METAPHORS
OUT OF MITZRAYIM

PEDAGOGY
OF PARTNERSHIP

How we learn is what we learn.

A delightful part of the Exodus story in Tanakh is its rich use of metaphors.
God took the Israelites out of Egypt with a “strong hand and outstretched
arm” (Devarim 26:8), and carried them out “on eagles’ wings” (Shemot 19:4).
In Rabbinic literature, we find a treasury of additional metaphors used by our
Sages to describe various aspects of the Exodus from Egypt.

Here’s one particularly stunning example of a Rabbinic conversation that uses metaphors
about the Exodus:
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R. Yohanan sat and investigated: How did the water become for the Israelites like
awall [at the splitting of the Sea]?

R. Yohanan interpreted: It was like lattice-work.

Serah bat Asher looked out and she said: | was there, and it wasn't like that—it
was like doors that open on a pivot.

There are many remarkable things about this brief passage, including the detail that
Serah bat Asher (daughter of the biblical Asher) would have had to be over a
thousand years old in order to be in conversation with R. Yohanan of talmudic
times! In fact, some commentators (e.g. R. Avraham Gombiner, the Magen
Avraham) suggest that Serah was listening to R. Yohanan's teaching from Gan
Eden (the world to come) and spoke from there.

In either case, metaphors are the language of choice in this conversation between
one of the greatest teachers of aggadic material in the Talmud and a quasi-immortal figure who
was said to have been at the actual event of the splitting of the Sea, and this underscores just
how powerful metaphors can be to help us think, probe, explore, and create.

R. Yohanan's metaphor of “lattice-work” imagines an interplay of overlapping bars and spaces
holding back the waters at the splitting of the Sea. “Lattice work” in the Rabbinic period was
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associated with judges and rulers,' and so this
image might connect the miraculous moment at
the Seato the theme of God's judgement that is
woven throughout the Exodus telling.

Meanwhile, Serah bat Asher’s metaphor evokes
movement and a kind of “door” that opened
either into the Sea or to the dry area where

the Israelites were walking. Pivot doors were
common in Egypt? and were also symbolic of
passing through various realms. As suchitis

a particularly fitting image for the Israelites’
movement from slavery to freedom.

Both metaphors give us a chance to focus on
different details, imagine the reality in higher
definition, and get inside the experience of the
Exodus.

In light of the insights from this midrash, we are
excited to share with you an activity to enrich
your Seder conversations. Use the prompts
below to have your own “R. Yohanan and Serah”
conversation!

1 Thesame wordis used to describe the screens set up in front of
judges; see, e.g., Bereishit Rabbah 78:8.

2 “An Early Egyptian Door-Socket.” Museum Bulletin V, no.1
(January, 1934), pp. 9-13, https://www.penn.museum/sites/
bulletin/1315/.

METAPHORS
OUT OF
MITZRAYIM:
ACTIVITY AND
CONVERSATION
GUIDE

§> Choose amoment during the
Seder that discusses akey
aspect of the Exodus story, then
offer the prompt:

What wasiit like to...

[describe the moment, e.g.,

carry matzahon our backs,
mark the doorpost, eat the
bitter herbs...]?

One participant responds
with a metaphor of their
choosing:

It was like...

[insert metaphorl].

The next person says:

| was there, and it wasn’t like
[repeat what last person said];
itwas like...

[insert new metaphorl].

Continue like this around
the whole table.
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Afterward, invite participants to turn and

discuss:

» Why did you choose this particular
metaphor?

» How did this activity make you think about
the story and the experience differently?
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