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The episode of the hatan damim, told in three pesukim in the fourth perek of Sefer Shemot, is
among the most enigmatic narrative sections of Humash. There are several technical as well as
philosophical questions that arise from a preliminary reading of the story. In this article, my
focus is on the latter: on understanding why Hashem acts as He does in these pesukim, and why
this short narrative is placed as a prelude to the story of geulat Mitzrayim.**

The chief philosophical question that arises from the story of the hatan damim is why Hashem
would seek to kill Moshe or his son* for the delay in performing a brit milah. This poses a
problem not only because the punishment seems excessively severe, but also because the hatan
damim episode immediately follows Hashem’s protracted efforts to convince Moshe to accept
the mission of redeeming Bnei Yisrael. It is therefore especially difficult to understand why
Hashem would threaten to kill Moshe or his son just after Moshe has acceded, and has set out to
Mitzrayim as Hashem’s shliach mitzvah.

R. Yaakov Tzvi Mecklenburg, in his sefer Haketav Vehakabbalah, is so troubled by the difficulty
of understanding why Hashem would mete out the death penalty in this context that he
proposes a radical reinterpretation of the pesukim. He suggests that Hashem, in fact, did not
seek to kill anyone in the story of the hatan damim. He suggests that “vayifgeshehu Hashem”
(Shemot 4:24) means that Hashem punished Moshe in some way for delaying to perform a brit
milah on his son,* but that the subject of “vayevakesh hamito” is not Hashem, but Moshe:

3% In their commentaries on Shemot 4:24-26, Rashi and Ibn Ezra offer interpretations that address the basic textual
questions that arise from peshat in these pesukim, such as: whom does Hashem seek to kill, which of Moshe’s sons
is the child described in these pesukim, how does Tziporah know that she should perform a brit milah on her son,
why does Moshe not perform the milah, and what is the meaning of the phrases “hatan damim” and “hatan damim
lamulot.”

¥ Nedarim 31b-32a records a mahloket between R. Yehoshua ben Karha and R. Shimon ben Gamliel as to whether
Hashem sought to kill Moshe or his son.

# Note that “p-g-sh” is not a term generally used to denote divine revelation. The only other pasuk in Tanakh in
which Hashem is the subject of the verb “p-g-sh” is in Hoshea 13:8: ow 075X 027 7130 ¥1pX) 2100 272 DwioR"
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And if not for the opinion of our predecessors, I would have said
that 'Vayevakesh hamito’ does not refer to Hashem, but rather to
Moshe, and its meaning is that through his encounter [pegisha]
with Hashem, Moshe realized that his sin was visited upon him,
and that he had not done well by delaying the performance of his
Creator’s will, and so much did his sin become great in his own eyes
that this encounter was mild and not sufficient to remove his sin,
and he said in his heart, ‘If I am evil before God, why should I live?
It would be better for me to cease to exist, and to choose death over
life,” and this is the meaning of ‘vayevakesh hamito,” that Moshe
wanted Hashem to kill him.
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In other words, Haketav Vehakabbalah considers it entirely inexplicable that Hashem would

seek to mete out the death penalty for Moshe’s delay in performing a brit milah. Rather, he

suggests, it was Moshe who sought death for himself, in his shame at having sinned in the eyes of
God. Haketav Vehakabbalah goes on to compare Moshe to Yonah, who preferred death to
witnessing Bnei Yisrael’s failure to do teshuva. By reinterpreting the pesukim in this novel way,
Haketav Vehakabbalah dispenses with the philosophical difficulty of understanding Hashem’s

actions in the story of the hatan damim.

Along similar lines, Abarbanel offers a creative rereading of the pesukim that suggests that

Hashem did not seek to mete out the death penalty in the story of the hatan damim. He writes:

Prophecy descended upon Moshe always, and he always needed
to meditate and think about his mission. Therefore, when he
came to the inn and occupied himself all that night with making
provisions for lodging, and he did not meditate on the matters of
his mission and his prophecy first, when the prophetic flow came
upon him, it found him unprepared for prophecy. When it says
“vayifgeshehu Hashem,” it means that prophecy came upon him
while his heart and his thoughts were burdened with the matters
of his lodging and his wife and sons, and since he was found
unprepared for the acceptance of prophecy, he experienced pain
and danger and his spirit was rattled. And the meaning of
“vayevakesh hamito” is not that Hashem wanted to kill him, for
He desires kindness, but rather that the divine flow came upon
him when he was unprepared, and therefore he was endangered
and reached the gates of death.
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"aypan 77w 0o 82290, The Koren Tanakh translates this as: “I will meet them like a bear that is bereaved of her
whelps, and I will rend their closed-up heart, and there will I devour them like a lion: the wild beast shall tear them.”

“P-g-sh” in this pasuk connotes a divine attack, supporting Haketav Vehabbalah’s premise that “vayifgeshehu”

implies that Hashem did not just meet Moshe, but punished him.
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Like Haketav Vehakabbalah, Abarbanel proposes that Hashem did not actively seek to kill
Moshe or his son. Rather, because Moshe occupied himself with arranging lodging for his family
rather than meditating and concentrating on his divine mission, he was unprepared to receive
prophecy when it came to him. In this state, his powerful encounter with the Divine nearly
killed him—not intentionally, but as a matter of course.

The interpretations of Haketav Vehakabbalah and Abarbanel, in addition to addressing the
moral justification for Hashem’s actions, solve a linguistic difficulty as well. The usage of the
word “vayevakesh” is perplexing when used to describe an action of God; if Hashem “seeks” to

do something, then it is done. In the interpretation of Haketav Vehakabbalah, the subject of
“vayevakesh” is Moshe. According to Abarbanel, the meaning of “vayevakesh hamito” is not that
Hashem sought or wanted the death of Moshe, but rather that He almost killed Moshe as a
result of bestowing prophecy upon him. In other words, according to Abarbanel, the meaning of
“vayevakesh” is that Hashem came close to killing Moshe, not that He desired to.

Shadal offers a third, differing explanation of Hashem’s actions in the hatan damim episode, one
which will help us explore the related question of why this story is placed as a prelude to the
story of geulat Mitzrayim. Shadal begins his commentary on Shemot 4:23 with the question of
why Hashem’s speech to Moshe at this point includes a mention of makkat bekhorot, given that
Moshe does not warn Pharoah of makkat bekhorot until much later:

You shall say to Pharoah, ‘So said Hashem, My firstborn 932 °12 77 AR 179 1YID-9K NONK)
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shall kill your firstborn son.” A2-32:7 mnw
Shemot 4:22-23 (ArtScroll translation)

Shadal suggests that, in fact, Shemot 4:23 includes a veiled warning from Hashem to Moshe that
if he does anything to delay the geulah, his own bekhor will be in danger. Given Moshe’s
reluctance to accept the mission of returning to Mitzrayim to redeem Bnei Yisrael, the necessity
of such a warning is perhaps self-evident.

When Moshe tells Yitro of his plan to return to Mitzrayim, he presents his purpose as a reunion
with his kinsmen, not as a mission to redeem Bnei Yisrael from slavery:

So Moshe went and returned to Yeter, his father-in-law, 12 9K 1IN0 N° OR WM TN T
and said to him, ‘Let me now go back to my brethren who D XMW TIR-DK 7WR KI-7I9K
are in Egypt, and see if they are still alive. T2 AWN? 1N MR DN DTV RN
Shemot 4:18 (Artscroll translation) Rad7i
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Shadal suggests that, given the backdrop that Yitro (and, presumably, Tziporah) does not know
Moshe’s true intentions in returning to Mitzrayim, Moshe’s decision to bring Tziporah and his
children with him is problematic. In all probability, Tziporah will prevail upon Moshe not to
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antagonize Pharoah, out of concern for their family’s safety.*’ Furthermore, Shadal thinks that
the text indicates that Tziporah has already influenced Moshe to circumcise their sons at the age
of thirteen in keeping with the customs of her family’s culture, rather than at eight days.** He
considers it inconceivable that Moshe and Tziporah would bring a newborn baby on a perilous
trek across the desert, so he suggests that neither Gershom nor Eliezer were newborn infants.
Rather, Gershom was a teenager who had already been circumcised, and Eliezer was a child who
was not yet thirteen. When Moshe chose to bring his family to Mitzrayim, indicating a lack of
serious commitment to his mission as the goel Yisrael, Hashem caused Gershom to fall ill.
Gershom was singled out for punishment not because he was uncircumcised but because he held
the privileged, symbolic status of the bekhor. Tziporah responded by circumcising Eliezer, the
younger son, as a show of commitment to the brit. She then returned to Midyan with her
children and Moshe proceeded to Mitzrayim alone, as Hashem desired.

Shadal’s approach has the advantage of remaining faithful to the simple peshat that Hashem
sought to kill Moshe or his son, while also providing an explanation of why such a forceful divine
response was warranted. Hashem meted out punishment not based solely on the delay in
performing brit milah, but out of concern that Moshe did not demonstrate sufficient devotion to
his all-important mission of bringing the geulah as expeditiously as possible.

I believe that we can build upon Shadal’s approach to better understand the significance of the
hatan damim story in the broader narrative of geulat Mitzrayim. Nahum Sarna, in the JPS Torah
Commentary on Sefer Shemot, points out that the Tanakh explicitly links the hatan damim
episode to the surrounding narrative through a number of munahim mekashrim (connecting
terms). For example, “vayevakesh hamito” (4:24) echoes the phrase “ha-anashim hamevakshim et
nafshekha” (Shemot 4:19). Similarly, the word “vayifgeshu” appears in Shemot 4:24 and then
again in Shemot 4:27 (in fact, these are the only two times in Tanakh that this precise form
appears). These and other textual connections serve to underscore the relevance of the hatan
damim story to the pesukim before and after, and thereby to the story of geulat Mitzrayim as a
whole.

Yetziat Mitzrayim is the fulfillment of two britot between Hashem and Avraham Avinu: brit bein
habetarim (Breishit perek 15) and brit milah (Breishit perek 17). In both, Hashem promises
Avraham that his descendants will inherit Eretz Yisrael. While they share a common theme,
there are also differences between the two britot: for example, brit bein habetarim foretells Bnei
Yisrael’s enslavement while brit milah does not, and brit milah mentions the mitzvah of milah

# Note that there is a mahloket between Ibn Ezra and Ramban as to whether it was advisable for Moshe to bring
Tziporah and their children with him to Mitzrayim (Ibn Ezra Shemot 4:20, Ramban Shemot 4:19). Ibn Ezra posits
that it was not appropriate for Moshe to bring his family to Mitzrayim because it would give the impression that he
intended to settle in Mitzrayim for a long period of time. Ramban, by contrast, says that it was a praiseworthy
decision because Bnei Yisrael's morale would be raised when they saw that Moshe chose to bring his family with
him in his belief that redemption was imminent.

# Analogously, the Mekhilta DeRabbi Yishmael, Parshat Yitro Parsha Alef, suggests that Yitro persuaded Moshe to
swear that his first child would be devoted to avodah zarah and his subsequent children to Hashem. According to
this midrash, the child that Tziporah circumcised was Gershom, who had been uncircumcised because of Moshe’s
oath. This was the cause of Hashem’s wrath in Shemot 4:24.
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while brit bein habetarim does not. In fact, the two britot complement each other; to put it
succinctly, brit bein habetarim promises the miraculous, supernatural involvement of Hashem in
history, while brit milah presents redemption as dependent on Bnei Yisrael’s responsibility to
keep the mitzvot. Brit bein habetarim tells that Hashem will redeem Bnei Yisrael from bondage
and give them the land of the seven nations. Brit milah presents a more natural vision of
redemption, with no mention of liberation from slavery and no mention of the seven nations
who must be defeated for Bnei Yisrael to take possession of Eretz Kenaan. Rather, the emphasis
is on Bnei Yisrael’s responsibility to keep the mitzvah of milah as a “brit olam.” The two britot
describe the destiny of Bnei Yisrael, but brit bein habetarim focuses on God’s side in ensuring
that destiny, while brit milah emphasizes man’s responsibility in his relationship with the divine.

Because of the centrality of brit bein habetarim and brit milah to the story of yetziat Mitzrayim,
the mitzvot of brit milah and korban Pesach are closely connected from a halakhic perspective;
an uncircumcised man may not eat of the korban Pesach®. For this reason, Yehoshua perek S
tells of a mass brit milah in preparation for the offering of the first communal korban Pesach that
was brought after Bnei Yisrael’s entry into Eretz Yisrael, and Hazal connect dam Pesach to dam

milah in numerous derashot.

Just as the mitzvah of korban Pesach is linked halakhically to the mitzvah of brit milah, the story
of geulat Mitzrayim is linked thematically to the concept of bekhora. “Beni bekhori Yisrael”
serves as the thesis statement of yetziat Mitzrayim, because yetziat Mitzrayim demonstrates the
unique, intense love relationship between Hashem and Bnei Yisrael. Midrashim abound with
the idea that Hashem redeemed us - hu velo saraf - because of His great love for the Jewish
people.* The reading of Shir Hashirim on Pesach further accentuates this theme. The reason
that makkat bekhorot is the culmination of the makkot is not only because it is the most horrific,
but also because it most vividly demonstrates the truth of “beni bekhori Yisrael”: because Pharoah
did not free Hashem’s bekhor, Hashem shows no mercy to Pharoah’s bekhor.

Thus, geulat Mitzrayim is tied to the concept of bekhora, and korban Pesach is tied to brit milah.
Nahum Sarna points out a chiastic structure in Sefer Shemot that emphasizes the
interrelationship of these themes.* Part A of the chiasm is the bekhora, which is mentioned in
Shemot 4:22-23, immediately preceding the story of the hatan damim. Part B is the mitzvah of
milah as described in the hatan damim story in Shemot 4:24-26. The second B of the chiasm is
the mitzvah of korban Pesach (Shemot 12:3-13), which is related to the hatan damim story
because of the connection between brit milah and korban Pesach. Finally, the concluding A of
the chiasm is makkat bekhorot (Shemot 12:29-30), which revisits the theme of bekhora. This

43 Shemot 12:48.

* For example, see Shemot Rabbah 17:3.

* For example, see Shemot Rabbah 15:1.

* Chiastic structure is a literary structure in which elements of a story appear in a symmetrical order. The unit
begins with one topic (labeled A) and then goes on to B, C, and so on. The first topic (A) also appears at the end of
the unit, the second topic (B) appears as the second to last topic in the unit, and so forth, so that the structure of the
unit appears as ABCCBA, in the case of a unit that has three topics or elements. The purpose of a chiastic structure
is to demarcate a literary unit, often in order to highlight the particular themes of that unit. Furthermore, the center
of the chiasm often represents the climax or turning-point of the unit.
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chiasm illustrates that the concept of bekhora and the mitzvah of brit milah are the central
themes of yetziat Mitzrayim. Moreover, the center of the chiasm is formed by the mitzvah of brit
milah and the related mitzvah of korban Pesach; the whole story of geulah hinges on the dam
brit and dam Pesach. The hatan damim story thus serves two literary purposes: it presents the
mitzvah of brit milah as the crux of the geulah, and it also incorporates the themes of bekhora,
parenthood, and brit milah into one short episode, thereby creating a prelude that introduces all
of the primary themes of the story of geulah.

Several years ago, I had a student named Nikki Press, who made a fascinating suggestion about
the literary purpose of the hatan damim story. She observed that the story of Kriyat Yam Suf can
be read as a visual reminder of brit bein habetarim; Hashem splits the water into sections, just as
Avraham divided the animals into pieces. Therefore, the story of geulah is bookended on both
sides by references to the two britot: the hatan damim story of brit milah appears at the
beginning of the narrative of geulah, and Kriyat Yam Suf, with its reminder of brit bein
habetarim, appears at the end. This structure emphasizes that the geulah transpired entirely
within the context of the britot.

We have seen that the story of the hatan damim serves two basic purposes in the broader
narrative of the national redemption. It forms a chiastic structure which emphasizes the
centrality of brit milah to the geulah and it introduces the story of yetziat Mitzrayim by
incorporating all of the major themes of geulah. I believe that it also represents an important
development in Moshe’s ascendance to leadership.

Earlier, we saw Shadal’s suggestion that the reason for Hashem’s severe response of “vayevakesh
hamito” was that Moshe did not demonstrate sufficient dedication in his role as the redeemer of
Bnei Yisrael. Whether or not one fully accepts Shadal’s interpretation of this story, it seems
straightforward that the hatan damim episode represents Moshe’s statement of personal
commitment to the totality of the brit. Before entering the stage of Jewish history as the
redeemer of Bnei Yisrael, it was necessary for Moshe to demonstrate his commitment to Jewish
destiny by fulfilling the mitzvah of brit milah.

In Pirkei Moadot, R. Mordechai Breuer notes that geulah is always contingent upon the
commitment of the individual. The great nes nistar of Purim came to pass once Esther was
willing to take the personal risk of approaching Achashverosh without being summoned. At the
other end of the spectrum, the prototypical nes nigleh of Kriyat Yam Suf began when Nachson
ben Aminadav declared his faith by stepping into the sea. The story of the hatan damim
represents Moshe Rabbenu’s statement of personal commitment to the brit, which was a
prerequisite for national redemption.

Through an analysis of the hatan damim narrative, we have seen that this short episode is
intrinsic to the broader story of geulat Mitzrayim, from both national and individual
perspectives. As we approach Zeman Herutenu, may the messages of the hatan damim story—
the centrality of the brit and the necessity of the individual’s commitment to the brit—be an
inspiration and a catalyst for redemption both national and personal.
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