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Telling God’s Story
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Parashat Bo 5785

Whose story do we tell on the Seder night?

The answer, at first, seems obvious: the story we tell is our own, the story of our deliverance
from slavery to freedom. It is the core story of our people. Itis the grand drama of Jewish

history in which we are still enmeshed today.

But this week’s parashah offers another interpretation, one in which it is God, not (only)

ourselves, at the center of the story:
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Shemot 13:8

You shall tell your child on that day, saying, “It is because of what God did for me when |

left Egypt.”
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This verse, imagining a parent telling their child about the Exodus, includes two central

Telling God's Story

figures: not just the parent, but God. The parent does not just tell their own story. Itis the
story of them and God, together. Itis not only the story of the Jewish people we tell on the
Seder night. On the night of the year most devoted to storytelling, we tell our children God’s

story as well.

A midrash in Devarim Rabbabh tells a story of what happened to the Jewish baby boys born in
Egypt and sentenced to death in the Nile. In response to Pharaoh’s decree, Jewish women,
unwilling to condemn their sons to death, ventured into the wilderness to give birth to their
babies, away from Egyptian eyes. When the babies were born, their mothers, understanding
that to bring their babies back with them meant certain death, turned to God. “I have done

my part,” they said, “and now, it is time for You to do Yours.”

And, according to the midrash, God did.
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Devarim Rabbah (Lieberman) 1:15

R. Hiyya the Great said:... May the Name of the Holy Blessed One be praised, since He
Himself cared for them.

The babies grew in the field like grass, and after they grew, they returned to their homes in

flocks. This is what Yehezkel said, “You grew like the grass of the field” (Yehezkel 16:7)."

! This pasuk is also quoted in the Maggid section of the Haggadah.

R3PS

Page 2 of 5




111
Telling God's Story l—I-F\Df—\R

0 TORAH - AVODAH - HESED

R. Tali Adler T

God becomes a surrogate mother to the Jewish people’s abandoned babies. The image of

God the midrash offers is markedly different from the one usually conjured by Shemot.
Whereas in Shemot God is often understood as a warrior fighting to free the Jewish people
from Egypt, the God of this midrash is a mother, caring for her infant. Whereas in Shemot God
cares for His children by bringing punishment and death to others, the God of this midrash

cares for Her children the way we do: by nursing them, washing them, and cherishing them.

Eventually, when the danger has passed and it is time for the children to be returned to their

parents, God brings the children home:
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How did they know which home was their family’s?

The Holy Blessed One accompanied them, pointed each and every one to his parents’
home, and said, “Call your father this and your mother that.”

The children would say to their mothers, “Don’t you remember when you gave birth to me,

on this day in that field, five months ago?”

God’s kindness to the lost children of Egypt is not limited to the care God gives them while
their parents cannot care for them. God’s kindness extends to making sure that the children
know who they are, telling them their parents names, the circumstances of their births, and
where they came from. In a world in which the Egyptians intended to extinguish Jewish
families, God rebuilds those families by making sure that Jewish children know who they are.
In this midrash, God saves the Jewish people by making sure that our children know their

parents and their parents’ stories.
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The midrash concludes with another reunion, this time, between God and the children at the

Yam Suf:
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When they came to the Sea and saw Him, they pointed Him out to their mothers with their
fingers and said to them, “This is my God, and | will honor Him” (Shemot 15:2)—this is the

One Who raised me, “this is my God, and | will honor Him.”

It is the children God cared for who first recognize Him at the greatest miracle the Jewish
people have ever experienced: not as the great warrior who has saved them from the pursuing

Egyptians, but as the One who raised them and returned them to their homes.

In this ending, the midrash offers us a glimpse of what the Seder night might be: a chance to

return God’s favor to us, the parents who passed through Egypt.

Every family that gets to care for their own children, to feed and raise them themselves, is
tasting one of the immeasurable gifts of freedom. When we raise our children ourselves, we
have the merit to do for them what God did for the children of Egypt: dressing them, holding
them close, and loving them. Care is the gift of freedom. Itis a gift not all of our ancestors

had, and a gift still denied to many.

And yet, the side effect of the harrowing upbringing of those slave children was growing up
with God. When they grew up, they recognized God immediately; it came as naturally to them
as recognizing our own parents comes to us. Our children, cherished by human hands, do not

grow up recognizing God the way they recognize their own parents. In a world where God
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sometimes feels impossibly far away, this gift of raising our own children, one of the most

precious human beings can hope for, also means we have a responsibility. Just as God told

our children our stories when we were absent, we must tell our children God’s story as well.

On the Seder night, we step into God’s role: whereas God in Egypt told those children their
parents’ stories, making sure they would understand how to be part of their families when
they were reunited, on the Seder night, we tell our children stories of God, making sure that
when they encounter God in the world, they will recognize Him. Just as God taught our
children our names and stories when we were unable to, on the Seder night, in a world where
it sometimes feels like God is our absent parent, we tell our children about God.? In telling our

children the story of the Exodus, we are telling them who God is.
This is God’s Name, we say. And this is His story. God gave birth to us long ago in a land called
Egypt. Thisis how you will recognize God when you meet Him: He is the One Who frees slaves

and loves the broken hearted. He is the One Who cares for those no one else can care for.

He is the One Who brings lost children home.

2 For more on the image of God as absent parent, see R. Akiva Mattenson’s prize winning essay, “Out Beyond the
Sea,” available here: https://www.hadar.org/torah-resource/out-beyond-sea.
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