

t hese ant hologies ( Valkut Shimoni and Midrash Ha Gadol ). 

The Burning Bush narrat i ve exemplified t o me the highest 

levels of intiaacy that c ould be developed in the ongo ing 

relationship between human beings and God . Thi s religious 

experience was not natural to ae. I wanted to exaaine ay 

personal relationship wi th God, By iaaersing ayself in this 

Biblical narrative and being able to grasp what God deaanded 

from Moses, as seen throug h the a idrashic eyes of our 

rabbis, I might possibly learn about ay own relationship 

with God . 

Moses had responded to a divi ne call that transformed , 

not only his personal life, but the lives of others, Jews 

and non-Jew• alike. When I read this narrative in the 

Bible, it aeeaed to ae tha t Hoses, diapite his aabivalencea, 

ultiaately waa convinced that there was an i mportant task to 

be done. He bad to be involved personally in the 

t rans.foraation of the aessage he had received in orde r that 

other• would benefit fro• it. 

There were several questions which were iaplicit in the 

Burning Buah narrative and to which I wanted to find 



3 

answers . What does it take to change the life and basic 

orientation of a human being? How is it that a dialogue 

with God c an compel an i ndiv idual to t urn h is life and 

dedicate it fully to a cause? I believe that through the 

reading of this midrashic literature I can gain insi ghts 

into these questions. Through t he midrashic interpreta­

tions, I may be able to enter into a more personal dialogue 

with God. 

The midrash encourages us to try to pu t oursel ves in 

the place of Hoses at the Burning Bush. We may discover 

through the midrashim that Hoses was ngt alone at the 

Burning Bush. He represents all of ll.ai and through studying 

about him, we have the opportunity to stand in the presence 

of God . His reactions, as recorded in the midrashic 

literature, lll4Y be our r ·eactions. Moses• aabivalence may 

become ours. Hoses ' eap•atby and kindness or his ability to 

"see " may be ours as well. 

The research of this topic went through several stages. 

At first I looked in reference collections to see whether 

there were enough sources available for this top ic. The 

collections I consulted first were: Aaron Ryaan's, HaTgrab 

HaKetubab y'RaMcagrah amd Louis Ginzerg's Lcccnda of the 

J.mul. 

Once I established the viability of the topic , I began 

the task of collecting the available aidre.ahia . In order to 

accoaplisb this task, I copied each reference to the Burning 



Bush narra tive (Ex. 3:1-4:171 t hat I found quoted in the 

reference worka by verse and by name of the midrash. In 

this manner, I a ccumulated the references i n the rabbinic 

tradi tions to the Burning Bush narrative. 

4 

The next stage involved t he gathering o f the midrash im, 

reading and selection of the ones that where in any way 

interesting and i nfo rmat1ve. The selection process 

inevi tab ly had a subjective c haracter ; but I believe that 

after read i ng the available midrashic literature on the 

Burning Bush narrative , the sources that I c hose, represent, 

in the ir character, scope , theme and theology the broad 

concerns o f ita wr iters. 

When a part icular sourc e aeemed to me "quotable, " I 

wrote it in English translati o n on a card. So t hat by the 

end of this stage I had approximately 180-200 reference 

c ards. Beaides these midraahim, I made note of parallel 

s ources in which the same idea or midrash was quoted for 

purposes of footnoting or for making a compar ison between an 

earlier and later version. 

I then proceded to o rgan ize according to theme the 

midrashim I had collected. These were then integrated and 

consolidated into seven c hapters. Before the writing 

proceaa e v en began, a detailed outline waa developed for 

each chapter . 

At the same time that I waa collecting midraahim on the 

Burning Bush, I began research on the Biblical a c holarshi p 
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related to this theme. I con c entrated on the Burning Bush 

narrat ive and wha t s c ho l a r s ci te as the •the pro phetic c a ll " 

literature . 

I began thia part o f my research by c heck i ng reference 

works suc h as the " Elenc hus Biblicus" and the " Re l igion 

I ndex Peri odic al. " A c omputer search was d o ne at New Yo rk 

Un iversi ty and l i brari es at t he following ins titu ti ons were 

c hecked : Hebrew Union Co llege-Jewish Inst i tute o t' Rel i g ion , 

Columbia University, The J ew i sh Theological Sea inary, and 

the New York Public Library ( Jewish Section ) . Books and 

art i cles were gathered and through footnotes found i n that 

mater i al, I accessed o ther artic les and booka . 

Once the writing stage began, I discovered that the 

more I wrote, the more I got closer to the midrash i m I was 

analyzing and I was able to make more theaatic connect i ons . 

I hope that the final product reflects a theaa tic 

prog r ession and the broad var i ety of rabbinic interpreta­

t i on. 

Chapter One, " A Survey of Scholarship on the Burning 

Bush Narrative," covers the different scholarly opinions 

regarding the acope , style, theaatic divisions and source 

ana lys is of the Burning Bush narrative and t he general for• 

of the prophetic call. I t points to a larger literary genre 

ot "prophet ic c&ll" and eatabliahea coaparisons with and 

contraata to other prophets. Special atten tion is devoted 

to the followin• themes: the aheep and the shepherd in the 
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Bible, the desert motif, and the use of fire. This chapte r 

focuses on Ancient Near Eastern evidence of the tradition of 

the "sacred tree,'' pointing out that in other cultures, the 

tree was t he place at wh ich to establish an all i ance. 

Finally, the reco nstruction of "the name of God " and its 

meaning is surveyed i n scholarly literature. 

Chapter Two, "Midrashim on the Nature of the Bush 

Itself," deals with the physical as well as the symboli c 

characteristics and meaning of the Bush itself. It 

describes how the physical depiction of the Bush, its size, 

type of plant, its stre ngth and weakness, its t horniness are 

eventually used by the midrashic authors to convey other 

properties of God, Israel and the redemptive process. The 

Bush is understood, among other themes, alternative ly as the 

friend or foe of Israel, as the symbol of Israel's 

conditions and of Israel's vulnerability. 

Chapter Three, entitled "The Fire of the Burning Bush ," 

centers on the description of the fire and its symbolism. 

The fire is explained in a semi-naturalistic fashion. Its 

c haracteristics, as described by the rabbis, lead into its 

symbolic meanings. The fire can symbolize both God and 

huaan beings, past experiences of Israel as well as 

anticipating future ones. It C4n refer to wicked 

i ndividuals as well as aalvational exper i e nces. 

Chapter Four, "The Hany Fa ces of Suffering," deals with 

the symbolism of the Burning Bush as it relates to the 
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suffering of Israel in Egypt and its physical and spiritual 

consequences , It describes t he midrashic i dentification of 

God's suffering when Israel suffers and the lack of 

certainty of God ' s intervention as a saving power after the 

redemption from Egypt. Finally, from the Burning Bush, 

midrashic authors teach that despite the many times of 

Jewish suffering, Israe l will ultimately gain spiritual 

redemption. 

Chapte r Five, entitled "Moses' Qualities as Prophet 

According to Hidrashim on the Burning Bush Narrative," 

focuses on the qualities, that according to different 

midrashim, Moses had to possess in order to deserve being 

chosen by the divine. The un-written assumption is that 

God's choice was not left to c hance . Therefore Hoaes is 

presented by midrashim alternatively as being humble, 

modes.t, secure, prepared for his task as a teacher or as 

being curious. Some sources portray Moses as initially 

impulsive and wanting power for hiaself. Finally, Moses was 

compared to other personalities of the Bible in order to 

establish his credentials from among great leaders like 

Noah, Abrahaa, Isaac, Jacob and David, or in order to 

provide contrast wi th people like Nadab and Abihu, 

Chapter Six, MMoses' Aabivilence Regarding the 

Acceptance of the Divine Hi saion," explores Hosea • 

beaitations in accepting the divine call. The theological 

implications of this chapter can not be undereatiaated, The 
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relationship between God and human beings was e s tablished 

based on a c erta in autonomy of the individuals who were 

involved. By sharing Hoses' insecurities about the t ask 

with wh ich he was challenged, the a i drash ic author s gave us 

a mode l for reaffirmina a covenenta l re l at ionship. Fina lly, 

some midrash im po int to Israel's ambivalences, not Mose s ', 

in accept ing the d ivi ne c al l. 

The final chapter, Chapt er Seven, i a ent i tled "At the 

Crossroads between the Past and the Future in Jewish 

History: The Burning Bush. " This chapter describes how the 

Burning Bush is situa ted by midrashic authors at the 

crossroads between the past and the future of Jewish 

history. Although mi drashim point to t he past, linking the 

Burning Bush with the patriarchs or God's descents into the 

world start ing with the c reation of the world , the focus is 

on the future . They li nk the Burn i ng Bush with the Sinai 

experience , with Torah, the l and of Israel and ultimate ly 

with the Messiah and the world to come. By being a o re 

future oriented, aidrashic writers are offering a d i st inct 

message regarding the experience o f the Burning Bush. They 

imply that thi s event is connected to the o ngoing history of 

the Jewish people. 

In order to beat understand the midrasbic 

interpretations of the Burning Bush, it is advantageous to 

begin by examining the biblical background of the narrative. 

Several scholars have analy~ed the text fro• varying 



perspectives. These various scholarly approaches to the 

Burning Bush narrative will be discussed in Chapter One. 

9 
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A. TBB LITgRABJ QIVISIQN OF TBB BUBNINO BUSH IPISQQB 

This t heaia is baaed on t he Torah text of B.xodus 3: 1-

4:17. In order to facilitate the reading ot this text, I 

will reproduce it here: 

CH.3. 1Mow Moaea, tending the flock of hie father-in-law Jet hro , 
the priest of Midian, drove ~he flock into t he wilderneaa , and Calle to 
Horeb, the aountain of God. An ancel of the Lord appeared to hi• in a 
bluing fire out of a bush. He CUed 1 and tbere WU a bush a ll atlue, 
1et tbe bush wu not consumed. "lloaa aaid, "I mt turn uide to look 
at this a&rYeloua sight; whJ doesn't the bush burn up?" ~n the Lord 
aaw that he had turned uide to look, Ood ~lled to hi• out of the bush: 
"Moua! Moses !" He answered, "Here I u. " Alld He said, " Do not co• 
closer. Re9ove 10ur ~· troe 10ur feet, for the place on which J'OU 
stand is hob ground. I aa, " He said, "the Ood of 10ur father, the God 
ot Abrahea, the God of Iaaac, and the Ood of Jacob." Alld Moses hid his 
fa.ce, ior be WU afraid to· look at God, 

And the Lord continued, " I have marted well the plight o f MJ 
people i n IOPt and have heeded their outcrJ ~ of their 
taabutera ; ,.., I aa a indtul of their affering. I have COM down to 
rescue them froe the ICJptiana and to bring them oat of that land to a 
good and spacious land, a land flowing wit.la ailt and hoae7 1 tbe region 
of the Canaaaitea, the Hittites, the Amoritea, the Peri 11itea, tbe 
Hivit911 ud the Jebuaitea. 

low the cry of the laraelitea ~ reacbed •; aoreover, I have 
seen bow the llJpti&Da oppreaa them.· Come, therefore, I wi ll send 7ou 
to l'baf~• ud JOU ah&ll free MT people, the Isrulitea, troa ICJpt. " 

But lloeff aaid to God, :"ft u I that I abould 110 to Pharaoh and 
free the Isr .. litea froa ICJpt?" Alld Be aaid, "I will be with 1ou; 
that I ah&ll be JOG!' aip that it waa I wbo ..t JOU• Alld' wbSD JOU have 
treed i~ple from ICJpt, 10u ah&ll woralaip God at this mountain. " 

aaid to God, "lfbeD I - to the laraelitea ud 8&1 to 

~ ·:-.~ .:!.r.r ..!:~1 ia;-::o -:.:1~14.:' o!t~~ ::.o.. •. 
"llaplt-Aailer-DJM." lie CODtinued, ""'ft aJaall J'OU 8&1 to the 
lanelltea1 'Drela -t • to JOU•'" Md God aaid furtllar to llDMa, 
"Tlma alaall rw ...U to the laraelltea: fte Lonl, the God of J'OQI' 
fathera, the God or Abnbu, the God of lllUC, .... the God of J ..... 
Sftt • to rou: Tbls alaall be MT UM for ner, ftaia MT appell&tloa f-or 

all •tte'aot.J'~ .....-1e the elders of larMl ud 881 to tbaa: The Lord, 
tM God of JOU!' fathera , the God of Abralam, Isaac, ud Jacob, baa 
......,.S to • ud aald, '{,llaft tu. llDte of roa ud of what ia being 
cloae to ,_ la llnto ud I laaYe daclared: I will tab JOU out of the 
alHl'J or llJpt to the lud of the ca.ult., the llttltea, the 
a.rites, the hrlaaltea, the lidt.ee _. the .Jebuitea, to a lud 
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flowing with •ilk and honey.' 18the1 will li•ten to you; then you •b&ll 
co with elders of Israel to the kine of ICTPt and you •b&ll NJ to hia, 
'The Lord, the God of the Hebrew•, INDifeated Hiuelf to u•. Now 
therefore, let WI co a distance o{

9
three day• into the wilderneu to 

sacrifice to the Lord our God.' Yet I know tb&t bbe kine of EOPt 
will let you go only because of a creater •ieht. 2 So I will •tretched 
out II)' band and .. ite E&TPt with •ariou! wonder• which I will work upon 
the•; after that be &ball let you co. 1Anct I will diapoae the 
EOPtian• favorably toward i~i• people, ao tb&t when you go, you will 
not co &W&7 eapty-handed. Each ~ •b&ll borrow froa her neicbbor 
and the lodger in her houae object• of ail•er and gold, and clothing, 
and you •hall put the•e on your aona and daughtera, thua •tr ipping the 
Emtian•." 

CR.4. 1eut lloaea apoke up and Mid, "llbat if they do not belie•• 
!: and do not li•ten to me, but aay: The Lord aia not appear to you?" 
The Lor.! aaid to him, "Wb&t ia tb&t in your band?" And he replied, "A 

rod." He Mid, "Cut it on the cround." Be C9fted on the &round and 
it becue a anake; and lloae• recoiled froa it. '"Then the Lord Mid to 
llloau, "Put out your hand and graap it by the tail" -- C put out hi• 
band and 11ehed it, and it becue a rod in hia hand -- "that they .ay 
belien that tbe Lord, the God of their fathers, the God of Abrabu, tbe 
God of Iaaac, and the God of Jacob, did appear to J'OU•" 

6Tbe Lord said to hi• further, "Put your b&nd into your bo-." 
Be put hla hand into hia bo-; and when he took it out, hia had wu 
encruated with anowy acalea! And Be Mid, "Put yvur hand met into 
your bo-." -- Be put hi• hand back into hi• boea; and when he towlt it 
out of hia bo-, there it wu acaln lib the reat of hi• body, - "And 
if they do oot belie.I you or pay heed to the first aip, they will 
belie.e tbe aecond. And if they are oot con•inced by both these aipa 
and still do not heed you, take - water froa the Ille ud poured it 
on the dry cround, and it -- tbe water tb&t J'OO take froa the llile -­
will ~ to blood on the dry cround. " 

But .,. .. Mid to the Lord, "Please, 0 Lord, I b&Ye Dfl'U heft a 
IND of worda, either in ti- put or - that You ft•• a]IObe to Yocar 
.. rYant; I aa alow of apeech and alow of toque. " And the Lord Mid 
to him, "Vbo Ch" un apeech? VlaR .U.. hi• dub of cleat.. -inc or 
blind? Ia it not I, the Lord? ,,_ to. &Ill I will he with JOU u JOU 
apealt ud will iutract JOU wbat to Uf&" '"Int he aald, "Pl ... , O 
Lord, Mb .-one al11e Your aceat." The Lord *- U117 with 
..._, alld le Mid, "Their i• ywr brother Aaroo tbe W.lte. Be, l -· 
apeab .....SUy. IYft - he i• aettiac out to -t ,,,., and be will he 
M11P7 to - JOU• ~"You alaall QUt to bla ud ,.t the words l• M9 
math - I will he

1
1itb 10u ud with hi• u ,,,. apHt, ud tell botlt of 

,_ wbat to do - and he abell •PMk for JOU to the peopw. '11119 .. 
Dall •rYa u your apolt.-an, with :rua pl&Jlq the role of God te lli, 
IJW ta. wlth ,_ tbla rod, with wlaicll ,_ ab&ll perform the eJCDa. • 

Scbolarl7 intereat reaidea ln tr7iDC to ezplain the 

Uatt;a of the atol'7 of the BurniDC Buab in the book of 
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Exodus. Noth has argued that the unit extends from Exodus 

2:11-4:23. His justification i s based on the fact that he 

sees the flight from Egypt and the return to Egypt as part 

of a whole. He objected to the shorter division of 3:1-4:16 

on the bas is of literary interpolation ( Noth argued that 

2.23a was originally joined to 4.19 ) and that thi s div ision 

is secondary in ter•s of the history of t he traditions.l 

Brevard Childs has objected to Noth'• arguments on 

t hree counts: 1) No evidence can be brought to prove a 

literary connection between 2:23a ('A long time after that, 

the king of Egypt died') and 4:19 ("The Lord said to Moses 

in Midian, "Go back to Egypt, for all the aen who sought to 

kill you are dead.") which is supported by the LXX which 

tried to haraonize the d ifficulties; 2) The style of the 

narrative in c hapter 2 and 4 is not continuous; and 3) 

Noth's literary analysis was unduly influenced by his theory 

of the separate transaission of the Sinai and Exodus 

traditions. 2 

There is also scholarly disagreeaent over the end of 

the section. Driver thought that the unit extended fro• 

3:1-6:1. In his aind there is no real break between Moses ' 

call and the first encounter with Pharaoh in 5:1 ( 'Afterward 

Hosea and Aaron went and said to Phara.oh ••. Let Ky people 

1. Quoted in Brevard S. Childs, The Bggk gf Eggdua. a 
Critjeal Theglgcisel Cg ... ntery (Louisville, 1974 ), p.51. 
2. Childs, The Bggk gf Exo4ua, ilUJl. 
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go ... ' ). 3 Most scholars do see a difference, although they 

may disagree as to where the new section begins. According 

to Childs and Bantsch, a new section begins at 4:18, for 

Noth at 4:24 and others like Dillmann, Holzinger, Mc Neile , 

and Clamer believe it starts at 5:1. 4 George Pixley sees 

the division being marked by the notion of "liberation. " 

Thus he extends the section from 3:1-4:31, which means that 

"the final o rganization under the divinely appointed leader" 

should be the main criteria which includes the preparation 

for a revolutionary movement. 5 Most conteaporary 

commentaries have followed Childa's division, that is from 

Exodus 3:1 -4:1 7. 6 

B, Styljatjc epd The94tic Anely•i• 

Scholars note that there is a stylistic pattern in the 

Burning Buah narrative (as defined as 3:1-4:17) which is 

shown by t he repetition of several verbal roots in a 

specific group of verses. In veraea 2-7 of chapter 3 the 

root "to aee" (..c.!.h) appears seven tiaea , in verses 10-15 the 

root "to aend" (.ahlh ) appears five tiaea; in 4:1-9 the root 

"to believe" ( A&El ) appears four tiaea; i n 4:10-17 the root 

3. l.b.id· 
4. Child•. The Bggk gf t:ggdua, p.52. 
5. Georce Pixley, On £xgdu1. A J, iberatign Perancct.iye (New 
York, 1987) p.16. 
6. See, tor exaaple, Everett Fox, Qene1i1 AWd iggdua (New 
York, 1990) p . 252 and N. Sar.na , iggdua CQPMPt•ry (New York, 
1991) p.13. 
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"to speak" (.dlu:) appears seven times and the word "mouth" 

( ll.Ch) appears seven times. These key terms suggest that 

t here is in the narrative of the Burning Bush some literary 

unity within the section that we are analyzing.? 

Besides this pattern of repetition of verbs, there are 

i mportant phrases that recur as well. Childs points out 

that the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob who i s mentioned i n 

the beginning of the sect i on under study ( Ex. 3:6 ) is 

reintroduced in 3:15, 16 and 4:5. Similarly, the phrase " l 

will be with you" which occurs in 3:12 , is repeated in 4:12 

and 15. Verba such as "to know" ( 3:7,19;4:14) and "to go" 

(3:10,16 and 4:12) are recurrent aa well. 

In this section of the Burning Bush narrative there are 

foraal devices which tie the text together. God's speeches 

are relatively long compared to those of Moses; one of the 

reasons being the lack of response on the part of Hosea 

(3:5-6 ). In contrast , Hosea' speech ia often short in 

length. One of the aoat evident devices in the narrative ia 

the objections of Hosea to the divine call. 

These objections are five i n nuaber and are not 

necessarily connected in a losical progression (3:11; 3:13; 

4:1; 4:10; 4:13). From Hosea' perspective, each time an 

objection la aet with an answer, another arises that is not 

7. Scholars have pointed to this pattern of repetition. See 
M. Oreenbers, !Jpdoratepdipc Bggdua (The Melton Research 
Center of the Jewish Tbeolosical Seainary of America, New 
York, 1969), p.102; U. Caaauto, A Cp••cntary on the Bpgk gf 
8Jrodua (Jeruaalea, 1967), p.32 and B.Childa, ga. i:.1.t.· p.70. 
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linked to the previous one. Although he begins with a 

personal focus, by the end, Hose s is able to contradict God 

and attribute t he wors t to the Israe lite people. From God's 

perspective, each obj e ction is aet with a ca re ful answer 

which underscores the divine reassurance. God will ''be 

there" wi th him (3: 12,14 and 4:12,15 ). Key phrases in this 

regard are "the God of your fathers" (3: 6; 3:15; 3:16; 4:5) 

and " I know " (3:19) . Another device is that each s peech of 

God ends with God's urg ing Hosea to action ( 3:10,16;4 : 12 ) . 

From a different perspective, G. Pixley has pointed out 

that the five objections serve to underscore the process of 

c hange that coaes fro• a divine initiative. In P ixley'• 

opinion, the proaonarchical ideolo1ues wish to teach the 

l esson that in order to be succestul, popular c hange needs a 

divine initiative. 8 Finally, another literary device i n the 

text points to t he writer's use of vocabulary that leads to 

a aentiaent of anticipation. The divine responaea not only 

address Hosea ' i .. ediate concerns, but describe futu re 

eventa ( 3:12,18,21 a .nd 4 :9,15 ) . Thia i s a pattern of divine 

reassurance designed to overcoae t he prophet's initia l 

resistance to fulfill bis role. 

8. G. Pixley, On Bxp<lu1, p . 27 . 
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C. The Fono pf "Call" Narratives 

The Burning Bush episode is part of a larger literary 

structure labelled by scholars as the prophetic "call 

narratives." Several prophetic calls have a similar 

structure. The call of Gideon ( Jud. 6:11-17), of Jeremiah 

and (Jer. 1:14-10) , and of Isaiah ( Is. 6:1-13) are some 

examples of this type. In a seminal article subsequently 

quoted by most s cholars, Dr. N. Rabel distinguished six 

elements co-on to the "Call Narratives:" 1) The Divine 

Confrontation, 2) The Introductory Word , 3) The Co .. ission , 

4) The Objection, 5) The Reassurance, and 6) Sign. 9 Not 

all prophets who were called fall within this structure. The 

visiona of Amoa, as an example, lack the eleaent of "the 

commission . " The objection of Aaoa is not one of personal 

concern due to his own inadequacy, but rather a cry of 

intercession tor Israel. Moreover, the Aaos narrat ive lacks 

an accompanying "sign." 

In relation to the call of Jereaiah, the text of Jer 

1:4-10 is accepted generally as a unit. In thia call, the 

third person used in Ex. 3 and Jud. 6 is turned into the 

first person. Thia switch shows the public co .. itaent of the 

prophet to bis call. In J erea iah 's call there are several 

eleaent1 of fora and language that reaeable Hosea ' call 

9. N. Havel, "The Fora and aignificance of the Call 
Narratives," Zcit•chrift fur die oltte•t••entlichc 
Wi11en1shaCt 77 (1965): 298. 
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(Jer. 1:6, "I don't know how to speak, For I am st ill a 

boy"[the prophet's resistance); 1:8, "Have no fear of t hem , 

For I am with you to del iver you"[God's reassurance )). 

Although Is 6, Ez. 1-3 and Is. 40 make explicit that 

the prophet is c a lled from the midst of a heavenl y council, 

in Je remiah 23 the word "dlu:'' ( word ) is vi rtuall y 

synonymous with the "kol" ( voice) that other prophets hear 

( Ez. 1:28, Is. 40 3-6, 6:4 -8 ), The Introductory Word in 

Jer. 1:5a, "before ( "b'tere•") I formed you in the womb ... ", 

( "b'tere•" ) shows t h e personal i nvolvement of God and the 

mot if of "preparation" which is typical in other call 

narratives. The Commission in v. Sb, "I have appointed you 

as a prophet to the nations, " is linked to the I n troductory 

Word. The usual verbs "..ahlh" (send ) and "hlb" ( go ) are used 

in the subsequent answers of Yahweh. The Objection in v. 6, 

"Behold, I do not know how to speak for I am only youth, •• is 

similar to Moses' objection in Ex. 3:11 and 4:10 . There is 

a tension between the prophet's will and that of God's. 

The Reassurance i n v. 7-8 in Jere•iah, "Be no t afraid 

of the•, for I a• with you to deliver you," co•ea 

i .. ediately prior to the prophetic assertion and acceptance 

of his mission . Finally, the Sign in v. 9-10, "Then Yahweh 

put forth His hand and touched •Y •outh" does not use t he 

technical ter• "JU." (s ign) but is functionally the sa•e as 

in the call ot Gideon. The "Call Narrative" therefore 

e•phasil;es that the prophet will be able to change the 
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course of history through words. 

In the case of Moses' call, Habel's outline is 

persuasively a ccurate. The Divine Confrontation in E.x.. 3: 1-

3 and 4a, "And the angel of Yahweh appeared to him in a 

flaae of fire ... and Hoses said, 'I will turn aside' ... " 

shows lines of similarities with the call of Gideon. Moses, 

the shepherd, encounters God during his routine activities. 

Both accounts introduce the story with the formula, "Y•vcr• 

malach Adpnai." The Introductory Word in v. 4b-9 is "God 

called to hi• out of the bush, 'Hosea, Moaea . .. I aa the God 

of your father' ... " The key Introductory Word in v. 6 

defines this relationship; the eaphatic " anpchi ," -- "I aa 

the God of your father," aakea the relationship personal. 

The co .. ission in v. 10 , "And ppw ("vc'•t•") go, I send you 

to Pharaoh that you ••Y bring •Y people out of Egn>t," 

eaphasizes the urgency of the c all . 

The technical verbs "hl.ll" and "ahl.h " appear in this 

section. The specific details are announced here, just as 

they are i n Jud. 6:14. It is clear that the function of 

Moaea ia not only that of a aediator, but that of a savior 

as well. The Objection in v. 12a, "And Hosea said to God, 

'Who aa I , ("•i appcbi" ) t hat I should 10 to Pharaoh and 

bring the sons of Israel out of Egypt?'", ahowa Hosea 

trTlng to reject bis call aa a aeaaenger and aediator. The 

expression "Ni apgchi" (Who aa I?) parallels the "Bi Adgpi " 

of Gideon (Judi . 6:13 ). 
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The Reassurance in v. 12a, "And He said, 'I shall 

indeed be with you,'" empowers Hosea to execute his role . 

The express ion " gi cbycb imacb" ( 'I wil l be with you') is 

identical to the one in Jud 6: 16 ('I will be with you'). 

Within this category, the expression "Ehych asher cbveb " ( "I 

am that I am") has to be considered as reassurance of the 

Divine Presence. Th ia reassurance eventually c hanges the 

lite of the prophet. 

The Sign i n v. 12, " And this shall be the sign for you, 

that I have sent you: whe n you have brought forth the people 

out of Egypt you shall serve God upon this • ountain," is of 

an unusual character since it is to be fulfilled in the 

future. Here , the sign is not only a de•onatration of God's 

presence but serves as well the Goal of Hosea' coaaisaion. 

Thia sign is not an individual one; it involves ail of 

Israel. 

Having analyzed in detail the call narratives of 

Jere•iah and Moses, and having co•pared thea wi th other 

prophets, Havel arrives at the conclusion that the class ical 

prophets, Isaiah, Jere•iah, Ezekiel and II Isa iah developed 

their call traditions based upon the calla of Hosea and 

Gideon. 10 

One iaportant question that needs to be asked is 

whether there is any precedent within the history of I srae l 

fro• which this pattern of call was inher ited. Again Havel 

10. lllid. p.318 . 
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suggests the commissioning of Abraham's servant in Gen. 24 

as a logical precedent. In this narrative, there is a 

sequence of presentation which suggests a specific form o f 

co11UDissioning a special ambassador in the service of his , 

master ( ln t rodyctory word, v.34-36; Co!ll!lission, v . 37-38 

l 'Now my master made me swear ... You shall not get a w if~ • for 

my son from the daughters of the Canaanites in whose land I 

dwell']; Objection, v.39 ('What if the woman does not follow 

me?']; Reassyrance, v. 40-41 ['The Lord .• . will send His 

angel with you and •ake your errand successful ..• ']; .s.i.&D, 

v. 42-48). 

After analyzing Gen 24:35-48 in ter•s of the basic 

structure of call narratives, Havel arrives at the 

conclusion that this repetition can not be coincidental. 

Later authors and prophets •uat have used thia ancient 

lll&terial to hiahlight the function of the individual who was 

called. Aa Gen 24:35-48 concerns this public p r oclaaation 

of the call narrative, later calla are used to announce that 

Yahweh co-iasioned his prophet as God'• representative. 

Havel concludes: "Thus the word of the call narrative gives 

the ind ividual'• credentials as a prophet, aeaaenger and 

aabaaaador fro• the heavenly council. Thia word au-arizea 

the ultimate colllliaaion fro• the Haater. 11 

We have seen that one of Havel'• cateaoriea for the 

call narrative ia the Objection. According to Childa, the 

11. .I.bid. p.323. 
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narrative of Ex. 3:1-4:17 in it.a present for• shows that the 

series of objection• were appended later to allow divergent 

traditions to be incorporated. Child• c alla the aeries of 

objections "a portrayal of resist ance " wllose goal i a to show 

that ... "there reaains a human initiative and will which, 

far fro• being crushed, remain• a constitutive eleaent of 

the one who ia being sent. " 1 2 

Moses' first objection ( Ex. 3:111 ahowa how abrupt the 

call is. The prophet is just as overwhelaed aa other 

prophets were with their prophetic calla (Jer. 1:6; I Saa. 

9:21; Jud. 6:15) . In the second objection (Ex. 3:13-15), the 

question c an be posed: Was Hosea' concern prudent or d id it 

s how the exa11erated concern of a person who wants to 

reject, at any coat, the divine call? The third objection 

("But they wi ll not trust ae and will not hearken to •Y 

voice" Ex. 4:1) shows not o nly the probable disbelief of the 

people, but also ahowa the personal need of the prophet to 

be convinced of God's power. The fourth objection (" Please 

ay Lord, no aan of words a• I, not fro• yeaterda7, not fro• 

the da7 before, not since you have spoken to 7our servant, 

for heavy of aouth and heavy of tongue aa I " Ex. 4:10) is 

not directly linked to Hosea' previous concern. It see .. to 

eaphasi&e the traditional prophetic concern regard i ng the 

use of the • word" (Jer 1) . In the fifth objection, 

("Please, 0 Lord, aake so-one else 7our asent" Bx 4:13 ), 

12. B.Childs, op. cit. p.73. 
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Moses did not give any reason for bis refusal. It is at 

this point that the divine anger is expressed; at the same 

time a concession is made. Aaron is appointed as Hoses' 

spokesman (Ex 4:14). The co .. ission is given to Hoses with 

no opportunity for Moses to respond further. 

In summary, t he call narrative in Ex. 3:1-4:17 is part 

of a larger genre in biblical literature. Specific elements 

within the ''call" have been analyzed and compared to other 

prophet ic calls, including the prophet 's resistance pointing 

to the hUJDan input within the narrative. 

D. Source Anelraia pf the Burninc Bp•h Text 

Scholars are in agreeaent that there are three strands 

of sources in the Burning Bush narrative. Soae of the 

c riteria for the division of source aaterial lies in t he 

i nterchange of the divine na.ae and the designation of a 

different na.ae for the place of the theopbany (J speaks of 

Sinai and the bush, while E speaks of Horeb). The J strand 

includes the appearance of an angel , vhile E eaphasizes 

God's calling . Although there is agreeaent on the three 

strands ( including the Deuteronoaiat), still the 

reconstruction of the text is very aucb in dispute, leading 

scholars to espouse several theories of reconstruction. 

According to 8. Renaud in an article on the prophetic 

figure of Moses in Exodus 3:1-4:1?, the Yabwiat source ia 
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lia ited to describing the tranaa is a ion of a salvat ion 

oracle , while the Elohist is the first to use t he scbeae ot 

a c all. However , in this instance it serves as a c a ll to 

action, no t a s a a ission to preach. The Deuteronoaist, who 

a ccording to Renaud is the fina l redactor, c oabinea a nd 

coaple tea the two earl i er traditions, taking over the scheme 

of the Elohist call narrative a nd add i ng to it a 

s pecifica lly prophetic content. The prophet ic content is of 

a particular type, that of an agent endowed wi th the active 

power of t he word of God who d i rec ts history and bec oaes the 

instruaent of its realization.13 

B. Childs quotes t wo e x treme interpretations ot the 

Burning Bush nar rative. The detailed analysis of W. Richter 

seems too " hair splitting " tor Childs, who thinks that 

Richter has atoaized t he text in an unduly fashion. For 

exaaple, he el i ainates the appearance of the angel of Yahweh 

i n v . 2 as beina sequentially ou t o f place i n order to 

reconstruct a "aaooth t ext." 14 On the other extreae, H. 

Buber wanted to defend the unity of the section a t the 

expense of the eliaination of alleged accretions in the 

t ext. Buber Wl"O t e : "The section wh ich deals with the 

Revelation at t he Burni ng Bush ( Exod 3:1-4:17) cannot be 

regarded as a coapilation froa varyina sourc es and 

documents. All that is needed ia to reaove a few additions , 

13 . B. Renaud, "La Figure Propbetique de Hoiae en Bxode 3 :1-
4 : 17" B.ex•u Bibliqu• 93 f4 ( 1988 ): 510-534. 
14. Brevard Childs, The Bgok of igodua, p.52-53 . 
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and there appears before us a hoaogeneous picture; any 

apparent cont rad iction can be accounted for by the fact t hat 

the text has not yet been fully understood.• 15 Cassuto also 

defended the traditional view in which the interchange of 

the divine naae is seen as a purposeful device of one 

author. 

Childs agrees with Havel in that in apite of the 

presence of different literary sourcea, he attributes aore 

of a unity to the present text than has been recognized 

before. But Childs still ma i ntains t he existence of two 

sources . 16 

Another theory is that of N. Wyatt . Wyatt rejects the 

assumption that we have an E tradition froa the n inth or 

eighth century BCE coupled with a J version of the tenth 

century BCE. He discusses t he E tradition as lacking 

homogeneity. Hos t attention was centered on v. 13- 15. 

These verses were interpreted as being an expanaion of an 

older fora of t he tradition, since Hoaes' question in v. 13 

elicit• a t least three seperate reaponsea (v. 14a, v 14b, v. 

15), each of which could stand on its own. 17 

Wyatt support• a later dating of the section and that 

is why he favor• J.P. Hyatt ' • theory . According to Hyatt, 

16. K.Buber, Hg•c•· The Rgyglatjgn and the Cgygpapt (New 
York, 1968), p.39. 
16 • .I.b.i.d. p.53. 
17 . N. Wyatt, "The Developaent of the Tradition in Exodua 
3 , " zcit•shrift Cur die Altt••t ... ntlichc Wi••cn•shaft 91 
( 1979) : 437-442. 
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the later date could be defended based on the kind of 

theological idea underlying v. 14 which i s unparalleled i n 

pre-exilic literature and fits the exilic one wi t h the 

teachings of Deuteo-Isaiah.18 N. Wyatt then asks about t he 

dating of the sect i on: What is the oldest form of the 

t radition before us ? Hi s answer is that not only the 

f o rmula i n v . 15 ( ' ... The Lord the God of your fathers ... ' ) 

but also that of v . 6 ( 'I aa, He said, the God of your 

father ... ') are secondary additions to the text which are 

dated from the exilic period, when diverse atrands of 

patriarchal traditions were woven together. 

In analyzing t he J tradition, Wyatt adaits that 

according to convention, J antedates the E account. For 

Wyatt, however, there is an earlier E tradition that was 

used by J . The J story therefore is the product of life in 

the time of t he exile inspired · by an earlier E tradition but 

not bound by it. 19 Fro• this source reconstruction, Nicolas 

Wyatt tries in a .not her article to recover the original 

meaning of the Burning Buah narrative according to the 

orig inal circuastances in which the story took shape. Re 

argues that as long as t he story is understood aa a product 

of t he history of the pre-settle•ent era, t he theological 

aeasage will not be understood correctly. 20 

18 • .lllisl . p.438. 
19 • .lllisl . p.441. 
20. N. Wyatt, "The ai1nificance of the Burning Buab", )£At.lla 
Teat••entuw 36 t3 (July 1986): 361-365. 
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Wyatt suggests a different historical exilic 

background. For hi•, the J story contains two features : the 

mysterious bush which burns and is not consu•ed, and its 

location on " holy ground. " In order l o explain the i•age of 

a burning bush, Wyatt is ready to asc ribe to it "•Y•bol l c 

meaning " ( as the rabb i s i n t he Hidrash will do later ) based 

on the symbolic thi nk ing of the Ancient Near East at large. 

He proves that there are expressions or Near Eas tern 

cultures in which a tree could be considered a "tree of 

life." In ancient Temple sy•bolism, the tree represented the 

center , the axis •undi, fro• which flows all vitality . 21 

~yatt's hypothesis, which is based on the description 

of syabolisa to the Burning Bush and the desert, is 

expressed in the following way: 

" For an exilic writer could hardly fail 
to be aware of t his tradition, and to 
reco•nize that, shorn of •TDcretiatic 
associations, the tree of life growing 
in the wilderness was a striking iaace 
with which to conve y an iaportant 
theological •essa1e to his contea­
poraries and fellow-exiles. It 
represented a •esaage of hope in the 
aidst of despair, and t he proaiae of 
life in2~n environment of sterility and 
deat h . " 

In relation to t he c haracteristic of t he Bush burnint, 

Wyatt defines the •ot i f of "light shining" to •u11eat a 

torch or a candelabra. The theophany for hia baa cultic 

aaeociation• relat1n• to t b.e 1-patanda ( "••pprpt") of t he 

21. See chapter 3 for an e x pansion on this the•e · 
22 . .lllid·· p.363. 
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Teaple. Its arboreal fora is c onf i raed ( Nua . 7 :1 -4 123 i n t he 

instruc tions for the post-ex i l i c reconstructi o n o f these 

laapstands ( Ex. 25: 3 1 ff ; 37: 17 ff ) . Wyat t t hen affirms 

t ha t " The Temple menora represents a " perpetual t heophany, " 

and th is i s sure ly t he meaning of the unc ons umed bu s h i n 

Exodus." 24 

Finally Wyatt o ffers an hypothesis for t he 

understand ing of the Burning Bush as a whole. Hoses, who 

had grown in iaportanc e as an archetypical fi gure dur i ng the 

exilic period, represents t he exilic man. He is i n the 

wilderness, at the edge of the world, reaoved f r o • its 

center (Jerusalea). The wilderness ia a s yabo l of Babylon 

and Yahweh b r ines even there hope for the exiles who are i n 

despair. Yahweh is no longer conceived i n limited 

ter ri torial teras, but now represen ts God's universal power. 

Wyatt concludes: "Such a message aust have been of great 

c oafort to ~ople whose t r aditiona l beliefs could not 

se riously acco .. odate t he aisery of deportation and the 

destruction ot Je rusalea ." 25 

23. See w. Wir1in 1 "The Menorah a a Syabol in Judaisa," .1.i.l 
12 (1962): 141 who o bae rvea that in t he i aa1ery o f 
Zechariah, an intentional transfer of the ayaboli.,_ 
olive t ree that 'neve r diea' represents the tree ot 
which ia parallel to the laap which never 1oea out. 
by Wyatt in note 13 . 
24. N. Wyatt, QR•~. , p.364. 
25. llWl· 

of the 
life 
Quoted 
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K. Tbe Sheep and Shepherd Hgtif in the Bible 

In the Burning Bush narrative, Hoses is described as 

shepherding the f lock o f Yitro his father i n law. That i s 

the activi ty that Hoses was engaged in when coming to Horeb , 

the mountain of God . There he s aw the flame of fire c o mi ng 

out of a bush wh ich was not consumed. 

We must ask i f there is a meaning to the activity of 

'shepherding' in the Bible so that we can better understand 

the c ontext of the narrative . The psalmist says: 

Come let us bow d own and kneel, 
bend the knee before the Lord our maker , 
for He is our God, 
and we are the people He tends, 
the flock in His care. (Ps 95 : 6-7 ) 

Yahweh is presented as the creator of I s rael whi le 

Israel is perceived o f as the sheep under God's c are. 

According to Ps 79:13, both the sheep and the pasture are 

described as belonging to God. In Jer 23:1 Yahweh is not 

v i ewed as the shepherd of Israel; the shepherds are actually 

the leaders of Israel ("Ah, shepherds who let the flock of 

Hy pasture atray and scatter! declares the Lord", Jer 23 :1 ). 

Hoaea coaparea the congregation of Yahweh to a flock of 

sheep, and hia successor to a shepherd (Nua 27:16-17). 

Accordinl to Moses, the shepherd is the one who can lead the 

people ot Iarael to the proaiaed land after him. 

Soaetiaes the abepberd had to protect his sheep froa 

wild beaata , aa David did while he was tending his father's 
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sheep (I Saa 17:34-36 ) . Similar t o the confession of J a cob 

(Gen 31:38-40), the shepherd had to watch ove r the flocks 

day and night so t hat they would no t be los t or stolen. 

The image t hat God, not an individual, will be the 

shepherd of Israel is found in the pro phet Isaiah: 

Like a shepherd He will tend His flo c k , 
In His ara Re wil l gather the lambs, 
And carry them in his bosom; 
He will gently lead t he nursing ewes. ( I s 
40:10-11) 

The iaagery of Yahweh as the shepherd of Israel is also 

associated with the Exodus : 

But He led forth His own people like sheep , 
And guided thea in the wilderness like a 
flock; And He led thea safely, so that they 
did not fear; But the sea engulfed their 
eneay . (Pa 78:52-53) 

We have pointed to two main interpretations of the 

theae of shepherding and being a shepherd. On the one hand, 

shepherds can be the leaders of the people of Israel who 

will protect their flock, Israel, fro• external dangers . On 

the other hand, we have seen that Yahweh aa well is 

portra yed as a shepherd who protects His flock. 

Fro• this analysis we can conclude that the iaage of 

shepherd and sheep points to iaagea of the protection and 

the feedinl of the people of Israel done either by Yahweh's 

appointed leaders or by Yahweh Hiaself. 
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F. The iyolytion of t he " Pc•ert NotiC" apd t he "Sacred Tree " 
Tr&ditipp• 

The Burning Bush episode is related t o what scholars 

call the "desert mot if" in Biblical studies. The 

controversy lies in the opposite theories scholars have 

espoused as to the significance of the "desert" in Israelite 

religion . On one end of the spectrum, scholars like K. 

Budde wrote about "the nomadic ideal in the Old 

Testaaent." 26 He connects the Rechabites with the Kenites 

(fr o• a genealogical note in I Chron 2:55) and affirms t hat 

Israelite religion eaerged fro• Kenite Yahwisa. Other 

schola rs, especially W.F. Flight, build on t hi s theory and 

espouse that the aotif of noaadic life b u ilt in t he desert 

Israel's ideal of life. 27 wa s 

These theories would eapbasize the desert as the locale 

for divi ne r evelation and fo r Yahweh' s love for Isra el. 

Sheaaryahu Ta laon puts forth a different view. He s e es as 

aore i aport ant t he t heae of "disobedi ence and puniahaent " 

than that o f the "desert a otif" in Biblical literature . 

Accordinl to hia, the theae of "trans1reaaion and 

puniahaent" is aore central than the " revelation in the 

deaert•" 28 Ta l aon regards the desert a s a passage to the 

26 . K.Budde, Ney Wgrld 4 ( 1895 ) : 726-745. 
27 . J . W.Flight , "The Noaadic Idea and Ideal, " J gyrpal pf 
Uhlical 1. it,ent.urc 42, ( 1923) : 158-226. 
28. Sbeaar7&bu Talaon 1 " The 'Desert Hotif ' in the Bible and 
in Quaran literature", Bi blical Ngt,1 f'a. Ociciu apd 
Tr•p•foc••t,i gp•, edited b7 Alexander Altaan (Cambridge , 
1966 ), p . 48 . 



32 

ulti•ate biblical ideal of the conquest and the restoration 

ot the Te•ple. Tal•on sees a significant shift of 

orientation in Biblical thought , fro• the generation ot the 

exodus who saw the desert as a place for purif ication (the 

Burning Bush is included in this category ) where the the•e 

of divine benevolence is emphas ized, to a post-exilic 

Israelite view which sees the desert leas in purgatory 

qualities than in new images of pro•ise and hope. The 

desert •ot if in this view is closely identified with the 

Davidic covenant which eventually led to the "remnant " •ot i f 

in the Qu•ran ideology. 29 Ulti•ately, Tal•on a rauea that 

the desert • otit vhic h t he Burnin& Bush epiaode ia described 

evolved fro• a place which was seen as a refuge fro• 

persecution to an i•age of a period of purification and 

preparation for the achi eve•ent of the new goal wh ich vaa 

the conquest and the build ing of the Te•ple. 30 

The Burni n& Bush as t he "tree of life" has a long 

tradition i n Ancient Near Eastern literature. The i .. ge of 

a t ree vaa conceived of aa an i .. ge of fec undity placed on 

to•bs or s arco phag i in E&ypt. 31 Trees appear in acene a of 

aniaal sacrifice i n Phoenicia.n poe•a aa vell aa in Syr io­

Kittitea and Assyrian o nes. I n t hes e cases, it ia possible 

29 • .1,bid. I p.54. 
30 • .Ibid· • p.82. For a broade r underatandln1 of the ' dese rt 
aotlf'in ancient c ul tures, aee: Alfred Hald ar, The Nptipn p f 
\he peyrt, l p luMr,q-Ac;sedien epd Meet Sewitiq Ralic i gne, 

( Leip•il. 1150 >-
31 . Z . Nayani, L'arbro ••see ct lo cit• de l'allianse s bcg 
lea •nst•p• Se•it•• ( Par is, 1935) : 18-20. 



to affira a certain universality of the mot if based on 

certain agricultural rites.32 

The sacred tree was a place to which it was deemed 

desirable to be c lose. God's and trees were interrelated. 

In Canaan, Ashera and its Babylonian equivalent, Ishtar, 

were considered images of the " mother" par excellence. 

These ancient gods were shown as a woaan accompanied by a 

33 

lion whose heads were depicted with a tree in the middle of 

their faces. 33 

Sacred trees where identified as well with deit iea. 

The origin of the Canaanite god Baal-Berit is traced by 

Hayani to the town of Sbeche• which was an i aportant c enter 

for the cult of trees. Hayani argues that in pre-Israelite 

times a sacred tree was the principal divinity of the 

town. 34 The god Ta-ouz in Syrio-Suaerian cultures resided 

in t he center of a large tree. The Assyrian god related to 

the sun was called Assur . It is aentioned in a cultic 

context t hat this god had an affinity with a tree which is 

thought by a scholar to be a Cypresa. 35 There are 

Babylonian cylinders which reproduce iaagea of gods with the 

ficure of a tree'. 36 

The tree in ancient cultures was the place at which to 

establish an alliance. Thia syabolis• was found in Cyprus, 

32. lbid· · pp.21-24. 
33. J.laid., p.34 . 
34. lbid· · p.54. 
35. lbid· · pp.58-59 . 
36 • .Ibid·• p. 61 for a reproduction of thia figure. 
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Assyria, t he Sea itic Orient and Palestine. Thia ritual 

aeeaa to have universal siailarities. In an Accad ian tablet 

dated froa the seventh century BCE we see t wo people, one 

with a beard the other without o ne , facing each other as if 

in conversation, with a tree on one aide and a pigeo n above 

thea. 37 In another depiction, we can see a crowned woaan 

eaerging froa a tree while at t he aaae tiae two individuals 

aeea to be dancing around it . 38 

The evolution of the desert aot i f and the one of t he 

sacred t ree in Ancient Near Eastern cultures g ive ua t he 

historical background of whic h t he biblical tradition of the 

Burning Bush waa a part. 

G. The Uae pt Fire 

The use of fire fulfilled t he basic necessities of 

huaan life ( warath, light, cooking) . At the aaae ti•e, 

however , it had the potential to be used for destruction 

(wa1ins war). In a relitioua c ontext, fire played a large 

role i n cult, •Yth and symbolic speech. In ancient 

cultures, religious rituals aade a distinction between the 

purer "perpetual tire " and the "new fire " which was kindled 

with creat awe. 39 

37. lllid·. p . 81. 
sa. lllid·. p.ss. 
SI For a broader underatandin1 ot the use and the •Taboliaa 
of

0

fire in ancient cultures , see "Fir•" in lpsyslppedia pf 
Rellcigp, Mircea Bllada editor in chief ( Nev York, 1986. 



In the Bible, fire ia uaed aa an inatruaent of 

purification, but alao of ordeal, destruction and 

punishaent. Fire ia used aa well in very concrete and 

figurative waya. We aee the iaportant uae of fire in 

biblical theophanies: The covenant with Abrahaa (Gen. 

15:17), the divine appearance in the burninl buah (Ex 3:2 

ff), Yahweh leading Israel by the pillar of fire by night 

(Ex 13:21-22;14:24; Nwa 9:15-16; Dt 1:33), and Yahweh's 

appearance in fire on Mount Sinai (E.x 19:18;24:17; Dt. 

4:11-36;5:4-26). 
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Fire waa used in several waya in Israelite worabip. A 

perpetual fire burnt in the Teaple, a perpetual fire for 

burning sacrifices waa aaintained OD the altar, t~ua showing 

the continuous presence of God, a fire was uaed for roasting 

sacrifices for huaan coDauaption, and a fire for burning 

incense waa placed ao that the aaoke dif fuaed throu1hout the 

shrine (Ex29:18, Lev 16:13). 40 

Fire waa alao uaed to expreaa divine jud1e .. nt OD ain. 

Tbua, Nadab and Abibu are punished for offerin1 "strange 

fire" to Yahweh (Lev 10:1) . In the aajority of occaaiona, 

fire ia uaed aa an iDatruaeDt of puniahllent and destruction. 

Wickedneaa ia coapared aoaetiaea to fire (Ia. 65:5, Hoa 7:6) 

and punishable b7 conawaption by fire ( Oen 19:24, Lev 10:2, 

Joab 7: 15). 

40 . See the article OD "Fire" in the Bnsxslgpedia Judais• 
(Jeruaale•, larael, 1 9 71) vol 6, p.1303. 
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Since fire i s used for the t heophany in the Burning 

Bush narrative, it often served as a jumping off point for 

the autho rs of aidrashic literature to expand on t he co1U11on 

associations of "fire " within the Bi ble. 

B. The NAME of the Ggd of Hoaea 

Discussion of the aeaning and origin of the naae of God 

centers in the Burning Bush episode on the biblical verses 

of Ex. 3: 13-15: 

Moses said to God, "Wbe.n I coae to the 
Israelites and say to the. The God of your 
fathers bu aent 11e to you, and they ult 11e, 

What ia Ria na.e? what shall I 8&J to tbea?" 
And God said to lloaea, "Bbxeb-A•bec=Bhyeb." He 
continued, "Thus shall you say to the 
Israeli tea, lli.u)l sent ae to you." And God said 
further to Moaea, "Thus shall you speak to the 
Israelites: The Lord, the God of your fathers, 
the God of Abrabaa, the God of laaac, and the 
God of Jacob, bu sent 11e to you: Thia shall be 
My na.e forever, this My appelation for all 
eternity." 

Different scholarly opinions, theories and hypothees have 

been advanced in order to understand these verses. 

Albrecht Alt proposed new aeans to understand the pre­

hi story of Israel's traditions. Against Wellhausen'a 

idealistic school of thought, Alt thought of Israel 's 

reli1ion as a aore sophisticated one. For hi• the text of 

Ex 3:13-15 claias a continuity between the celicion of the 
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Father• ("when I Co•e to the people Israel and say to the• , 

'the God of your fathers sent •e to you . ' What shall I s a y 

to t he•? . .. " Ex. 3:13) and the later Yahwiatic faith gf 

Iarael ("Again God sa id to Hosea, 'Thus you will aay to the 

people Israel, Yahweh, the God of your fathers, the God of 

Abraham, t he God of Isaac, and t he God of Jacob sent •e to 

you; this is •Y na•e forever ... " Ex. 3:15) . But to t he 

historian, these statements s how an evolution between two 

stages of historical deve lop•ent.41 

Cross also point s out that in the priestly t radition of 

Ex. 6 :2-3 there is a ai• ilar t rend : "God said to Hosea, 'I 

aa Yahweh . I revealed •yself to Abrahaa, to Isaac, and to 

Jacob aa El Shadday, but waa not known to the• by •Y naae 

Yahweh.' " 42 

In a different direction, Croaa'e own t heory aaaert a 

that the n ... "Yahweh" waa originally a cultic naae of il, 

t he c reation deity. He asaerta that the naae Yahweh ia a 

pri •itive divine naae which appears in liturgical epithete, 

in letters fro• the seventh century BCE fro• Lachiah, in the 

Mesa Stone (ninth century BCE) and in Aaorite personal n ... a 

found in the Mari texta . 43 

In these Mari texts, the fora ·~· and ".xahll" 

appear , which will be t he Hebrew equivalent of "iUl.1c"· 

41. Pr ank Moore Croaa , Jr . , "Yahweh and the God of the 
Pa trlarcba,• R•nc•nl Tb e p l oc isa l lexi•• 55 (1962):225-227. 
42 • .lbid·• p.22T. 
43 . .lbid· · pp . 252-263. 
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Therefore, the naae Yahweh could be understood as the 

causative i mper fect of the Amorite-Proto-Rebrew verb '"lutx" 

which meana "to be." On this baais, Croes attempts to 

reconstruct the formula that appears in Ex. 3:14 , "ebyc ager 

~. " Cross proposes the l a ter of three readings o f ".x.o.luu:. 

aahcr yahwe" which is based upon t h e Ancient near Eastern 

t exts . Chro nologically going b&ckvarda, Cr oss follow" t he 

prog ression to an earlie r reconstruction as "yahwi du 

.vahKi, " and t hen to t h e earliest st-ae which looks at 

Ugaritic literat ure for the meani ng of " du yabwi " as " .d.ll 

yakaninu" ("Re who crea t es") . 44 According to Cross , since 

"dy yabyi" was an epithet o f "JU,• the f in.al r econstruction 

of the Hebrew "chyc ••her ehnt" will be " el dy yabwi " ( the 

god Bl who creates). 

B. Childs reaa ined c ritical of Cross ' reconstruction. 

In Childs ' opinion, Cr oss failed to explain adequately t he 

presence of the first person fora in the f oraula ; "At best 

the t heory reaai n a highly tentative because of the lack of 

direct evidence to suppor t the several h y pot hetical 

projectiona. " 45 Ch ild ' own view of the aeaning of the 

divine naae t akes an alteraative path by s uggesting that we 

should •• • ~take seriously Israel's own tradition when it 

interp rets the divine name i n a ll&Dller which ia in striking 

discontinuity with the Ancient Near Eastern paralle~a." 46 

44. llaid · · p . 255 . 
45. B. Cbilda, The Bgok pf Jlrqdua, p.83. 
48 • .lldd·. p.84. 
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In contr&at to Croaa who sees certain continuity between the 

god "El" and "Yahweh," Childs sees in the Yahweh cult t he 

poaaibility of a new aeaning given by Iarael . 

We have aentioned before that soae aodern acholara 

interpreted these sourc es to aean that Hosea adopted t he 

naae of the c ul t of Yahweh froa the Kenites and 

Hidianites. 47 Ac cording to Sigaund Kow inkel •.• "it is 

illegitiaate to conclude froa this that in pre-Mosaic tiaea 

the Kenites and or the Hidianitea were the only worshipers 

of Yahweh. At least juat as legitiaate ia t he conclusion 

that the naae of Yahweh was known to all North-Sinaitic 

tribes, and that they all took part in his annual feaat . " 4 8 

For Howinckel, the fact that the Yahweh cult was •bared with 

other people• ia not of central iaportance. What really 

aattera ia the diatinct aeaninf aacribed by the Iaraelites 

to Yahweh. Accordinf to Howinckel, Ex 3:18 reveal& Ho•••' 

new coaprehenaion: "Hosea at once understand• that the 

ayaterioua words refer to the naae o f Yahweh, and alao that 

the 1od who speak• to hia f roa the burnins bush and can 

reveal the hidden aeanin• of the Na.e, auat cer tainly be 

Yahweh hiaaelf, and such a revelation is sufficient proof 

that Yahweh baa sent hia . " 4 9 

We have analyzed aeveral scholarly theories that try to 

47 .... P• 29-30. 
48 . 111mund Nowinckel, "The N ... of the God of Hoaea", KUCA 
32 (1911):124-125. 
49 . J.bid., p.128. 
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provide an interpretation of the divine naae in Ex 3. This 

theae is the aost researched one b y scholars i n relation to 

the Burning Bush narrative. We will have to see if the 

authors of yhe aidrash had siailar concerns that aodern 

scholars express regarding t his issue. 
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A. The Pbnical Deacriptiop of the Buniipc Bt.i•h 

The description of the Burning Bush in the Bible is 

quite sparse. The saall nuaber of veraea descriptive of the 

Bush parallels its diainutive physical stature in the ainda 

of the aidrashic authors. It also aervea to shift the 

reader 's focua away froa the Buah itself and onto its 

syabolic qualities instead. The first three verses of 

Exodus 3 give the fullest physical description of the Bush: 

Now Hosea, tending t he flock of his 
father-in-law Jethro, the priest of 
Hidian, drove the flock into the 
wilderness, and caae to Horeb, the 
aountain of God. An anael of the Lord 
appeared to hia in a blazinl fire out of 
a bush. He gazed, and there was a bush 
all afl .. e, yet the buah waa not 
conauaed. Hoaea aaid, "I auat turn 
aside to look at thia -rveloua aiabt; 
why doesn't the bush burn up?" 
(Bx 3:1-S) 

The uaaae ot the word "buah" ("~" ) in Bxodua 3:2-4 

is only paralleled in the Bible by a reference in Deut . 

33:16 on the occasion of Hoaea' bleaaina to the Israelites 

before be died ("~ith the bounty of the earth and ita 

fullness, And the favor of the Presence in the Bush . Kay 

these reat of the head of Joseph, On the crown of the elect 

of hia brothers") . 

Since the biblical text itself aivea few clues to the 

iaportaoee of tbe use of a bush as the inatruaent of divine 

revelation to No•••• Philo adds to this aparae description. 
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Philo is one of the first of the post-biblical authors who 

expands the text. In his wo rk, De Vita Moais, Philo wrote : 

"[Moses] ... found himself a t a glen where he saw a most 

astounding eight. There was a braable bush, a thorny sort 

of plant, and of t he most weakly kind, which, without 

anyone•s setting it alight suddenly took fi re ... .. 50 

Philo therefore emphasizes the thorny nature of t his 

plant , but also adds another characteristic; t hat of 

weakneaa. In another section of thia saae work, Philo 

wrote: "The braable, as I have aaid, ia a very weak plant . 

Yet it i s prickly and will wound if one do but touch i t ."51 

Philo'a purpose in desc rib i ns the physicality of t he Bush 

directly leads to his allegorical interpretations. This 

will be covered i n aore detail further alon1 in the s ections 

resarding the syabolisa of the Buah and the ayabolisa of the 

fire. 

In one caae, a non-believer asked Rabbi Joahua bar 

Korhah, "Why did God choose a lowly thorn bush froa which to 

speak to Moses?" The Rabbi' s answer to bia was, " It was done 

to teach you that no place was devoid of God ' s presence, not 

even a thorn buab." 52 Questioninc God'a choice in uains 

auch a diainutive bush is prevalent in the aidraah. The 

Mechilta de Rabbi Shiaon bar Yochai atatea: "Why didn't the 

50. Philo, Pe Vita Np1i1 1 The Loeb Claaaical Library edited 
by T.B. Pa•e (London , 1935) vol . 6, I, 65. 
51 . ilaid·• I, 69. 
52. Sbe80t Rabbah, II, 5; Shir Ba-Sbiria Rabbab, 8 : 3. 
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d i vine v oice speak to Hosea fro• the heavens abov e or fro• 

aountain pinnacles? Or f rom t he tops of aighty cedars ? Yet 

God chose to lower Hiaself in order to speak f rom t he Bush. 

Of this it is written, "A man's pride shall bring him low; 

but he that is of a huab l e spi rit shall attain honor " (Prov. 

29 : 23). There is no t ree lower t han a thorn bush, and 

therefore it i s writ ten , 'Whatever the Lord pleases to do, 

that Re has done, in heaven and on earth, in t h e seas and i n 

the lowest places" (Ps. 135:6).53 The lowly, saall bush is 

used by the Mechilta to illustrate d ivine freedoa. God is 

free to reveal Hiaself in any place He chooses . Therefore 

the choice of a place for the revelation does not need to be 

aajestic. 

A seai-scientific explanation is offered by another 

author in order to explain why the Bush was not consuaed. 

"The fire did not c onsuae the bush, for the abundance of 

water in the gro und around the bush , water without which the 

bush could not have grown there, kept the fire fro• taking 

bold". 54 

Another physical description of the Bush leads a 

aidraabic author to link it to redeaption. R. Nahaan son of 

R. Saauel b . Nahaan said : "Soae trees produce one leaf, soae 

two or three; the ayrtle, for instance, produces three 

because it is called a thick tree (Lev. 23:40), but the 

53. Mecbilta de Rabbi Sbiaon bar Yocbai, Exodus ch . 3 : 8. 
54. Tanna Debe Bli)'1'abu, Pirkei Ho-Yeridgt, ch. 2. 
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thorn bush has five leaves. God said to Hoses: 'Israel will 

not be redee•ed but through the merit of Abrahaa, Isaac, and 

Jacob and because of your merit and the aerit of Aaron.'"55 

The physical description of the Bush is linke d to five 

people; four of whom are our forefathers and the remaining 

person ("gccbytcba") is the individual listener\ reader of 

the midrash . In this senae, e veryone plays a n active role 

i n the redeaptive process. 

The Yalkut Shi•oni, .unlike the sources quoted above, is 

not i nterested in the physi c al description of t he Bush. The 

few tiaea that it •entions it, quoting froa Hidrash Tanchuaa 

Buber, it justifies the divine election of a low bush full 

of thorns baaed on the biblic al verse in Pa. 91:15 ("When He 

calla on He, I will answer hia; I will be with hi.8 in 

distress; I will rescue hi• and aake hi• honor ed"). 56 The 

Yalkut Shiaoni wrote: "Why 'froa the B~sh' and not any other 

tree? God answered, 'I wi ll be with hi• in distress. •• 57 A 

aiailar trend can be concluded fro• the texts quoted by the 

Hidrash Ba-Gadol. 58 

In suaaary, aidraahic interp retations of the physical 

properties of the Bush center around its size, the type of 

plant, its strength or weakness, its abil ity to wound with 

its tho rni ness, and the existence~! water around its base 

55. Sbe~t Rabbab 2:5, s ee also 1:34 . 
56. Yalkut Sbiaoni, vol.l, ~ 167 quotinC Hidrasb 
Tancbuaa Buber , Sbeaot 112. 
57. lJWl. 
58. See Hi drash RaGadol , to Ex. 3:2. 
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in order to contain its fire. These physical attribute s 

were used in aidrashic literature to convey other prope rt i es 

of God, Israel, and the redemptive process. 

B. The Sywbgliaa ot the Buah 

After God chose the Buah to be the place for t he 

theophany, the ground upon whi ch the Buah grew was also 

consider ed aacred. Pirke de Rabbi Blieaer explains t h is 

phenoaenon by the change of t he naae of t he place where God 

descended. Fro• beint original ly c alled Mount Horeb, it was 

later referred to as "the aountain of God." In fact, the 

potential for aacredneas waa expanded to the entire region. 

Thia transforaation is i nterpreted by t he word play between 

"~" and "ai.Dai". 59 

The ayabolisa a aaocia ted with the q ual ities of t he Bush 

are connected to aia ila r qual it ies o f t he people of Iarael. 

Accordint to Rabbi Johanan, Iarael, like t he Buah, prote cts 

itself fro • host i le outside fo rcea. Just as t he t horns of a 

bush act as a protective fence around a farden , ao, too, do 

t he ri1bteous &llOnf Israel protect t he world froa aany 

t roubles and aorrowa. 60 

However , an additional coapariaon between the Burnin1 

Bush and the people of Israel adda to the aoti! of the a erit 

59 . Plrte de Rabbi Blieaer, c h. 41 . 
60 . .lbid· 



ot t he righteous of Israel. The Buah is compared to a 

0
roaebuah that ia able to produce both roses and t ho rns. 

Iarael follows this pattern , being able to produce both 

r i ghteous people (roses ) and e vil people ( thorns). Like 
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roses, which are considered the essence of the rosebush, the 

r i ghteous are cons idered the l a sti ng essence of t heir 

people. 61 

An addi tional aetaphor t o r the thorn aotif ia its 

application to Israel' s present condition ot sutterina . 

Philo wrote: "Al l thla is a description of t he nation'• 

c ondition as it then stood , and we aay think of it as a 

voice procla i a ing to the sutterera : 'Do not loae heart, your 

weakneas is your atrength, which c an prick, and thouaanda 

will aufter troa ita wounda . '"62 

Not only does the aidraa h uae the Bush to ayabolize 

Iarael in her auttering, but the Bush was associated as wel l 

with the one• who auftered for no apparent reaaon. Thu• 

Phi lo wrote, "For t he burning braable was a a,..bol ot thoae 

who s u ffered wron1ly •.• "
63 It i • iaportant to notice 

Philo'• tendency to universalise t he lessons one can learn 

fro• the biblical t e xt. In Philo'• a i nd , the ayabolisa of 

the Bush did not point just to I srael who suffered, but to 

anybody who suffered. 

81. lJWl. 
82. Philo, pc ytte Mg aia I, 69. 
63 . Philo, pc Vi\• Mg aia 1 I, 87. 
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A different •idraahic interpre tation underacorea the 

fragility of Israel's existence, but wi th an uplifting 

moral . Israel is compared to a bird thal is trapped in the 

thorns of the bush: 

Rabbi Judah ben Shalo• said : ~ Just aa a 
bird does nol feel pain when it flies 
into a thorn-bush, but when it flies out 
its wings are to rn to pieces, so when 
Abrahaa c aae to Egypt nobody noticed 
hia, but when he departed, tkt Lord 
saote Pharaoh with plagues." 

This mi drash points to t he entrapaent of Israel in Bg,-pt. 

Just as a bird descends to sit on a branch of a bush but 

gets trapped within its thorns, so too did Israel. They 

descended into Efypt in order to benefit fro• ita plenty and 

becaae enslaved over tiae. In spite of the suffering, 

Israel •oved on. The trap, although painful, was ulti .. tely 

not deadly. Juat as E1ypt was punished by God, other 

oppressors of Israel will be aade to suffer the consequences 

of their evil actions too. 

"The thorn buah i s the nations of the earth who are 

like thorns and prickles. " 65 Here Bgypt is not alone in 

beint seen as an ac1reasor against Israel. Previously it 

was 11entioned that the world would be protected by the fence 

of Iarae1. 66 However, in this aidrasb, the a:rabolis• is 

reversed. Now all the nation• of the world are seen aa 

ho•til• toJ.the people o f Israel. 

64. Sbemot Rabbah 2:5. 
65. Tanna Debe Bliyahu, Pirkci Ha-veridot, ch. 2 . 
66. Sheaot Rabbah 2:5. 
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The concern with hostile nations continued with another 

for• of hostilit1, e.g., idolat r1. Previousl1, the Bush was 

identified with Egypt and other oppr_eaaors. In one •idrash 

the thorns and thistles of the Buah are sy•bols for 

idolators.
67 

In yet another midrash, t his struggle is 

exemplified in the following way: 

Why did God choose to speak to Hosea 
fro• a si•ple thorn bush in the desert ? 
It is because the thorn bush waa never 
used or •isuaed as an object of worship; 
it was pure, in that the nations ft& the 
world do not use it for i dolatr1. 

The Burning Bush ay•bolizes the uniqueness of God's 

~revelation to the people of Israel. It was i•portant that 

the •essage was trans•itted in a •anner co•pletel1 

disassociated with other reliaious practices. 

The Bush needed water in order to survive. Biblical 

co-enta tors have often equated Torah with water. Just as 

the Bush needs water for its survival, so, too, Israel needs 

Torah for its survival . 69 Here is another •idrash t hat 

coapares Torah to water : 

Just as water is a source of life for 
the world, so the Torah is a source of 
life for the world. Just as water 
restores the sou,l, so does the Torah; 
Just as water purifies aan froa 

67. Pirke de Rabbi Eliezer, ch. 50. 
68. Nidraab Ha-Gadol to Exodus 3:2, Hechilta de Rabb i Shiaon 
bar Yochai to Exodus 3:2. 
89. 8.T. Bebe J••• 17&, 82b, Aygd ab Zarah 5b, Hechil ta de 
Rabbi Ishmael, ch.l, B. T. taantt 7a, Bereahit Rabbah 41:9, 
Sbeaot Rabbab 2:5, Devaria Rabbah 7:3, &nd Kobelet Rabbab 
11:1. For a liatina of aore sources on this the•e, see 
co ... ntar1 note in Sbeaot Rabbah 2:5. 



uncleanness, so the Torah cleanses an 
unclean aan from his u ncleanness; Just 
as water h a s no taste unless o ne is 
thirsty, so t he Torah has no t a ste 
unless one labors at it; Just as water 
leaves a high place and flo ws to a l o w 
o ne , so the Torah l eaves o ne whose 
spiri t is p r oud and cleaves to o ne whose 
spirit is lowly; Just a s wat er aakes 
plants grow, so lhe words of the To rah 
nurture every95e who labors over the• as 
the y require. 
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Water was necessary fo r the Bush, not o n ly i n order to grow 

and survive in a desert climate, but also in order for it 

not to be consuaed by its own fire. Accordin& to t his 

mi drash, wa t er sustains the spiritual qualities of hu .. n ity. 

Hu•ani ty shares in the ability to self-consume wi t h the 

Burn ing Bush . Our capability of c reatinl lifestyles of 

self-dest ruction point to our need for the sustaining water 

of the Torah . 

Alternatively, t he Bush represents t he friend and t he 

ene•y of Israel. It i s a sacred place with s pecial •eanina 

to Hosea. The ay•bolis• of the Bush as developed in this 

c hapt er has ra•ifica tion s both to the pas t , present, and 

future of the people of Israel. 

70. Shi r Ba shi ri• Rabbah 1:19 . 
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QIAf'TQ 3; 

THE plRll: 011' TBB BUJUllNG BUSH 

I 



A. Tbe De•srjptiop of the Fin: 

An angel of the Lord appeared to hi• in 
a blazing fire out of a bush. He gazed, 
and there was a bush all aflaae, yet the 
bush was not c onsuaed. Hosea said, " I 
aust turn aside to look at this 
•arvelous sight ; why doesn't the bush 
burn up?" When the Lord saw that he had 
turned as i de to look, God called to hi• 
out of the bush: "Hoaea ! Hosea! " He 
answered, "Here I aa." (Ex. 3:2-4) 
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The description of the fire in the biblical text is as 

sparse as the description of the Bush. Soae aidraahia added 

to the description of the physical properties of the fire as 

a aeana of expanding the eignificaoce of the Burnin1 Bush 

scene as a whole. The scarcity of words in the Bible did 

not prevent the aidrashic authors f roa expandinl upon the 

fire's physical properties, but aore iaportantly, of 

developinl different theological views baaed on these few 

veraea . An analysis of the aidraahia deacribin1 the fire 

will provide ua with a clue of their authors' ultiaate 

theolo1ical c·oncerns . 

How big was the fire? Was it one lar1e confla1ration 

or did it consist of aany saaller flaaea upon the buah? How 

did the tire burn for such a lon1 tiae without bein1 

extinsuiahed? These are ao•e of the questions that Philo 

attempted to answer in one of his works. He wrote: 

••• thoufh enveloped fro• root to twil• 
in a aaaa of fire, which looked aa 
thou&h it waa spouted up fro• a 
fountain, yet re .. ined whole, and 
instead of beiDI conauaed, seemed to be 



a substance i•pervious to attack; and 
instead of serving ,. fuel to t h e fire, 
actually fed on it. l 
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The Hellenistic influence in Philo and the Greek categories 

of thought of "fora" and "beauty" are exeaplified in an 

additional passage. "In the midst of the flaae was a form 

of t he first beauty, and like any visible object, an image 

supreaely divine in appearance."72 

Philo uncharac teristically suggested an un.natural 

desc ription of the fire in the bush upon which to b a se his 

own i dea of the syabolisa of the fire. 73 According to 

Philo, " The property of flaae is to consuae, yet it ia 

conau•ed , like wood. The nature of wood ia to be conauaed, 

yet it is aanifested as the consumer, as thou1h it were the 

fire." 74 The paradox i n the physical description between 

the two constitutive eleaenta ser ve aa a baaia of a79bolic 

explanation . 

Fro• another angle, in the Tal•udic tractate of Baba 

x...a, we find a •ore naturalistic explanation aa to how a 

fl ... gets started. The presence of the bush waa not enough 

to explain the fuel for the fire . The 'thorn•' are the 

ele .. nta necessary for the kindling of it . 75 Thia response 

. provide• a detail that will add to the Rabbis' a79bolic 

71. l'llllo, De Ylt• Ng1i1, I, 65. 
72. ~. I, 88. 
73. lee section 8 of this chaptar , PP• 60-61. 
74. Pbllo, Qe ytta Ngala, I, 70. 
75. 8.T. Bebe l'P'' 80a. 
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understanding of t he fire a nd the Bush. 

Diffe r ent midrash ia attribute various qua litie s to the 

fire as it appears i n the Bush. The flame itself (" be lebat 

.c.ah") is described as coming from t wo parts of t he Bush, t he 

upper and the lower halves. 76 A •ore specific descript ion 

of two kinds of fire in t wo parts of the Bush c an be found 

i n another aidraah. Based on the phrase, " He gaced and 

t here was a bush all aflaae" ( Ex 3:2) , the aidrash expounds, 

" Fro• this t hey derived that the heavenly tire shoots out 

branches upwards , burns but does not consuae, and is black 

i n color; whereas tire used here below does not branch 

upwards and i s red and consuaes but does not burn. " 77 

There are two co lors of tire, black and red. According to 

anot her •idrash, the black tire is co•pared to the letters 

of the Torah scroll a .nd the white tire is co•pared to the 

parchllent of the Torah . 78 

Yet another a i drasb coapares the fire that burns in the 

upper part of the Bus h to the heart whic h res i des in the 

upper part of the hu.aan body. 79 

The natural heatina powers of t ire also caae in to play 

i n aidraahic literature. Si•ply put, the Rabbis warn that 

it Moses approached the bush too closely, he would hav e been 

76. Sbeaot R&bbah 3:5. 
11. ~. For an earlier source, see 8.T. IQa& 21a and 
ae••nhnt 52b. 
71. Devari a R&bbah 3:12. 
71. Sb~aot Rabbah 2:5. 
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burnt. On the other hand, if he reaoved hiaself far from 

it, he would have been chilled. The final suggestion is for 

Hoses to be close enough to the fire to be warm without 

being so close as to burn himself.so 

The fire not only was described as possessing two 

colors, but also consisting of two varieties: a heavenly and 

an earthly one. While the heavenly fire gives life and 

extends life, it "causes to blooa;" contrastingly, the 

earthly fire does not "cause to blooa." It burns and it 

destroya. 81 With this aidrash we see an eaphasis on the 

death and destruction caused by an earthly fire. Again, 

this aidraahic expa.nsion upon the notion of fire will be 

used for ayabolic purposes as well. 

Ben Sirah provides an alternate natural interpretation 

of the fire. Re wrote, "According to its fuel, so will the 

fire burn."82 Ben Sirah can not conceive ot a tire which 

appears so unnatural that it will not cons ume . Thus be 

eaphaaized the "fuel " fo r the fire. 

Generally, the Burning Bush'• fire was explained in a 

seai-naturalistic fashion. However, all the rabbinic 

additions in the description of the kinda of fire were 

shaped in order to eaphaaize its syabol i••· 

80 . llechilta de Rabbi Isbaael , Haaackbta d'Yitro, ch.1. 

81 . B.T. ie.a 21b. 
82. Tb• Viedg• gC Ben Sjrab, 28:10. 
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B. The Syaboliaw of the Fire 

What could be more central to the values of the Rabbis 

than that of Israel and Torah? So, it is assured that aa 

the Rabbis interpreted the text of the Burning Bush stbry, · 

it would fuel their imaginations and that Israel and Torah 

would play a aajor role in the symbolisa . 

The syabolisa of the fire as "Israel" is well attested 

in the aidrashic sources. The equation is aade ba•ed on t he 

biblical verse, "The house of Israel shall be a fire" (Ob. 

1:18). The aidrash continues, "In ~his world, Israel will 

be like the thorn bush you see. The fire of Israel will not 

consuae any of the nations, nor will the peoples of the 

earth extinfuish the flaae of Israel, which is words of 

Torah. In the days to coae, however, the fire of Israel 

will indeed consuae all the nations . "
83 The fire of the 

Burning Bush in this world represents the stru11lea against 

eneaies, which will be resolved only in the world to coae. 

It is iaportant to point out that there is a faith, fro• the 

aidraahic point of view, that is forward lookinl despite the 

persecution Isr&el aay s uffer. Torah is looked upon as the 

salvational tool to achieve survival. 

The ayabolisa of the fire as words of Torah is 

eapbaaiaed in order to point to the bu.an input in the 

83. Tanna Debe Eli77ahu
1 

Pirkei Ra-Yeridot cb.2 . A parallel 
renderiDC a.ppear• in Pirke de Rabbi Elieaer, ch. 40. 
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proceaa of revelation and ulti•at e salvation. A baraita i n 

t he Tal•ud s a ys, "Just as a flaae does not burn b7 itself, 

ao do the words o f Torah no t continue by t he•selves."84 The 

i•plication is that the fire needs a certain type of ' fuel' 

which is linked to the preservation of Torah by t he people 

of Isr&el. 

The person reading Exodus ch. 3 and 4 •ight think that 

the appearance of t he Burning Bush is t e•porary, its only 

purpoae being to highlight the theophany and the response of 

Hosea to God's call. But according to t he Tal•ud, "The 

fla•e which descended fro• t he heavens in the daya of Hoaes 

was not withdrawn,"85 It ia a• if the •idraahic a uthors 

would want ua, the readers, and l iatenera to have the 

consc iouaneaa of the presence of the Burning Bush in our 

lives today. If the fire waa not withdrawn, we, like Hoaea, 

should look for a d ivine encounter which will guide our 

lives, not in a te•porary fashion, but in a peraanent one. 

The aotif of the extension of the divine presence as derived 

froa the "tire" is expressed b7 the aidraah in the use of 

the tent "Shechinab." God is not present just in and around 

the Bush, but God's presence can be anywhere. 86 

The fire denotes qualities and attributes of God. It 

is a syabol for God's aercy. Al thou1h God aa7 punish t he 

ainaera, they will not be destroyed by the divine 

84. 8.T. T••n•t Ta. 
85. 8.T. zebephiw 20b . 
ae. Sheaot Rabbah 2 :5. 
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puniahaent. 87 Th 1 e eaaon is •ore universal. God's •ercy 

extends itself to any sinner, not j ust Israel. 

The attributes of God are extended to include peace; ao 

the fire beco•es ident i fied with this value. "How great i a 

peace! For the Holy One blessed be He did not first appear 

to Hosea through ani•ala or c herubi•, but fro• aoaething 

that ayabolized peace ... God showed hi• the flaae burning in 

the vege tation without destroying it, and without the 

vegetation extinguishing the flaae." 88 The i apl ication of 

this aidraah is that the Burning Bush represented peace 

because the fire and the bush were able to co-exist in the 

aaae apace without destroyin& one another. The fire was not 

extinguished and the bush waa not conauaed . Peace aeeaa not 

to require the victory of one eleaent over the other. 

Reconciling opposites was another aeana by which God 

exhibited Ria airaculous powers. Thia iaage of co-existence 

ot two aeeaingly opposite and incoapatible eleaenta ia 

probably linked to the prophetic vision of Isaiah, "And the 

wolf shall dwell with the laab, a .nd the leopard a.ball lie 

down with the kid ••• They shall not hurt nor destroy in all 

a7 hol7 aountaina, for the earth shall be full of the 

knowledge of the Lord aa t he waters cover the sea" (Ia. 

11:6-9). 

87. ~. edited by Ho•he Hargaliot (Jeruaalea, 1964) ,II , 
21. 
88. Miehp•t Rabbi Blieger, 4 :17. 
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The iaage of fire ia identified with angelic tigurea. 

While Michael represents redeapt ion through water, Gabriel 

is ascribed the fora of fire. Gabriel, who is revealed to 

Daniel (Dan. 8:16), ia thought of aa the ancel of fire; 89 

and the one who protects Hoaea. 90 According to Rabbi 

Yohanan, is warrHichael who first appeared to Hosea 

(representing redeaption), while Rabbi Haninah thought it 

was Gabriel (in his role as t he protector of Hosea). But it 

waa R. Yoai who prevails , aftiraing that the foraer was the 

one who appeared firat. 91 Thia rabbinic arauaent 

underscores the i aportance ot the ayabolisa ot the fire in 

the Burning buah which is associate d with i aaces of 

redeaption and protection. 

It is Haiaonidea in his Gyidc qt the Perplexed that 

challenges the coaaon rabbi n ic understandinC ot t he fire 

bein& the aediua tor the appearance of t he ancel i n the 

Burninc Bush . Naiaoni dea criticizes t hose who "deea 

theaaelves [to be) the Saaea of Israel." In hia opin ion , 

they wou.ld believe. incorrectly. . . . "that t he ancel ia a 

bod:r formed of burnin& fire and that hia size is equal to 

that of a third part of the whole world. " 92 According to 

Naiaonidea, ancela are aeen only i n t he vision of prophecy, 

89. 8 . T. Peeeshlw 118a. 
90. -...Ct llabbah 1:23,24 ,28. 
91. Jallal:, I,101& and She110t llabbah 2:5. 
92. lfo••• Naiaonidea, The Gyide pf the eeret•x•d, translated 
b:r Shloao Pines , University of Cbica10 Preas, 1983, vol. II , 
2:8. 

( 
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they only appear to be in the likeness of aen. Therefore 

the syabol of the fire, coupled with the symbol of the angel 

aight aean the actions taken by the prophet during his 

life . 93 

The fire is also interpreted to be the syabol for the 

intensity of Moses. "Why is it that God appeared to Moses 

through the aediuwi of fire, and tha t Re did not do ao with 

the other prophets? Because Moses was the type of person 

who could withstand the intensity of the experience without 

being burned." 94 The fire here points to the difference 

between Moses and other prophets. Ria uniqueness ia 

established by an inner quality not shared with others. 

Another aidraah described t he tlaaes aa "a wall of 

tire" whic h represented the distance between Moses and God 

during the ao•ent of the theophany. 95 Inti•acy between God 

and Ria people, Israel, could not yet be achieved. Israel 

waa atill in slavery and had not yet reco•nized God'a 

redeaptive power. Inti .. cy aoaeti•es could be arrived at 

throuch "silence" rather than "speech." In this way, Philo 

understood the syabol ot the fire. In the initial 

revelatory experience t here was a aoaent in which "the iaa•e 

which waa bri•hter than the li•ht of fire" led to 

" ••. silence that spo~e aore clearly than speech •.. " 96 • 

91. lllW· 
94. ~. II,21 
95. Seder Blnabu Rabt>.h, ch. 7. 
98 . Philo, Qe Vlt• Ngaia, I,66. 
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During those •o•ents of silence, perhaps the beat way 

to establish co .. unication is to have a heart <"~") which 

can listen. Hai•onides interprets the expression " the hear~ 

of fire" (Ex 3:2) to designate the middle of everything . 97 

The "heart of fire" could desi gnate thought, opinion, will 

and intellect. It is the prophet, through his own 

qualities, that is the one who can pierce through that heart 

of fire and establish a dialogue with God. 

Yet, by way of contrast, fire ia alao the ay•bol for 

those who perpetrate wrong, as the bush ia the symbol for 

those who suffered wrong. 98 An extension of thia •otit of 

the fire leads to the identification of fire with the deaths 

ot Nadab and Abihu. 99 Thia negative connotation of the fire 

of the burning bush not only applies to the future but also 

to the paat . Thus the fire ia equated with the hatred 

(".a.iJL.A") that Joseph'• brothers had for Joseph. It waa 

because of this hatred (word play between "~"-"~") 

that Israel was aent into slavery in Egypt ( fire) .lOO 

We have aeen the •idraabic linkage between the tire of 

the Burning Bush and the heart• ot people. By • word play 

between "lalC" (heart) and "l abbat, " a Tanchuaa source 

iapliea that tir-e ia tranaforaed into an eleaent that c an 

97. Maiaonidea, Sh&ida• 1:39 . 
98. Philo, pe vi\• Mpaia, I,67. 
99. Peaikta D9•1tab labana, edited by Bernard Mandelbaua, 
New York, 1911, .2iaka 26:9. 
100. Yalkut Sblmoni, vol.1, Bamaa 188 aa quoted fro• Midraab 
~ troa the aaae section. 
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lead Hoses and prepare hia (" lelaycyg", warm him up) for the 

future encounter at Moun t S1' na1· ,101 Th f . e ire of the Burning 

Bush used to make Hosea accustomed to the fires at the 

Sinaitic revelation and to appreciate the mira cl e s tha t 

point to salvation ( Aaron's staff, although it was dry, 

produced alaonds and flowers, being later an i nstruae nt for 

salvation). 102 Instead of being associated with death and 

disappea rance, the syabolisa of the fire is converted into 

o ne which po ints to the salvif ic i n t hese instances. 

The aidrashic au thors devel oped the aot if of t he 

syabolis• of the fire in a two stage aanne r. First, they 

had to expand upon the fe w verses of the Bible. Their first 

extension of the text seeaed to have been in the direction 

of the physical characteristics o f t he fire itself. The 

second stage built upon this one. Hidraahic authors used 

t he various syabola of the fire of t he Burning Bush to 

create iaportant theological stateaents fro• a verY limited 

t e xt . Siailar to the syabolisa of the Bush itself, the fire 

ia dev eloped in a aulti-faceted way . It can refer both to 

God and huaan beini•• to the past experiences of Israel a a 

well aa anticipated future ones, and it can refer to wicked 

individual• a• well aa redeaptive and aalvational 

experiences. 

101. Ni dr .. b Tanc huaa Buber, Sbeap& fl2 . Quoted a jain in 
Yalkut Sbiiaoni, vol.1, Baa&A 167 and Midra•h Ba-Oadol to 

Ex.3:2. 
102 . Nidraah Ba-Oadol to £x, 3:3 and quoted froa Sbeaot 

Rabbab 5:5 . 
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CHAptBR 4: 

TBB BUSH AND TQB MANY FACES OF SUPFRplNQ 
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Many midrashia in this chapter focus on the nature of 

the suffering i n Egypt and how Israel ultimately overcame 

such hardship . The Israelites' experience in bondage was 

sometiaes viewed as merel y a precedent for future times of 

hardship for the Jewish people; a precedent to future 

suffering t ha t would help to build a strong spiritual 

character. Other mi drash ia deal with the preparation for 

the revelation at Sinai. This preparation would take o n the 

diaenaions o f bo t h physical and spiritual redeaption. 

Underlying t his all is a concern for t he iaportance of the 

divine role in our lives. 

A. Iarael'• Bgndace and ita Con•eauence• 

And the Lord said, " I have surely seen 
the affliction of ay people who are in 
E•ypt, and have heard their cry by 
reason ot their taak-aaaters; for I know 
their sorrows; and I aa coae down to 
deliver thea out of the hand of 
E•ypt ••• " (Ex. 3:7-8) 

The word play ot "ragb raiti" ("I have surely seen") in 

Exodus 3:7 is the basis for the aidrash'a explanation of 

God's knowledae ot Israel's suffering . The author of at 

least one aidraah atteapted to answer the question, " What 

exactly did God see?" by writing: " Because after drowning 

the a in the river, the7 . iaaeraed thea in a building. " 103 

Such evil atrocities coaaitted by the Egyptians upon the 

103. Shemot Rabbah 2:5. 
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enslaved Israeli t es would not go unnoticed by God. He 

becaae aware o f Israel's suffering and reac t ed accord ingly. 

The descrip t ion of the Bush as bei ng "l.o.Jith" was 

extended to the condition of t he Israelites under slavery in 

Eg ypt - - "being lowly and humble" ( shefalia y'yerydia ). The 

entrapaent of Israel i n Egypt, beginning with their 

uneventful arrival and lead ing to their unexpected 

enslavement, lead e ven tuall y to great suffering i n t he i r 

departure. 104 

Despite the intense suffering that ia so well 

recognized by aany of these early biblic al c o .. entatora , 

comfort i• sought and found i n aany of t hese aaae writ i ngs. 

Philo points out that "the sufferers would not be destroyed 

by their aggreaao rs , who would find that the a1greaaion waa 

in vain and profitleaa , while the victias of aalice esc aped 

unbaraed . " 105 This stress on being coaforted baa other 

exaaples as well. Israel could be coaforted by the aesaage 

that her &11ressors would ulti aately be the vanquished ones. 

Israel would not be dragged down by her s uffer i ng. Hope is 

to be eternally upheld. 

Soae aidrashi• tried to explain why Israel deserved to 

be redeemed. "Israel was redeeaed because they had not 

chanced their naaea, abandoned their languaae, inforaed or 

interaarried . "l06 These "virtues" are probably 

104. l.bJ..d . 
105. Philo, Pe Vita Noaia I, 67 • . 
106. Necbilta de Rabbi Iahaael to Ex. 12:6. 
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retrojections from the reality of Jewish peraecution at the 

time of the1·r wr 1' t1' nd, Th l f D e va ue o reaaininc true to one's 

J udaism was brought out quite clearly i n thia midraah. 

The image of a bird caught in a bush ia used seve r al 

tiaes in aidrashic litera ture regarding Israel ' s suffering 

in Egypt in this regard. One of the• states: 

At the Burning Bush, God vowed 'to 
deliver the• out of t he hand of the 
Egypt i ans' (Ex. 3:8). For just aa the 
bird is caught in the fowler's hand - if 
he desires he kills it, and if he 
desires he allows it to live - so was 
Israel's predicaaent in exile. 
Therefore it is wri tten, •;o deliver 
the• o u t of the hand ... ,10 

Thia t e xt expreaaed the view that Israel waa at the aercy of 

Egypt ("the fowler' s hand") and iaplied that t he1 aus t have 

been aware of it. Yet, i n tiae, God would deliver thea ! 

" God aaid , 'I aa wit h you in this bondaae juat aa I 

will be with you in future bonda1es . ' Koaea reaponded, 

'Lord of the Univerae! Enough! Each trouble i n ita own 

tiae!'"lOS Certain aufferina will continue aft e r Egypt . 

Israel will have to learn to live, not i n the ex treaea of 

slavery or redeaptive conditions, but in a world in which 

evil behavior is taaed by the life of Torah, the f i rat goal 

o f the Eayptian redeaption. 

107 . Kidrash Tehillia, c h . 107. 
108 . B.T. Ber•shet 9b. 
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A Yallcut Shiaoni aidrash gives a comforting opinion by 

pointing to the survival of Israel despite continuous 

suffering. According to this aidrash: "'The bush was not 

consuaed, ' which symbolizes t hat despite [the fact] that 

Israel was enslaved by four kingdoas, they did not disappear 

aaong thea" 109 

A later source, Midraah Ha-Gadol, reaffiras God's 

coaaitaent to the protection of Israel by linkinc their 

suffering with God's own : "Anyone who injures Israel it is 

aa if they injure the One who said that the world should be 

created."llO 

However, physical redeaption was not enouch. 

Paralleling the theaatic developaent between the physical 

description of the Bush and its syabolic aeanin•s, is the 

description of t he fire and its syaboli••· In t he !ollowing 

midraahia we can aee the developaent fro• the physical 

survival of the Israelites by the divine hand to a 

concentration on its spiritual redeaption . Thia follows the 

established pattern of phy.ical aspects leadin• to aore 

spiritual interpretations. 

'And I have co .. down to del iver th•• 
out of the hand of the B•yptians, and to 
raise the• up' (Ex. 3:8). To raise the• 
up aeana that it shall be a spiritual 
upliftin• tor1t~••• not aiaply an escape 
fro• bond•••· 

109. Yalkut Shiaooi, vol.l, lla8&& 168. 
110. Nldraah Ba Gadol to Ex . 3:2. 
111 . Nidr .. h Leqach Tov to Ex. 3:8. 
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The progression towards the spiritual is e•phasized in 

Hidrash Tanchuma. Afte r Egypt, God preferred to wait three 

months before delivering His Torah at Sinai in order to 

allow for this spiritual rejuvenation: 

Why should God not have arranged the 
theophany and the giving of the To rah 
i .. ediately upon their leaving Egypt ? 
It is like a c ase of a king's son who 
recovered fro• illness. The king said, 
"Let us wait t hree aontbs until bis 
strength returns." So, too, when 
Israel left Egypt, t hey suffered troa 
the ills and infiraities of slavery. The 
Holy One Blessed be He said, "Let ua 
wait until t hey are fully cured of this 
diseasy

1
,nd then I will give the• the 

Torah. 

Three is a significant nuaber in Jewish reli1ious 

s ,..bolisa. The reader should note that God's instructions 

to Hosea at the Burning Bush included the following point 

i nvolving the nuaber t hree: 

... and thou shalt co•e, thou and the 
elders of Israel, to the king of Eg)'J>t, 
and you shall say to hia, "The Lord, God 
of the Hebrews, ha• aet with us: and now 
let us go, we pray t hee, three days' 
journey into the wilderness, that we aay 
sacrifice to the Lord our God. ( Ex . 
3: 18) 

The preference for waiting ~ • o n ths can be likened to 

the saying of R. Joshua ben Necheaiah: "Always the third is 

preferable. "113 Thi• suggests a pla.nned delay i n the div ine 

plan to 1ive the Torah to the Israelites. Just •• Hoses 

112. Midraah Tanchuaa Ba-Nidpaa, :Ii.J:.J:g, 10. 

113 • .llWi· 
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prepared himself for the call at the Burn1· ng 8 h t us • so, oo , 

Israel had to prepare herself for the Torah. 

B. God Syffers When Israel Suffers 

This section will deal with a very important 

theological theme: The direct link between the bu.man 

condition and the attributes of God. Different midrashi• 

explore the extent to which the suffering of Israel in 

bondage affected God. The theological point here is that 

not only is God i•portant to human beings, but huaan beings 

are important to God as well. That is, God is influenced 

deeply by the human condition. The question reaains whether 

the identification of God with the Jewish people's suffering 

involves only acts of eapathy, or does it also influence God 

to act within history in response to our suffering? This 

theae is also aeant to coafort the Jewish people . By 

declaring that God ia with us in our tiaes of suffering, we 

can continue to live, soothed with the knowledge that God 

will ultimately redeea ua. 

The Rabbis even go ao far as to say that God suffered 

in the flaaea of the Burning Bush: 

God's fifth descent to earth waa when He 
caae down into the thorn buah .•• The 
thorn buab, full of thorns and prickles, 
cau ainl pain and diatreaa, thus 
fulfilled the word• of the verse, "In 
all their affliction, Be waa afflicted." 
(Is. 63:9); WhJ did God dwell in such 



trouble and distress? Because he saw 
I~rael dwelling amidst trouble and 
d1stress.lI't 

God's descents to earth are few and therefore considered 

very unusual. In the Bible, besides the Burning Bush 

narrative, there are only a few other divine descents. 
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Tanna Debe Eliyyahu is suggesting to the reader t hat this 

empathic act of God should be looked upon as special and 

significant. According to Tanna Debe Eliyyahu, God's choice 

to put Himself in the thorn bush was aore than an empathic 

reaction. It was a divine statement of God ' s intrinsic 

reciprocal involvement with the lives of the Jewi sh people. 

There are further supportive and comforting 

interpretations of God's descent. "Why did the Holy One 

Blessed be He reaove hiaaelf froa the he~venly heights to 

speak to Hoses froa a lowly bush? It is because whenever 

Israel is in dire straits, it is as though God Hiaself is in 

dire straits ... "
115 

I 

There are also biblica l sources for the idea that God 

suffered because of Israel's afflictions. One such exaaple 

is found in Jud1es 10:16 where it is written, "His soul was 

grieved for the aiaery of Israel." A variation on this saae 

theae coae• fro• Hidrash Leqach Tov: "F~r I know their 

pains." (Ex. 3:7) What is· God iaplying to Hosea at the 

Burnin& Bush? It is that " 
the body of a dead person 

114. Tanna Debe Bliyyabu, Pirkci Ha-Xeridgt, ch. 2. 
115. Mecbilta de Rabbi Sbiaon bar Yocbai to Ex. 3:2. This 
tradition ia quoted later in Hidraah Hagadol to Ex. 3:2. 



does not feel the wound . But I feel their pain, even if 

they themselves don't feel their sufferi ng ."116 
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This midrash seems to stress that t he situa tion of Israe l in 

Egypt (slavery ) was so pervasive and overwhelaing that they 

may not have had the ability to experience suffering 

anymo r e. It is as if they we r e numbed . This anticipates 

t he ambivalence of Israel once they left Egypt. As soon as 

soae difficulty appeared in the desert, they contemplated 

returning to their enslavement in Egypt. The nu.mbness 

continued even after redemption. 

A word play based upon Ex. 3:7 (" ra 'ob- ra 'iti") 

suggests further explanation of Crl>d's identification with 

Israel's suf fering . "Why does the text say, 'I have surely 

seen ["raob raiti") the affliction of •Y people?' (Ex. 3:7) 

The verb is doubled to signify t hat He sees in every 

generation, just as he sees now."1
17 According to this 

aidraah, God's eapathy applies not only to the past and 

present, but it extends to the future. Bow coaforting to 

know there ia a teaporal continu ity to God's pe r sonal 

involvement in the collective pain of Israel! 

The pattern of divine i dentification with Israel's 

aufferint i s seen as .a response to the huaan initiative to 

cry out to God. Note the following aidrash in this regard : 

For Be said, " ••• sufferint as they do, 
prolonged i ll treataent, and subjected 
to intolerable outratea, with no relief 

116. Hidrash Leqach Tov to Ex.3:7. 



or pity for their miseries froa 
•an.· .For I know tha t ea c h severa lly 
and a ll uniled ly, have belaken ' 
~he•aelves to prayers and s upplications 
i.n hope to :;ain help fro• He and I aa 
o f a kintlly nfiMre and graci~us to true 
s upplicants.'' 
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Phil~ acknowl e dges here ind jy i dyel prayers to God, but 

stresses t he co l lectiye c r y of Israel. The collective 

"Israe l" is the voice that crie s out and is heard. The r e is 

biblical text support for this interpre tation. According to 

Judges 3:15 , " ... The Israelites cried ou t to the Lord, and 

the Lord raised up a chaapion fo r t hea •. . " and a cco rd ing t o 

Zac har i ah 13:9, "They shall cal l on Hy Naae and I will 

answer t hea ." There seeas to be strength in numbers in 

aaking a aeaningful connection with God. 

In another passage , Philo conveys the idea t hat God 

mov:.- fro• the reala of eapathy to action f o r His people, 
/ ( 

Israel . Philo wrote i n his work De vita Hoaia I, 69 that 

God encouraged the people Israel by assuring thea t hat 

their weakness ia really their stren1th. God proaised 

further that "those who desire to consume [thea] will be 

[ t heir] unwi llin1 saviours instead of [their] destroyers . " 

Once a1ain, God appears to t ake an active atand to encoura1e 

and co•fort His aufferin1 people . 

In contrast to t he above, there ia a aobe r i nl aotif i n 

another a idrash regardinl God's wi thdrawal ("Raatarat 

11 7 • .l.b.1.d • 
118. Philo, De vita Hpaia I, 72 



EAD.ia") froa t he earthly concerns of Israel: 

There are tiaes when He s e es and times 
when He does not see! In the generation 
of the Exodus what is written? " I have 
sure ly s een ... " Bul in t he generation 
of the des t ruction of the Teaple it is 
written, "See, o h Lord, and behold ho w 
abjec t I have becoae." (Laa . 1:2)119 

The colle ctive subconscious fe a r of losing divine concern 

for our well-be ing is expressed succ i nct ly in the above 

midrash . This aidrash poi nts to t he uncertainty of 

experiencing divine s a vi ng power; perhaps God will not 

intervene on every occas ion. One should not be ~ 
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coaforted with t he belief in divine protection. Ul tiaately 

though, the nuaber of coaforting aidraahi• far outwe i gh the 

f ew fearful aidraahi a t hat po i nt out our huaan 

vulnerability. 

The aany faces of suffering, both of Israel and of God, 

point to an interconnection o f destinies . Proa the 

aidraahi• that where analyzed we can conclude that a strong 

bond exists between God and Israel. Thia covenant leads to 

a reciprocity of feelings between t he huaan and the divine, 

just as exist• in a lovinC relationship. 

Overall, we have not seen i n t he above aidraahi• a 

justification of suffering or theodicy , but rather a a ore 

concrete orientation. The aidraahic authors try to find, not 

the reason, but the cause of aufferina. Usina the s ubject 

119. Echah Rabbati, Potlshta l . 
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of suffering, they establish the continuity of the divine 

bond with Israel throughout generations. Despite the 

previously aentioned midrashi c source that questions 

continuous divine intervention, the aajority of midrashim 

that have been cited in lhis chapter prefer to focus on a 

motif of God's coaforting of Israel .. The spiritual 

consequences of suffering are not overlooked. The ult i aate 

goal for Israel is indeed spiritual uplift. 
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CHAPTRR 6; 

MOSBS' QUAJ,JTllS AS PBOPBRT 

Arg>RDING m NJQBASBIH ON TRI BIJBNING BUSH NARRATIVK 

• 



A. Quolificotiona ond Chorocteristics 

One of the basic questions that midrashic literature 

addresses in interpreting the Burning Bush narrative is 

connected to the qualifications and characteristics of 
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Hoses. Who was this man who deserved to be chosen to lead 

the Jewish people out of Egypt? Did Hoses stand out as a 

special individual before he was chosen or could God have 

chosen someone who did no t have special characteristics? 

Hoses' actions at the Burning Bush were interpreted in 

the aidrashia in order to find answers to these questions. 

What Hoses did or didn't do as written in the Bible, was 

closely scrutinized for weaning. One of the motifs 

discussed by several aidrashia deals with the question of 

" whether Hoses i-ediately "saw" the Burning Bush or refused 

to see it (baaed on Ex.3:6 . . . 'And Hoses hid his face, for 

he was afraid to look a t God'): 

And since he refrained from atarinl 
directly at God, he was later sranted a 
unique vision of the Divine (Num 12:8). 
Thus, it was because Hosea acted with 
such humility at the Burning Bush that 
be waa deemed worthy ot leading the 
people ~g Israel to receive the 
Torab . 1 

Hoses' refusal to see is interpreted a a a positive 

characteristic . R. Shimon ben Laqiab, through a word-play 

baaed on "~t" (to see) and "~" (shepherding ) , 

120. Hidraah Tancbuma Buber, Shc•ot tl3. 
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arrives at the saae conclusion. 121 Since Hoses dared no t 

look and therefore did WU. see the Bush, he should be 

rewarded by shepherding Israel. If someone would not hav e 

been satisfied with this assoc iation, the same word play is 

used ("li.J:..gj;.", to see) in another way. To " see" now is 

understood not just as physical seeing, but its sense i s 

spiritualized. Hoses had " seen" the suffering of Israel i n 

Egypt, 122 and therefore has become more spiritually prepared 

to fulfill his aission as prophet of Israel. 

Another understanding of "seeing" is found in Esther 

Rabbah 7:9: "The sight of the righteous gives the• 

enlightenaent because it raises them to the loftiest 

heights. Therefore they rejoice in the sight of their eyes, 

as it says, 'The upright see and are glad'' (Pa. 107:42 ) .'" 

The physical ability to see is not enough. The eaphaais is 

given in this aidrash on the aanner of seeing. As 

understood by Haiaonidea, a different figurative aeaning of 

"to see" entails having an intellectual grasp. For 

Haiaonidea, the process of divine knowledge is a difficult 

one. Therefore "seeing" by Haiaonidea's perplexed student, 

who wanted to coabine religion and philosophy, should be a 

gradual intellectual process . Thia notion is derived fro• 

123 
chapter 3 1 verse 6 of Exodus. 

121. She•ot Rabbah 2:6. 
122. ~ 
123. Maimonides, ~. 1:5 . 
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Philo g ive s a naturalistic inte rpre t a tion to Hoses' 

approach towards the Burning Bush. Philo unders tands Hoses ' 

t u rni ng closer a s a sign of his c uriosity: 

When Hoses, through curiosity, 
appro ached the Burning Bush " wi th his 
shoes on, " he was actually atteapting to 
coaprehend the pr i nciple of cosai c 
c ausal ity. But he is warned, "Do not 
approac h. " He is warned to atay away 
fro• the ground of divine cuasality by 
God who has

1
2tserved knowledge froa 

aortal aan . 

Philo tries to e xplain Revelation o n rational grounds . He 

affiras that there are limi tations to our knowledge. 

In another passage, Philo suggests several practical 

reasons why Hosea stands apart froa other shepherds : Ho ses 

had more skills than any other shepherd of h is time, he had 

a sense of duty, was proapted by zeal, and aai ntained 

honesty in the conduc t of hia duties. 125 These qualities, 

according to Philo, had to do aore vi th a practical 

understandina ot Hosea' job than other theological concerns. 

' In addition, Philo described Hosea as a aan ot perfect 

haraony of thou1hta, ideals, words, and actions . 126 

Hosea waa a shepherd. Thia occupation, according to 

Hidraah Tehillia, ia a pre-conditi on tor a aeaningful divine 

c all. Why? Beinl a shepherd waa considered the aoat huable 

ot daily tasks since a person had to walk i n beg1arly attire 

124, Philo, Q• Fus• et. lnyentigoe (De Prgtucia), 161. 
126. Philo, pe Vita Ng1i1 I, 63. 
128 • .l.la.ld, I, 29. 
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with hie staft and bag. 127 Hoses' hunil ity was projected 

forward to the Temple. Just as he removed his sandles from 

his feet (Ex. 3:5 ) as a sign of humility, one would be 

required to reaove one's o u ter garments before entering the 

holy shrine.128 Far from being an activi t y whic h lacks any 

substance, being a s hephe rd t eac hes a c ertain quality; a 

quality even asc r i bed to God. 

An additional aidrash explains a c haracteris tic t hat 

Hoses acquired from being a shepherd -- that of mercy : 

Our Rabbis said that when Hosea our 
teacher, peace be upon hia, was tending 
the flock of Jethro in the wilderness, a 
little kid escaped froa him. He ran 
after it until it reached a shady place. 
When it reached the shady place, there 
appeared a pool of water and the kid 
stopped to drink . When Moses approached 
it, he said : 'I did not know that you 
ran away because of thirst; you must be 
weary.' So be placed the kid on his 
shoulder and walked away. Thereupon God 
said: 'Because you bad •ercy in leading 
the flock ot a aortal, you will 

129 aaauredly tend Hy flock, Israel.' 

Thia notion of testing the prophet through shepherding 

the abeep ia a prevalent one in aidraahic literature. 

Alread7 starting with Philo, we have exaaplea of it. Philo 

wrote : " . • • t h e flocks increased under bia and this roused 

the envy ot the other graEiera ••• In their case it was felt 

to be a piece of luck it they re .. ined as they have been, 

but with the flocks of Hosea any failure to aake daily 

12?. Hidrash Tehillia 23:2 . 
128. B.T. Ber•chgt, 62b. 
129 . Sheaot Rabbah 2:2. 
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iaproveaent was a set back ... " 130 Philo is establishi ng 

that Moses' success was not due to chance, but ther e were 

rational reasons. His progress was not sporadic but very 

regular. 

Hidrash Tanchuma clearly states that God wi ll test t he 

righteous ("tzadikia") t hrough their handling of sheep.131 

By being a good shepherd, one proved t hat one could be 

closer to God . Shemot Rabbah c oapares " knowing how to 

shepherd " ("yode'a lir'gt") with knowledge of God and the 

teachings of God .132 In contrast to the opinions of Philo 

o r Maiaonides, who t hought that the process of becoaing a 

prophet was a aore cognit i ve one, Hidraah Tanchuaa, as an 

exaaple of a trend within aidrashic literature, thought that 

the process of becoming a prophet was a ve r y c oncrete one. 

Specific exaaples of behavior point ed to a certain type of 

personality. 

Testing t he r ighteous through the a ct o f shepherding 

implied a certain quality that God was interested in 

findina. 
. 

"Before God confers greatness on a aan, 
He first tea ts h i a by a aaall thi~ and 
then proaotes hi• to greatneaa." 

130. Philo, J)e vita Hgaia I, 64 . 
131. Midraab Tanchuaa Buber, Sheaot 110 . For • later 
parallel to thia source aee Yalkut Sbiaoni, vol.1, Rcwcz 
167. 
132 . Sheaot Rabbah 2:2. 
133. Jllid, 2:3. 
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This type of t esting ove r "saall t h ings " led to the 

discovery of Hoses ' characteris tics of loving kindness and 

j ust i c e ("cbcaed" and "mishpat").134 

Another example of "loving k i ndness" (chc•cd ) is found 

in t he Zohar wh ich underscore s Ho ses ' treatment of Je thr o, 

who was a pagan idolator, with loving kindness. The Zohar 

goes even fur ther to iaply that Hosea was able to learn the 

quality of "chc•cd" fro• this idolator!l35 

The Yalkut Shiaon i describes the proce11 by which Hosea 

was elevated to greatnesa.136 He received "greatness" in 

the desert ( Hanna, clouds of glory, a well). When 

coaparing this to the version i n Tanchuaa Buber, we can 

distinguish a different eaphasis. 137 Hoses, instead of 

going to the desert, is portrayed as running towards the 

desert (" rgdcph achar ha-aidhar" ). The iaplication in the 

Tanchuaa version is that Moses was interested in getting 

aoaetb ing food fro• the desert. By contrast , the Hidrash Ha 

Gadol coaparea t wo kinda of s hepherds, huaan and divine. 138 

Aaain, anticipating the exodus fro• Egypt, the aain aessage 

is that it Israel will follow God's ways, God will provide 

all of Israel's needs. 

The aidrasbic perception that Hosea wa• prepared to be 

a prophet was derived fro• an interpretation ot the Hebrew 

134. llWl· 
135. ~. II,21. 
136 . Yalkut Shiaoni, vol.1, Baa&& 167. 
137. Hidraab Tanchuaa Buber, Sh•l!Qt 110 . 
138 . Hidraah Ba Gadol to Ex. 3:1. 



word "~" in Ex. 3: 1 ( "Moses .IUUl tending the flock" ) . 

Shemot Rabbah understood that each time the word "b.al:Ab" 

("was") is used in the Bible, it denotes preparedness. 

Therefore it was concluded that Hoses was destined for 

salvation. 139 

The assumption of these previous •idrashim is that 
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Hoses learned to be a prophet through his daily activities. 

There is another line of reasoning which states that Moses 

was his own teacher. Philo wrote that Moses" ... trained 

hi•self, both in theory and in practice, to attune and 

direct his mind and heart to reality rather than to 

appearances. And it was this sensitivity which caused Hoses 

to fulfill his destiny."1
4o Philo's perspective is one 

that emphasizes the Hellenistic values of his ti•e, with an 

emphasis on attainment of individual perfection. 

A further quality of Hoses was his sense of propriety. 

Seder Eliyahu Rabbah ascribed this sense of propriety to any 

wise disciple: "If a disciple of the wise lacks a sense of 

propriety, an aniaal is better than he ia."
141 

Maiaonidea, who followed an Aristotelian perspective, 

portrayed Moses as being courageous and lacking fear. He 

stressed the iaportance of lonlinesa as preparation for the 

H2 
prophetic experience . 

There are other •idraahi• that 

139. Sbe•ot Rabbah 2:4. 
140. Phi l o, pe Vita M91is I, 48. 
141. Seder Eliyahu Rabbah, ch. 8 . 
142. Mai•onidea, Ql&ida, 2:38. 
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attribute strong, positive leadership quslities to Hoses . 

In one apocryphal book, Hoses is shown as being sure about 

his miss ion:l 4 3 

For seven days did God seek to enlist 
Hoses at the Burning Bush, but each time 
Hoses abstained, deeming himself 
u nworthy of the responsibility of 
leadership and of involveaent with the 
divi ne mi ssion. "And Hoses hid bis 
f a ce , for he was afraid to look upon 
God" (Ex . 3:6). Finally in aodesty, he 
accepted the mission: his r eward was 
success, and eventually be was able to 
beholy

4
!he presence of God . (Nua . 

12:8) 

This Tanc huma tradition challenges the notion that 

Hoses was sure and prepared fro• the beginning to a ccept 

God ' s call . The coaaon assumption is tha t one who is chosen 

by God is autoaatically prepared for the t ask . Yet this 

midrash points i n another dire ction . Getting closer to God 

is more of a process than a o ne t iae e vent. 

Finally, Hoses is described as always striving to 

establish peace bet ween t he people of Israel and God.
14

5 

The 11.ssuaptio n was that Is r ael will depart fro• God &nd tha t 

God, soaetiaes, wi ll withdraw f ro• Isr ael . By being the 

interaediary between the t wo, Hoses s earched for ways to 

establish peac e . 

All of the qual ifi cations and characteristics analy zed 

until now can be considered of a positive nat ure . However , 

143. The Bggk pf Rpgch, 99:14 . 
144 . Midraah Tancbua& Buber , payyci Sarah, f6, 
145 . Tanna de Be Eliy&hu, cb. 1 7. .. 
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according to soae aidraahia, Moses displa yed certain 

attitudes which where not what an ideal prophet would have. 

According to the Zohar, Hoses had to be stopped by God since 

he wanted inaediately to acheive a higher degree of 

holiness. Hoses is seen as initially iapulsive, failing to 

understand that "holiness" is obtained through a process 

whereby huaan beings stand on different levels. Taking off 

his sandals is seen a.s Hoses' first step in a long ladder 

that auat be aacended . 146 

Baaed on Ex. 3:5 ("Do not coae closer"), the Babylonian 

Talaud tractate Zcyeshia offers another questionable 

c haracteristic of Hosea . 

"And Be said , 'Do not coae closer'. 
Hosea bad initially counted on coaing 
c lose r to God's power, and being 
elevated t o kingship. Therefore, God 
warned bia at the very outset of the 
aiaaion : Do not expect i~ 7be elevated 
ldnC tor your effort• ! " 

In contrast to t boae aidraabia that portray Hosea' huaility 

as a baaia tor God's choice, here we aee that Hosea ' ini tia l 

intentions were to acheive power for hiaaelf. He thought he 

could aain earthly reward• by accepting the divine call. 

Another exaaple of this trend is the following aidraah in 

Sheaot Rabbah: 
And be said: "Ber• I aa ["bingni"]. Here 
I aa tor priesthood and royalty." God 
said to hia: "You are standing in the 
place of the p i llar of the world. " 

~~~~~~~~~~~ 

146 . ~. BmQ.c 10&b. 



Abrah&9 said: "Here I am" and you say 
"Here I am. " Hoses wished to have 
priests and kings descending fro• him 
but God said: "Do not come closer" (E~. 
3:5) ..• Yet, Hoses obtained both­
priesthood, in that he ministered during 
the seven days of consecration· and 
kingship, as it says: Aod he w~s a king 
in Jeshurun (Dt. 33:5).148 
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According to this midrash, Hoses is offered a kind of 

compromise . Although formally his petition was rejected by 

God, still the midrashic author found a way through an 

intricate interpretation to aff ir• that Hoses bad gotten 

what he had requested. 

B . Hgae• Cgwpared tg Other Biblical peragn•«ea 

In order to further establish the uniqueness of Hoses 

as an appropriate person to lead the people of Israel, 

several aidraahi• uae the method of coapariaon to other 

personalities in the Bible, both before and after Hoses . 

Fro• an ... biguous word in Ex . 3:2 ("And the angel of 

the Lord appeared to hia ["~")' ) , the Rabbis aak: 

Wb7 "to hia?" To teach that other s were 
with bia, yet Hoa~ alone saw; as it ia 
written, of Daniel: And I £!Biel alone 
saw the vision (Dan. 10:7) 

147. B.T. Zoy•shi• 104a . 
148. Sheaot Rabbah 2:6. 
149 • .1,bid , 2:5. For an earlier aiailar parallel, aee B.T. 

~ 4b. 
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The aidrash implies that it is g iven only to a fe w to be 

able to r e cogni ze a .anifestat ions of the Divine . Others may 

be present at t he same time , yet may fail to perceive 

anyt hing extraordinary at all. 

At least i n one case, the quality and ability "to see" 

was a nega tive characteristic. Pesikta d e Rab Kahana gives 

a l eng thy explanation to justify the d e a t hs of Aar on's sons , 

Nadab and Abihu . Afte r describing in detail t he ir offenses 

( t hey e ntered the Sanct uary having t a sted wine beforehand , 

they ente red the Sanctuary without washing their hands and 

f e et , they l acked t he prescribed nuaber o f garaents, because 

t hey had no c hildren, and t hey did not aarry so t he y were 

arrogant), Pesikta de Rab Kahana adds: 

But according to R. Tanchuaa, Ex. 24 :11 
t eaches that Aaron's sons stood and 
stared in a gross way, feast i ng t heir 
eyes boldly on the Presence. In contrast 
to such behavior-so sa i d R. Joshua of 
Siknin, citing R. Levi- Moses did not 
feas t bis eyes on t he Presence and so 
unwittingly derived benefit fro• the 
Presence - that is the proof that be did 
not feast bis eyes on the Presence? The 
verse, "And Moses h i d bis face" 
(Ex.3:6). And proof t hat be derived 
benefit fro• the Presence? The verse 
"Moses knew not that the akin of hl!o 
face sent forth beaas" (Ex. 34:29) 

Hoses' gain, according to t his aidrash, is without inten tion 

("unwittingly he derived benefit"). 

150. Peaikta de-Rab Kahana, Eiaka 26:9. 
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Another difference between Hoses and the other prophets 

is that to other prophets, God did not speak continuously, 

but with Hoses He did. 151 The repetition of Hoses' naae in 

Ex. 3:4 is understood as stressing that in Hoses there was 

no doubt about God's call.152 The Sifra gives another 

interpretation of the repeti t ion of Hoses' name. According 

to this mi drash, there is a quality shared by others with 

Hoses . The prophet, in this instance, i s not seen as 

radically different from everybody else: 

"God called tQ hia out of the aidst of 
the Bush, and said: "Hosea, Hoses " (Ex. 
3:4). As was the case each time in the 
Bible when God called a person by naae 
twice, Abraham, Jacob, Saauel and Moses, 
here, too, it is both a cf~i of fondneaa 
and a call of imaediacy." 

Hoses is coapared to David in several aidrashim . Since 

t hey shared the quality of being shepherds , they were a good 

exaaple: 

He tried David through sheep and found 
hia to be a good shepherd, aa it is 
said: 'He c hose David alao Bia servant 
and took bia froa the sheepfolds' (Pa. 
77:70). Why "froa the sheepfolds?" 
•• • Because he uaed to atop the bi1•er 
aheep troa going out before the aaaller 
onea, and bring aaaller onea out first, 
ao that they should graze upon the 
tender 1raaa, and afterwards be allowed 
the old sheep to feed f roa th~ ordinary 
1raaa, and lastly, be brought forth the 

151. Sbeaot Rabbah 2 : 8 
152 . llUJl. 
153. Sitra, yeyikre 1. For ~ ~ater parall~l to the 
interpretation of the repet1t1on of Moaea • naae, aee 
Sbiaoni, Vol.1, Beec• 168 and Kidraah Ba-Gadol to Ex . 

Yalkut 
3:4 



young, 1 !~sty sheep to eat the tougher 
grass. 

According to another midrashic tradition, David observed 

t he Hishnah of the tractate of Baba Komo 79b by going 

through the wilderness in order to avoid stealing from 

pastures that belonged to others. 155 David was concerned 
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that his sheep should not eat from pastures which belonged 

to other people . 156 Therefore, the fact that Moses had 

presented himself at the Burning Bush as a shepherd was a 

good sign that he will become a great leader in Israel. 

Moses as a prophet is seen by the aidrashic authors to 

have overwelaingly positive qualifications. Yet, soae 

aidrashia that we analyzed point to c haracteristics that 

Hosea had to overcome in order to gain divine election . This 

teaches us that perfection vas not a pre-condition to gain 

God's attention. 

154. l.biJl, 2:2. 
155 • .IlaiAt 2:3. 
156. AccordinC to 
called God "their 
thia reaard. 

another tradition, David and Jacob had 
shepherd." See Hidraah Tebillia 23:2. in 
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A. Moses Initial Amb iyalence. 

According to a midrasb previously quoted in chapter 

five, Moses waited seven days before be accepted the divine 

call at t he Burning Bush, 157 connoting a degree of 

ambivalence in fulfill i ng his mission. This ambivalence 

was based on Ex . 3:6: "And Hoses hid bis face, for he was 

afraid to look upon God.~ In this section we will aention 

o ther ways in wh ich, according to the aidrasbic iaagination, 

Hoses delayed bis response and the consequences of his 

delay. 

Moses' ambiv alence had raaifications for the future . A 

midrash in Sheaot R.abbah says the following , based on Ex . 

3:6 ("And Moses hid his face" ): 

Moaea did not do well in hiding his 
face, for had he not done ao, God would 
have revealed to hia what is above and 
what is below, what ha• happened and 
what will happen. So when Hoaea later 
wished to behold [God], aa it is said: 
" Show ae, I pray to you, your Glory" 
(Ex . 33:18), God replied: "I caae to 
abow you, but you did hide your face. 
Now I tell you that 'aan fgftll not see 
Me and live' (Ex. 33:20)" 

Moaea was punished for turning hi• face away fro• the 

Burning Bush and was not allowed to receive divine knowledge 

of the heavens and the earth, past, preaent, and future. 

Not only was Hosea "punished" by hi• action at the Burning 

157. See Kidraah Tanchuaa Buber, B•yy•i Sar&h t6, p.83. 

158 . Sheaot R.abbah 3:1. 



Bush, but in this case, according to our aidras h, the 

consequence of Hoses' aabivaleoce seeaed to i nfluence t he 

future degree of closeness between God and huaan beings. 
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Hoses' uncertainty and hesitation to act, acco rding to 

Tanna Debe Eliyahu , w- baaed oo bis tears of those who had 

persecuted hia in EgTPt . Io one aidraah, the following 

conversation takes place between Hosea and God on this 

subject: 

"Do you wiah to del iver 8e i nto t he 
power of 117 ~es who seek 117 lite? 
Was it not for Ua.ia reason that I fled 
fro• the.?• The Roly One replied: "Be 
not afraid. By DOW they are dead : 'All 
the -n are dead that SOUCht your life' 
(Ex. 4:19).• And who -re the aen? 
Datha.n and AhU... But bad they died? 
Were not Dat.han and Ahiraa still alive? 
Yea, aa a aace pointed out, whenever 
Scripture apealcs of .an •standing 
rifid, • Dat.han and Abiram are aeant . 
Bence tbe preTiou.a refere.nce to dead aen 
signifies that it vaa not Dathan and 
Abir_, b&Lt. their fortu.nea that had 
v i thered~r5t 

In the aidraah of T&DD& Debe Eli;rabu, Moses ' fears were of a 

physical nature . But tbe .-,iYalence ot Hosea was based as 

well on spiritual coDCenlS: 

For he coaaidered that huaan eloquence 
co~ with Goel'• waa deficient, and 
also, caatioaa .. he v .. by nature, he 
ahraat froe t:JU.aca- sublime and Judged 
that -thr of -ch -.nitude were not 
for hia. 

159 . T&DD& Debell~, Pirb la-Igr idot, cb .2 . 
160. Philo, Pc Jlt:a llM-j• I, IS. 
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In this interpretation, Philo minimized Hoses' physical 

objection and states instead that Hoses' true concern was 

for the wrong ful impersona tion of God, which fo r a human, 

c an only be a poor imitation of the divine spirit. Philo 

reinterprets the problem as one of "eloquence" and of being 

"cautious" by nature. He attributes to Hoses personality 

traits that cause his hesitation. The general line of 

Philo 's argument is to portray the Burning Bush narrative in 

a mo r e natural manner. 

Hoses' initial uncertainty was linked in midrashic 

interpretations to both physical and spiritua l matters. The 

consequences of his ambivalence had implications for h i mself 

and Israel in their relationship with God. 

B. Hosea' Injtial Rejegtiona of Hjs Hjaaion 

Exodus 3:4-4:17 contains a conversation between God and 

Hoses at the Burning Bush. Within this conversation, God 

coaaissiona Hosea to return to Egypt to free the enslaved 

Israelites and lead the• out i nto the wilderness. Hoses' 

initial reaction throughout this conversation was one of 

aabivalence, leading to a series of rejections of God's 

coaaisaion. This section ~ill concentrate upon the 

f ollowinC biblical verses : 

But Hoses said to God, "Who aa I t hat I 
should go to Pharaoh and free the 
Israelite• fro• Ecypt?" And He said, " I 
will be with you; that shall be your 



sign that it was I who sent you. And 
when you have freed the people from 
Egypt, you shall worship God at this 
mountain. " 
Mo ses ~aid to God , "When I come to t he 
Israelites and say to t hea , 'The God of 
your fathers has sent me to you, ' and 
t hey ask me, 'What is Ris name? ' wha t 
shall I s a y to them?" And God s a id to 
Hoses, "Ebyeb -Asber-Eb yeb. " He 
continued, "Thus shall you say to the 
Israelites, '.Ehu.h s ent me to you. ' " 
( Ex • 3 : 11 -1 5 ) 
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Se veral midrashim expand on these verses fro m Exodus, 

concent rati ng o n Hoses' words of hesitation. One source 

cites Hosea' fears of inadequacy in providing for a ll of t he 

needs of t he Israe l ites t hroughou t his co .. isa i on : 

And Hoses said to God: "Who am I ?" • .. 
R. Nehorai (int erpreted], Hosea said to 
God: "You tell me to go and bring out 
Israel. Where can I g ive thea shelter 
in su .. er fro• t he hea t and i n winter 
fro• the cold? Where shall I obtain a 
s ufficiency of food and drink? How aany 
aidwi ves do t hey have ; bow aany pregnant 
woaen, how many bab ies! What food have 
you prepared for t he i r aidwives? What 
kind of delicacies have you for t hose 
prefnant? How aany dried grains and 
nuts have you prepared for the little 
ones?" .•. Go d s aid to h i a : "Froa t he 
c ake which will go forth with thea fro• 
Ef,.-pt and whic h will be enough to 
satisfy the• for t h irty dayftlyou will 
know how I wil l lead thea! " 

Accordinf to this a id rash, Hoses' coaplaint was baaed upon 

his belief that he would be solely responsible f or 

s at isfying all of the physic al needs of the Israelites. 

161 . Sbeaot Rabbab 3:4. For parallel sources, see Shir 
Raahiria Rabbah 1:7 and Hi drash Tancbuaa Ha-Nidpaa, Sheaot 
14 . For sources relating to the "thirty days, " see Hec h ilta 
de Rabbi Iahaael, Exodus 8g Piaka 14, B'abelech 4, B.T. 
Jidduabin 38a and Yalltut Sbiaoni , vol. 1, B&a&s 257 . 

--
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God's reassurance clar ifies this point. God directly 

answers Moses' concern by replying that God will be 

responsible for the daily necessities. Note that God ' s 

promise o f assistance comes with a limited time frame: God 

will provide t he provisions for thirty days. 

Specific ally, Moses' concern is expressed with the 

words, "Wh o am I ( Mi Anocbi ) ?" in Exodus 3:11. She mot 

Rabbah uses t hese t wo words in a word play based upon the 

use of t he word "Anocbi" both in Genesis and Malachi. "I 

("Anocbi ") Myself will go down with you to Egypt, and I 

Myself will also bring you bac k" (Gen. 46 :4 ]), Malac h i 3 :23 

states, "Lo, I ("Anocb i") will send the prophet Elijah to 

you before the coming of the awesoae, fearful day of the 

Lord." Just as Israel went to Egypt with "Anochi," so, 

too, will Israel be redeeaed by Elijah with "Anochi." 

Hosea questioned whether this would be the redeapt ion 

promised to Jacob in Genesis 46:4 . 162 Hoses noticed that in 

the proaiae to Jacob, God uaed the word "Anpchi, " implying 

that i t would be God who would take Israel out of Egypt. 

Yet at the Burning Bush, it appears to Hosea that i t is he, 

Moses, who ia g iven the task of redeaption, not God Himself 

("Anpchi")! In yet another aidrash, Hosea c ontinued to 

question his involveaeot in God's coaaiasion. Be doubts 

t hat the aerit of Israel ia great enough to riak his own 

162. Sheaot llabbah 3:4. 
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life. 163 

Although the ma jority of midrashim allow Hoses to be 

seen as doubting and q uestioning t he divine call, another 

midrash actually praises Hoses' rejection a s an act of 

righteousness ! Th . t d is ren represents a minority opinion 

within the midrashim we have analyzed. Midrash Lekach Tov 

wrote : 

"And Moses said to God, 'Who aa I, t ha t 
I should go . . . ? ' (Ex . 3:11)" Woe to t he 
evildoers who, whe n God grants thea 
power and l eadership, they become 
arrogant and self-se r ving . And blessed 
be t he righteous of Israel who, the aore 
they are elevated, t he aore they fst 
modes t and humble i n the ir roles. 

C . "Ehyeb Asher Ehyeh" as God's Assurance to Mgsea 

Other aidrashia focused on additional reassurances t hat 

God gave to Moses at t he Burning Bush. In particular , God 

used Bis name as a sign of His divine i nvolveaent. The word 

" Ehych" was interpreted by R. Isaac in the following way: 

"God said to Moses: 'Tell t hem that I aa now what I a l ways 

was and always wi ll be;' for this reason the word "ehych" 

waa written three tiaes." 165 The repetition of God's naae 

t hree tiae• is reassur i ng in a very signif icant aanner . It 

denotes God 's coaaitmen t i n the past, present, and future ot 

163 • .Ibid· 
164. Nidraah Lekacb Tov to Exodus 3:2. 
165. Sheaot Rabbah 3:6 . 
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t he Jewish people. 

The use of God's name is so significant that the people 

of Is rael migh t have assumed His protection would save them 

from any further oppression after the exodus. But in the 

opinion of R. Jacob b. Abina i n t he name of R. Huna of 

Seppbori s , this is not so: 

God said to Hoses: "Tel l t hem tha t I 
will be with them in this servitude 
( " h . t b d ") d . . a i a oo , an in servitude they 
will go again, but I will be with them!" 
Whereupon Hoses said to God: "Shall I 
tell them this?" God answered: "Enou gh ! 
Eac h trouble in its own time ("daixo 
latzora biaho'atoh") .• . I reyggl this 
only to you but no t to thea." 

This midrash indic ates t ha t God c ould not d isc l ose the 

complete truth to Israel regarding their f ate. I t is 

inte resting to note that God includes Hoses in his plan to 

release only the information that will entice Israel to 

leave Egypt for redemption. Seeaingly, t his aidrash assumes 

t hat "the end justifies t he means." Using God ' s name as a 

s ign, Hoses agreed to c arry out his part of this p l anned 

enticeaent. 

Philo understood the aeaning of God's name in a 

different way. According to Philo, God's naae ia tied to 

the knowledse of right and wrong. Philo'a assuaption was 

that if the people "knew" thia baaic ditference (by hearing 

the naae of God) that an7 rational bu.a.an being ia able to 

166. l.b.id· For 111>re on tbia theae, aee B.T. Bcrasbgt 9b and 
Yalkut Shiaoni, vol . 1, Beae& 171 . 



achieve, then the people of Israe l would choose by 

thems elves to leave their situation of slavery.167 

Tanna Debe !liyahu follows Philo's lead by stating : 

"Then Hoses replied to the Holy One , 'Master of the 

univer s e, make known to me Your great and holy name' 
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When those on high saw that the Holy One had turne d over the 

secret of the name to Hoses, they said, ' Blessed be the 

Name, gracious Giver of knowledge . 1
"
168 Here we see that 

lhe name of God is e qua ted with knowledge. 

Hoses' initial rejection is met with God's a nger in an 

early source. God quest ioned the strength o f Hosea' faith, 

since Hosea felt t he need to be reassured by asking for 

God' s oaae: 

When God responded to Hoses, s aying 
"Ebych Aahcr Ehych ( Ex. 3: 14 ) , " he waa 
in fac t saying , "Woe for those who 
passed away and are not aore. So aany 
times did I reveal myself to Abraham, 
Isaac and Jacob, and they never doubted 
my abilities nor demanded , 'What ia your 
name?' And here at the Burning Buah you 
iaaediately aak, 'What is your name?' 
And you hold me to blame for

1
g§t having 

already rescued my people !'" 

Once again a midraah expands on the moti f ot Hosea ' i ni tial 

aabivalence to the divine call. The difference here reaidea 

in t he description ot God's anger in response to Hosea. 

Hosea, however, was not the only c haracter involved in 

the exodus to have doubted God's plan. Several midraahim 

167. Philo, Pe Yit• Hoaia I, 74. 
168. Tanna Debe lliyabu , P i ckel Ba-Xcridpt, c h. 2. 
169. B.T. Sepbedrip lla . 



elaborate t he point that it was Israel that showed 

ambivalence, and not Hoses. 
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Pesikta de Rav Kahana linked the doubts of Israel with 

Job's doubts regardind hL' s fate. B d a ase upon Proverbs 13:12, 

"Hope deferred make s the heart sick," this midraah expressed 

that the long time of suffering in Egypt weakened Israel's 

ability to respond positi vely to Cod's c all : 

"I will surely remember you" (Ex. 3:16), 
they kept asking him: "Hoses, our 
master, merely another promise of 
remembering ? What is my strength, that 
I should keep on waiting? And what is 
the lime set for my redemption that I 
should keep on being patient? ls my 
strength the strength of atones? Or is 
my flesh of brass? (Job 6:11-12)." So, 
like Job, Israel asked: " Ia our strength 
the strength of stones? Or is our flesh 
made of brass?" But as soon as God 
said: "In this month you shall be 
redeemed," they said: "A definite time 
at last! -- Desire fulfilled is a tree 
of life" (Prov. 13:12). "This month 
shall be to you the beginning of months 
(Ex . 12:2) - - ~0he beginning of your 
redemptionJ. " 1 

This midrash points out Israel's initial rejection of the 

divine plan, but ends with a change of attitude. Israel 

ultimately accepted t he divine c all when she was given a 

specific time for redemption instead of a general promise as 

it was presented initially. 

Philo is another of these sources that suggested 

Iarael's doubts: 

170. Peaikta de Rav Kahana, E.iak& 5:3. 



And, if in their natural weakness they 
seek some title to use, tell them'not 
only that I am God, but also the God of 
the three men whose names express their 
v~rtue, each of them the exemplar of the 
wisdom they have gained - Abraham by 
teach~ng, 1 ?yaac by nature, and Jacob by 
practice. 
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Philo suggests here that due to "natural weakness, " Israel 

will not be able to dist inguish in a rational way what they 

ought to do. He proposes a second level of understanding -

the search for meaning i n God's name that would lead to the 

knowledge of right and wrong. For those who are not able to 

attain knowledge through the second level of understanding, 

Philo provides a third level, which is the lowest in bis 

scale. In the third level, understanding is achieved 

through external signs and airacles. 172 After years of 

bondage, Israel was in a weakened state and this weakened 

condition would cause the• to doubt Hoses' words of a 

miraculous rede•ption. 

Based upon the dialogue between God and Hoses in Exodus 

3:4-4:17, a variety of sources describe Hoses ' early 

hesitation and fear of accepting his mission at the Burning 

Bush. God responds by reassuring Hoses that He will be with 

him and with Israel. God gives Hoses his naae, " Ehycb ARhcr 

.Ehx.ch" as a aeans of convincing both Hoses and Israe l of His 

intent to redeea thea. Hidrashic sources attribute doubt to 

Israel as well. Israel's weakened condition requires a 

171 . Philo, p. vita Noais I, 76. 
172. J..bj,d, I, 76, 82 . 



specific promise o f redemption, complete with a date, in 

order to strengthen her in her faith. 
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A. J.ink&gc to the paRt 

There is an inclination with midrashic authors to 

search for the sources or roots of a major historical event 

in another moment of Jewish history. The narrative of Ex. 

3:1-4:17 was looked upon as a major watershed between a 

period which essentially was the formative one for the 

Jewish nation and the period which, starting from the 

redemption from Egypt, led to Sinai and the land of Israel -

- thus fulfilling the divine promise. 

When the rabbis confronted the narrative of the Burning 

Bush they asked themselves whether Hoses' act~ons had any 

precedent in the Bible. Where did the divine promise 

originate? Why did Hoses make a major change in his life? 

If there were a divine plan, the rabbis could not accept 

t hat the Burn ing Bush theophany was its beginning; they 

searched backwards in J ewish history to link t his episode to 

a former time or event in order to give "sacred meaning" to 

other moments. 

Midrasbic authors linked part of the verse of Ex. 3:1 

( "[Moses] drove the flock into the wilderness ("podcf la 

aidba r"] • • • ") with the promise made to Abrahaa in Gen. 15:1-

4 . This connection was made in Shemot Rabbah in the 

following way: 

God said to Moaes: "You will bring out 
Israel fro• Eiypt by the aerit of hia 
with who• I spoke between the piecea" ­
that ia Abrahaa. The word "wilderness" 



(" midbor" ) can only mean speech 
("dibbur") here, as it says: "your mouth 
is lovely." l"midborech nayeb" [Song of 
Songs 4:3J J 17 3 
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In quoting Song of Songs, Shemot Rabbah has linked Abraham 

and the activity of Hoses (" rode( lomidbor" ), with the 

description between a lover and his beloved (" midbarech 

~"). Since in the rabbinic imagination Song of Songs is 

interpreted as the love between God and Israel, this midrash 

makes the analogy that the love and promise expressed by God 

to Abraham in Gen. 15 (the lover and the beloved in Song of 

Songs) is fulfilled with lhe theophany at the Burning Bush. 

According to this interpretation, Ex. 3:1-4:17 is understood 

as the fulfillment of an earlier promise (made to Abraham) 

between a lover (God) and His beloved (Israel). 

Abraham was not the only patriarch who was linked to 

Hoses. According to Philo, the three patriarchs, Abraham, 

Isaac, and Jacob, all will serve as an example to the people 

of Israel: 

"And, if, in their natural weakness, 
they seek some title to use, tell them 
not only that 1 a• God, but also the God 
of the three men whose oa11es express 
their virtue, each of t he• the exemplar 
ot tbe wisdom they have gained- Abraham 
by teachinf' Isaac by nature, Jacob by 

t . .. 4 p rac tee. 

173. Sbe•ot Rabbab 2:4. For an additional linkage between 
'aidbe,r' and ' dihhur ,' see Sbeaot Rabbab 24:4 and Bamidbar 

Rabbah l9: 13. 
174. Philo, Pc Vita Hgaia I, 76 
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In this source we see the names of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob 

used by Philo as reassurance for a doubtful Israel. 

In several examples, the linkage between the Burning 

Bush and Is r ael's past extends to t he days of c reation. 

According to Tanna Debe Eliyahu , Hoses' rod, wh ich is 

mentioned i n Ex. 4 : 2-5 as a future instrument of salvation , 

was passed through the generations. The r od whic h had been 

created at twil i gh t [on the eve of the first Shabbat) had 

been given to Ad am and he passed i t o n . It was the ve ry 

same rod which helped Moses be the ideal shep herd that 

attracted divine attention.1 75 

The s ame midrashic source, Tanna Debe Eliyahu, with its 

parallel in Pirke de Rabb i Eliezer, links the Burning Bush 

with one of God's six descents into the world. God 

"descended" in the Garden of Eden, t h e Tower of Babel , to 

del iver Abraham, to accompany Jacob and h is kindred to 

Egypt, i n t o the Burning Bush and f i nall y on Mount Sinai . 176 

By linking God' s descent to the Burning Bush with t he other 

descents, the narrative of Ex. 3:1-4:17 i ncreases in 

i mportance. This linkage of major events in the history of 

Israel points to the continuity of t he encounter between God 

and Israel. 

In Pesikta de Rav Kahana we find a more i mmediate 

linkage in time . The following allegory was created: 

175. Tanna Debe Eliyahu Pirkoi Ba-Yeridgt, c b .2. 
176 • .IJUJl, ch.l and its' parallel in Pirke de Rabbi El i ezer 

c h.39-40-41. 



Pharao~ ~ou~d no iniqu ity in Me, but you 
fou nd in1qu1ty in Me. With whom may 
Pharaoh be compared? Wilh [the steward 
of) a king who, befo r e going to a far 

city by the sea, proceeded to depos it 
with the steward all that he possessed. 
After a while, the k ing re tu rned from 
the f ar city by the s ea and sai d to his 
steward, "Return to me what I deposited 
with you." The steward lied: "I am not 
your servant, nor did you deposit 
anything wi th me." What did t he king do 
to the steward? He had him seized and 
suspended from a torturer's scaff old. 
Thereupon, t he steward said: "I 
acknowledge that I am your servant and I 
am ready i9

7
return all you deposited 

with me ." 

According to t his midrash, Pharaoh is ident ified as t he 

steward of Israel. As in the above analogy, God has to 

torture t he steward with ten plagues in o rder to c hange 

Pharaoh's mind . 178 The c all o f Moses is situated then 
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between the momen t when God, as it where, left Israel unde r 

the stewardship of Pharaoh, and his own punishment for 

betraying that trust. 

B . The Sinai/Wilderness Experience 

One significant milepost i n the redeaptive process of 

Israel was the Burning Bush. Another significant moment was 

t he collective experience of Israel at Sinai and their 

wanderings in the desert. Several aidr aabim connect these· 

two events. 

177. Peaikta de Rav Kahana, ~ 14 : 5. 
178 . llWi· 

--
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Philo was one of the early sources to point oul lhat 

the angel that appeared in the f1"re wi"thi·n the Burning Bush 

(Ex. 3:2) heralded future events for the Jewish people. 119 

R. Hoshaia the Elder noted in this regard that Moses ' hiding 

his face at the Burning Bush ( Ex. 3:6) would be rewarded in 

t he future: 

Moses did well in hiding bis face, for 
God said to him; RSince you showed me 
respe ct a nd hid your face when I s howed 
Myself to you, I assure you t hat you 
will be near Me on the mountai n fo r 
forty days a nd forty n ights. You wi l l 
not e at no r drin k , but you will fe a st on 
t he s p l endo r of t he Divi ne Glory 
("She c hinab") , as it is said: And Hoses 
did not kno w that t he skin of b bs f a ce 
sent forth bea•s (Ex. 34 :29). 1 

Th is midra s h is unu s ual in its sta t eme n t t hat Hose s was 

r e warded by God fo r refra i ning from looking at t he Burning 

Bush. His reward would be to stay i n the pre sence of the 

Sbechinah at Mo u nt Sinai. 

In another interpretation, seeing t he Burning Bush gav e 

Hoses the a bi lity not to be a f raid of what he would see 

lat er on a t Mo unt Sinai . God p rovided Hoses with the 

o pportunity to pre pare hi•self for his prophe tic role with 

Isr ael. 181 

179, Philo pc Vi t a Hpsi a I , 66 . 
180. Sheaot Rabbah 3 : 1 . See alao Va yikra Rabbah 20:10, 
Baai dbar Rabbah 2 : 25, Hidr a a b Ta ncbuma Ha-N i dpas, Shempt 19, 
and Yalkut Shiaoni, vol. 1, ~ 173. 
18 1. Sheaot Rabbah, 2:5 . 
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Pesikta de Rav Kahana used Ex. 3:10 and Ex. 32:7 as 

prooftexts to c rea te a linkage between the Burning Bush and 

Sinai: 

"Come t herefore , I will s end you to 
Pharaoh , and you shall fre e Hl'. people 
the Israe lites fro m Egypt ( Ex. 3:10).:' 

"Hurry down, for .x.12.11.J: people, whom 
you b r ought out of the land of Egypt, 
have acted basely ( Ex. 3 2: 7)." 

At the Burning Bush, God looked favorably upon Israel, 

thereby referring to them as " My people. " In con tras t, 

after t he Israelites created a Golden Calf at the base o f 

Ht. Sinai, God appeared to distance Hi mself from Israel by 

stating to Hoses, "Yi:uu:: people ... have a cted base ly . " In 

Hoses' reply to God in this midrash , be reminds God of His 

relationship to Israel as ~tated it at the Burning Bush. 

Whereupon Hoses replied: "Master of 
univers es, when the children of Israel 
sin, they are called mine: but when they 
are free fro m sin, t hey are called 
Yours. Yet, sinful or sinless, they are 
Yours: 'They are Your peoplyA2and Your 
inheritance (Deut. 9:29). ' " 

Based on the Burning Bush experience, Hoses was able to 

argue wi th God on behalf of Israel when they coaaitted the 

si n of the Golden Calf at Sinai. 

The phrase " na'aseb y'nisheab" ("we will do and we will 

hearken") is the basis for another aidrash which involves 

both the Burning Busb and the Golden Calf narratives. 

Israel'• creation of the Golden Calf was seen as a 

182 . Peaikta de Rav Kahana, E.iakA 16:9. 
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transgression upon the commandment " na ' asch " ("we will do"), 

Therefore, the midrash continued, "Take care of (the 

commandment ] 'we will hearken' as though you were taking 

care of both [commandmentsJ." 183 After a lengthy list of 

possible transgressions Israel might commit regarding the 

commandment of "y'nishmah" (" we will hearken"), the midrash 

concludes wi th t he following: 

[Even if Israel does not hearken, at 
least let them become one as they were 
i n Egypt, so that God may still save 
them.] ..• Because Israel was then one , 
God leaped forth to save Israel: "I have 
come down to rescue t hea froa the 
Egypt ians and to bring t he• out of that 
land to a good and spacious l and , a land 
flowl~f with milk and honey ... " (Ex. 
3:8) 

The midrash con trasts the unity o f Israel in Egypt with the 

disunity of Israel at Mount Sina i, using God's promise given 

a t the Burning Bush. Another connection between the two 

episodes was aade possible by the use of t he wo rd play for 

t he two words, "~" (" bus h ") and "Sln&i" . 185 Through 

t h is l i nkage, the sacredness of Mount Sinai was extended 

chronologic ally ba ckwards to the region of the Bush ("the 

aountain o f God , " Ex. 3:1). 

Israe l received the Torah a t Sinai . The s i gnif icance 

ot the Torah to t he Jewish people is the basis tor the 

following aidrashi c connection between the Burning Bush and 

183 . lllidt 14:4. 
184. Pe•ikta de Rav Kahana, E.iaka 14:4. 
185. Pirke de Rabbi Bliezer, cb.41 . 



Torah. 

Just as the thorn bush requires water in 
order to flourish, so does Israel 
flourish only by means of Torah which 
is compared to water, as it is ~ritten 
"Come all who

8
thirst, come to the wate; 

(Is. 55:1)."' 6 
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The sacredness of the future reception of the Torah 

endows even Lhe barren present of the Burning Bush narrative 

with sanctity. Thus a Targum source wrote: 

[Thus Moses was told,) " . .. For the 
place upon which you are standing is 
holy ground; for on it you will receive 
the Torah in order

1
i9 inst ruct the 

people of Israel . " 

Once again the place of the Burning Bush, called •eoreb, the 

mount a i n of God," is also ascribed as the cite of Mou.ot. 

Sinai. It is as if the holiness of the ground at the 

Burning Bush is determined by the future t heol>hanT at Ht. 

Sinai. 

There is a sense that the Burning Bush and Sinai are 

interrelated by the aidrashi• cited in t his section. They 

appeared so linked together that the r eader vould fiad it 

diff icult to study one without the other . The identifica-

tion between the Burning Bush, Sinai , and Torah transposed 

the diaenaions of apace and tiae . 

186. Sheaot R.abbah, 2:5. 
187. TarlWI Yonatan ben Uzziel to Ex. 3:5. 



C. The Buening Bush Linked to Israe l's Fu t ure 

The connection between the Burning Bush and Israel's 

future experiences did not end with the desert event. It 

extended to the conquest of the land o f Israel, to t he 

destruction of the Temple, and finally to the time of the 

coming of the Messiah and the world to come. 

Seder Eliyahu Rabbah linked Hosea' need for God's 
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assurance at the Burn ing Bush with Joshua's similar need of 

divine assurance before t he conquest of the l and o f Israel. 

God replied [to Joshua): "Am I no t t he 
very one who at the beginning [ of the 
e vents leading to the exodus) said to 
your master Hoses: 'Come now therefore 
and I will send you ( Ex.3:10)?'" 
Thereupo n , reluctant to go, Hoses 
replied: "Please , 0 Lo rd , make someone 
else Your agent ( Ex. 4 :13)", and later 
on said: "Since I c ame to Pharaoh to 
speak in You r name, he has dealt ill 
with this people (Ex. 5 :23). 

[Never t heless, with assurance of Hy 
help to I srael , I sent h i• to deal with 
Pharaoh . Likewise now, with assurance 
of Hy help, I send you to deal YA8h 
Israel's enemies in the Land . ") 

Here i n t h is midrash, it is God who links the Burning Bush 

with t he conquest of t he land. The similari ties bet ween the 

t wo events emphasized the initial ambivilance of Israel's 

leaders. With t he he lp o f God's assurances, both Hoses and 

Joshua were able to overcome their fears and c arry out the i r 

aiaaions. 

188 . Seder Eliyahu Rabbah, c h. 18. 
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A midrashi c disagreement e nsued regarding the di v 1ne 

presenc e ( "Shecbinab " l -- Did the "Shec hinab" still reside 

in t he Temple or did the "Sbec binah " move to t he hea,ens? 

This disagreement was bas ed upon Ex. 3:1
1 

"iNow Moses was 

tending the flock ... ". Hoses had proved himse lf as a 

shepherd empowered by God to lead I srael out of s lave ry. 

With the destruction o f t he Temple , midrashic authors 

debated whether God wo uld conti nue li.iJi role of shepherd of 

Israel . 189 

Another mot if regarding the future of Israel is t he 

connection between the Burning Bush experience and the wo rld 

to come. The compar ison is made i n Shemot Rabbah in the 

following manner: 

Just as the thorn bush flourishes both 
in desert soil and by the riverside, s o 
does the people of Israel live i§othis 
world and in the world to coae. 

The people of Israel is symbolized here as the t horn 

bush; this world is s)'lllbolized by the desert; and t he world 

lo c ome is represented by the riverside . Israel will 

surv ive, whether suffering the hardships of this wo rld , such 

as the slavery of Egypt, or in the ideal conditions o f the 

messianic age. This is not the first reference in a midrash 

t hat links Israel to a thorn bush, such as the Burning 

Bush. 191 

189. Sheaot Rabbah, 2:2. See also Midraab Tehilia 11 and 
Bereahit Rabbah 56:5. 
190 . l.b.id. 2:5. 
191. See c hapter 3 of this paper, p.56. 
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The Burning Bush was the starting point in the story of 

Israel's salvation in the exodus. Other Jewish historical 

e vents prompted the midrashic authors to look for this 

salvatiooal motif in the story o r the Burning Bush. The 

rabbis attempted to benefit from the inspiration and 

gu i dance provided by the Burning Bush message. Their 

ulti•ate assurance of Jewish destiny was derived from the 

Burning Bush narra tive with its promise of a place for 

Israel in the world to come. 
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CONCLUSION 



1 14 

The theophany at the Burning Bush oCCers us the 

opportun ity to immerse ourselves in one of the most intimale 

and intriguing dialogues between God and Moses. Following 

the Torah text , one could wonder, from Moses perspective, 

how his life could be c hanged just as a consequence of a few 

recorded ve rses. I believe that the rabbis, in writ ing 

t heir midrashim, addressed to a great degree t his conce rn. 

I return to my original questions posed in the 

Introduction of this thesis: What does it take to change 

t he life and the orientation of a human being ? How is it 

that a dialogue with God can compe l an i ndividual to turn 

his life and dedicate it fully to a cause? What type of 

relationship does God expect to have with human beings? 

I believe that our rabbia searched for answers to these 

questions when they wrote aidrashim based on the narrative 

of Exodus 3:1-4:17. It should not be surprising that the 

rabbis' answers were not totally uniform in ter•• of their 

interpretations of the Burning Bush text. They, like all of 

us, perceive God and the role of Hosea, in different ways. 

But if generalisations are to be made after reading 

these aidraahia, I would say that there is a definite 

pattern or trend in their thou•ht. In relat ion to God's 

revelation to Hosea and through bi• to t he Jewish people, I 

perceive that certain expectations of God can be aff iraed. 

Accordi°' to different aidraahia, God J ud••• His people 

according to their present behavior despite God's knowledge 
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that they wi ll sin in the future. God entered into an 

intimate and immediate relationship with Hoses. God's 

a ctions in His rela tionship with Hoses reflect His 

co11U11itment to the convenant wit h Israel. As part of the 

convenant, God responds to t rue prayers and supplications . 

God does not save a perfect people; God saves those who 

accept as well as those who reject Ria will. God is able to 

relate to imperfect human beings, is able to see their 

potential for iaproveme n t and ultimately saves the Jewish 

people for the sake of Torah. In the proc ess of redemption, 

God ascribes great value to huaan responsibility. Human 

beings have an important role to play in the redemptive 

process. As a consequence of the redemption from Egypt, God 

expects a long life o f coamitaent from His people . As part 

of t hat covenantal commi t ment, God expects a state of 

spiritual being fro• Hi s people which can be a ccomplished 

t hrough the 'performance of witzyot, as an expression of love 

of God. 

The aidrasbia on the Burning Bush narrative stress t he 

idea that God is a guiding force. God was the protector of 

Israel, in the abort term through the exodus from Egypt, and 

in the loni tera, God will be Israel's protector throughout 

the 1enerationa. Althoush this guiding force will be 

present for Israel as a nation, God's protection aay not be 

evident in every aoaent in which Israel is in a crisis . 
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The midrashim on the Burning Bush teach us about Hoses' 

overall good qualities and qualifications to be a prophet. 

However, two aspects of the biblical text which the 

midrashim tend not to emphasize, are the significance of 

God's name and the detailed series of Hoses ' rejections of 

the divine call. Some midrashim go so far as to praise 

Hoses for initially rejecting God's call. 

The area that is most developed in the midrashic 

literature is the one that gives symbolic meaning to the 

details of the call. Specifically, the Bush itself and the 

fire are the elements within the narrative which a re most 

used to address the symbolic meaning of the story. 

I have learned that this symbolic thrust is future 

oriented. The theological implications are c lear. For the 

midrashic authors, the Burning Bush was a decisive event in 

terms of the relationship between hu•an beings and God. 

This event was seen as linked in a c hain which started with 

Creation and ended with the days of the Messiah and the 

world to co•e · This future thrust underscores the basic 

hopeful attitude of Jewish faith. According to the 

aidrashi• baaed on the Burning Bush, Hoses, while 

confronting God prior to his people 's rede•ption, already 

co .. itted hi•self to Sinai, Torah, the land of Israel and 

bringing about the aesaianic ace. 
I believe that the rabbis who wrote these aidraahi• 

through the centuries expected each reader of Exodus 3:1-
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4:17 to re-enac t, through the help of the midrashic 

imag ination , the a ct of personal commitment that Moses 

experienced . Hidrash ic writers encouraged us to go t hrough 

the different stages which Hoses had to experience. By 

reading these midrashim, I was chal l enged to "stand again" 

and be able "to see" what Hoses saw in order to renew my 

pe rsonal relationshi p with God. In this sense, I believe 

that our rabbis succeeded in enabl i ng us, through the medium 

of midrash, lo link ourselves to t he c hain of Jewish 

traditio n both past and future. 

There are several areas wh ich one could persue in order 

to expand the scope of this thesis. In Chapter One, I 

outlined a comparative framework for the prophetic "call. " 

It would be interest ing to know how t he midrashim deal t with 

other prophetic "calls. " Of similar interest would be the 

midras bic treataent of God's descents ( according to one 

listing, God descended to earth six times ). In partic ular , 

a comparative midrashic study of biblical personalities who 

coaaitted theaselves t o a cause that c hanged their lives 

would add much. 

Another possible angle of pursuit would be to compare 

bow other religious traditions have treated the Burning Bush 

narrative . In particul~r, coapari_ng and c ontrasting our 

findings with the Christian and Koslea understandings of 

Moses' c all would be fascinating , since these faith 

co .. unities shared tor centuries their lives with the Jew i sh 
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Finally, one c an pursuit how 'moderns ' have understood 

thia biblical section. From a sermonic perspective, one can 

learn how different faiths understand t he Burning Bush 

narrative and appl y it to modern day concerns. We could add 

modern theologians' treatment of this biblical section as 

well as psychologic al studies of the personality of Hoses. 

These are other modern a venues to pursue further study of 

t he Burning Bush narrati ve . 
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