 THE EXODUS FROM EGYPT


In Australia  Anzac Day on 25th April each year  recalls a formative experience in the life of a young nation.It commemorates the heroic sacrifice made by its Service Personel at Gallipoli in 1917 at what is now known as Anzac Cove.

The Exodus recalls a similar formative experience in the life of the Jewish people.This story occupies the same place and has the same significance in the life of a Jew as the Eucharist has in the life of the Christian. Just as the Eucharist reenacts the saving death and resurrection of Jesus for us so the Exodus/Passover made present for the Jew the liberation of his ancestors from slavery in Egypt.The sacrifice of the Anzacs (which also includes that of New Zealand troops) recalls the successful defence of values like freedom and democracy in the face of  overbearing aggression.In the sequence "Lauda Sion " one of the stanzas goes like this :

" At this table of the new king,

The new Pasch of the new law

ends the old Passover ."


Catholic  liturgy thus presents the events of the 0ld Testament as types and figures of what was to come in Jesus.

 The Book of Exodus opens by referring to Joseph the son of the patriarch Jacob.In this way it  establishes continuity with God's past saving promises.

The Joseph Cycle in Genesis is in a somewhat different genre to the rest of the book, the narratives proper. There is a mixture of folklore in this story and a great deal of local Egyptian colour woven into it. But the Joseph story is not a work of fiction.Joseph was one of the twelve sons of Jacob.The story reflects the customs, laws and language of contemporary Egypt. Its interesting that the story of Potipher's wife resembles the "Story of the Two Brothers". But then it reflects universal human failings - and if I might be so bold as to say, a bit of feminine jealousy and guile!The Yahwist has taken the Israelite story of Joseph and placed it as an epilogue to the patriarchal narratives and as a prologue to the great themes of the Exodus itself.



Egypt was the land of many dynasties - about 30 in all. In the time of Abraham it was probably the 12th dynasty with capital in Memphis which  held sway. Dynasty numbers  12 and 14 transferred  the capital to Thebes in the south of the country. Egypt had been invaded in about 1720 B.C by a group known as the "Hyksos" or "rulers of foreign nations" as the name means in Egyptian.We don't know all that much about them.They were probably of Semitic origin who worshipped Canaanite gods and they established their capital at Avaris or Tanis up north  in the Delta area.

Biblical historian John Bright thinks the Hiksos  came from Palestine. Semitic names like Jacob and Hur have been found in Hyksos lists of nobles for instance.This would explain their sympathy for the Israelites in the time of Joseph. They ruled Egypt from about 1700 - 1550 B.C.

This group could well have been the ancestors of Israel as many scholars surmise.

However, the end came for the Hyksos in about 1550 when Amosis 1 captured their capital Avaris and expelled them from Egypt. The capital was then transferred south to Thebes.The new rulers then obviously tried to extirpate the memory of  the Hyksos. The new Empire flourished from 1550 B.C onwards. The Hyksos had made a big impression on Egypt, they introduced novel features to Egypt, such as the horse-drawn chariots and strong city fortifications like ramparts for defence against chariots.Indeed a fully preserved chariot has been unearthed recently from this era.


It seems very probable that it was during the period of Hyksos rule that Joseph rose to prominence in Egypt. They would have recognised and accepted a fellow Semite and allowed him to attain the high office of Vizier or Prime Minister.When the Hyksos were expelled the luck of these probable ancestors of the Hebrews could have run out and this would explain how they suddenly found themselves out of favour and forced into subjection.


The Hebrews originally went down into Egypt, the land of Goshen as th bible calls it, under pressure of famine. This  we know from the earlier narratives in Genesis.

Ch. 1v3 states significantly, "Now there arose  a new king in Egypt who knew not Joseph".


The unfortunate immigrants were subjected to slavery and put to work

building the great grain store cities of Pithom and Rameses. The Egyptians had discovered the advantages of storing grain for the rainy day because of climatic uncertainty.So here we have an allusion to the new political situation - the semitic Hyksos invaders were overthrown and expelled and a new regime was in place.


In Ch. 2 of Exodus the capital has been moved back up north again to the

Delta region to the city of Avaris or Tanis, where it could control the Empire more easily. Sethos I, a ruler of the 19th dynasty  began the rebuilding programmes and it was completed by his son, Ramasses II, and called the "House of Ramasses".Ramesses was succeeded by a new Pharaoh called Merneptah (1234 - 1225)  The Empire however was growing weaker and this was near the end of the 19th dynasty. We know from an archeological discovery, the "Stele of Merneptah" that the campaigners in Palestine boasted about a victory over the people, i.e. "Children of Israel" (1230 BC.)

It is quite possible that Rameses II was the Pharaoh of the Exodus to whom Moses addressed the words 'Let my people go'.


The events of the Exodus were later written up in the language of faith and

liturgy. The events were not altogether unusual or may not have been spectacular. Invasion and subjection were the order of the day; it is the

interpretation put upon these happenings that gives them their significance and

and makes them material for faith. We should remember that divine revelation

comes through events and the experience of a people which in itself is not necessarily extraordinary. The events, however, need a person  of faith, a prophet in order to interpret them aright.


The Old Testament history is unanimous about the fact  that Moses was the man who filled this role for his people. He it was who mediated God's redemption to them in their hour of need.


So the book of Exodus, the second book at the Pentateuch, has as its central

event what can be described as the real beginning of the people of God, the formation of Israel as a people with a divine mission.


Moses has always been regarded by the biblical writers as the ideal prophet, the prophet par excellence, mediator of God's word (Num.12, Deut. 19). The 'J' or Yahwist tradition and later Christian tradition until fairly

recently credited him with being the author of the Torah or Pentateuch which were referred to as " the five books of Moses".

Moses is seen as the Lawgiver and the organiser of the worship and cult of the

chosen people. It was not unreasonable to attribute to Moses a crucial role in the unfolding of Israel's faith and institutions.

In Ch. 3 of Exodus we read about a tremendous spiritual experience accorded to Moses, a revelation of God Himself greater than anything that preceded it or indeed than anything in subsequent Old Testament revelation. It was this spiritual experience on Mount Horeb or Sinai that gave Moses the inspiration and strength to carry out his role as prophet and mediator in God's design to liberate and redeem His people.


We have to keep reminding ourselves that Moses' experiences were

communicated to successive generations by means of oral tradition.It was celebrated in the worship and liturgy of the people for many centuries before the tradition  was committed to writing. First at provincial sanctuaries such as Bethel and Shechem and later in the  first Temple at Jerusalam, the people re-enacted their experience of God's saving power in freeing them from slavery.


The Exodus is the single reality that gives meaning to the text of the Old Testament. It looms large in the Psalms and in the preaching and message of the prophets.

Escape from Egypt.


It must be admitted that we have very little clear and precise information

about this altogether unique event in Israel's history. At first sight this is somewhat surprising. In a way all that we know about the Exodus is that it happened. We don't know precisely how many people were involved, nor exactly when it took place, or where it took place. This could almost seem like an admission of defeat . However  the very absence of precise details only serves to emphasise the place of faith in the biblical account.


Here again as in the case of the patriarchal narratives we have no direct biblical or archeological evidence of the existence of Moses. All that we know about him is found in the biblical accounts themselves. In Ex. Ch. 2 we are told the unusual story of the discovery of the infant Moses in the bulrushes by the daughter of the Pharaoh.There is probably an element of folklore here.
There is an identical story about the upbringing of Sargon of Akkad who was also supposed to be found in a basket by riverside rushes and subsequently became ruler of his people.The essential details of the story of Moses seem authentic as the name "Moses" is Egyptian rather than Hebrew (although the bible claims its Hebrew).There is a nice Moses perch available in some restaurants, not related to the Nile perch I think !


In spite of his Egyptian upbringing, however, Moses preserved his Hebrew

identity and he came to the defence of one of his unfortunate fellow-countrymen

slaving on the Egyptian building sites. He murdered the taskmaster and later on

that incident was the basis of a row between him and another Hebrew. Moses was afraid of the repercussions with the Pharaoh so he took to flight to the land of Midian. Moses married the daughter of Jethro or Reuel as he is called in an alternative tradition. They met in a romantic encounter  at a well (as in the case of Rebecca and Jacob). Jethro belonged to the tribe of Kenites, of which he was a priest.


We now come to the dramatic encounter of Moses with God in Ch. 3 of Exodus.

This account combines two strands of the tradition, J and E, and extends to Ch. 4.

(In Chs. 5 and 6  we have a second account of the call of Moses, this time from the Priestly source).

Moses had his decisive encounter with God while he lived in Midian not far

from the holy mountain. This encounter with God was the turning point in his life.

The story is told with consummate artistry. “There the angel of the Lord appeared to him in  the shape of a flame of fire coming from the middle of the bush,Moses looked,and there was the bush blazing but it was not being burnt up, 'I must go and look at this strange sight ‘, Moses said, 'and see why the bush is not burnt'. Now Yahweh saw him go forward to look, and God called him from the middle of the bush, 'Moses, Moses'. 'Here I am, he answered, 'Come no nearer', He said, 'take off your shoes for the place on which you stand is holy ground. I am the God of your fathers', he said, 'the God of Abraham, the

God of Isaac and the God of Jacob.` At this Moses covered his face, afraid to look at God". (Ex. 3vv1-6),


In the 0ld Testament fire often accompanies a manifestation or theophany  and here it became a sign of the divine presence. Here, in a sense, we have a repeat, although more vivid manifestation of God, than that which took place in the case of the Patriarch Abraham. It is again a personal encounter. God is "Holy" - "Kadosh" in Hebrew, which means he is separate from human beings, completely "other". So God is separate from and different to, even any great and holy people of our experience.


The revelation in this case takes on a social dimension. The Lord has

seen, has heard and has come down to deliver his people from their chains. So

the mosaic faith reveals a God who is not aloof from human suffering and is concerned with the oppressed and the exploited.


God is the Holy One, of whom the individual must stand in awe, but He is

also the God of action, saving action. The revelation to Moses was not just a mystical encounter with God. It was indeed such but it was also a summons to mission, a call to obedience. This pattern would be repeated in the case of the prophets Isaiah, Hosea, etc., whose experience of God impelled them to preach his word and carry out his commands.


In the Judaeo - Christian faith God makes Himself known by what he does, by

historical events like the Exodus and the death of Jesus.


The revelation of the one God in scripture, a revelation that is the common heritage of Jews and Christians  is very different to the God of earlier religions where the goal is a mystical absorption in the deity. The Judaeo-Christian revelation does not, of course, exclude union with God - the whole Christian mystical tradition aims at that - but it does have an historical situation for its starting paint and continues to revolve around people in their historical setting in life or 'sitz im leben', and also, of course, in the fortunes of his oppressed people in Egypt.

Through the experience of God granted to Moses, the people themselves were enabled to encounter God.They believed that God intervened directly in their affairs and delivered them from the power of their enemies.Like the patriarch Abraham, Moses is called by God and given a mission, he is to be the instrument through whom the promises of land and posterity will be realised.God has not forgotten his people.

The Divine Name.

Moses demurs a little in face of the commands God lays on him.This initial response will be repeated by other great prophets - Jeremiah and Isaiah, for instance.

Moses anticipates his peoples request in wanting to know what new god was intervening

in their lives.lndirectly then he asks God to reveal his name. In the answer God giveswe have one of the great mysterious passages in the bible.In Ch.3 v4, God said to

Moses, 'I am who I .This, he added is what you must say to the sons of Israel,'I am' has sent me to you. And God also said to Moses, you are to say to the sons of Israel,Yahweh, the God of your fathers,the God of Abraham,the God of Isaac, the God of Jacob has sent me to you.This is my name for all time,by this name I shall be invoked for all generations to come.'

For the Semitic, the character of the person was revealed in. his or her name.To know

the name of a god brought you into a special relationship with the god and even gave

you a certain power over the god.Now we find  'Yahweh' is the name of Israel's God.The

sacred writer has in this passage linked up the name 'Yahweh' with the Hebrew verb meaning 'to be' and so it literally means 'he is'.

'I am' is transliterated by the consonants 'H,Y,H' in English.

'He is' is transliterated by four consonants 'YHWH' .This is known a  the tetragrammaton.When the Hebrew is pointed with the vowels of 'Adonai' , this will be rendered 'Yahweh' .In the biblical text then there is an interchange between these two forms. - 'I am' and 'He is'.

The 'J' source has used this mystical divine name from the beginning, from the

creation narratives, but the 'E' source keeps it as a special revelation at this time of 

revelation to Moses.According to them it was revealed here for the first time.

The Jews considered this name most sacred name of all and they never pronounced it.After the Exile, they even substituted for it the name 'Adonai' meaning 'Lord' out of a sense of reverence.In other passages we have the alternative 'heaven' used.

This mysterious name and expression above all indicates divine activity.It means

something dynamic and active.It is less certain that it means something changeless,

the subsistent being of the Greek and Scholastic tradition,

Perhaps in God's reply to the question put by Moses, the name 'Yahweh' means that

God is not meant to be defined or tamed or labeled. God will act on behalf of his people.He has already promised Moses that he will be with him.


In the New Testament, in John's gospel, we seem to have an allusion to this great passage in Exodus where Jesus says to the Jews;"Amen, amen, I say to you, before

Abraham ever was I am". Jesus could be in effect identifying himself with

Israel's Lord, with "Yahweh".


Scholars suggest that Moses was influenced by his Midianite surroundings in

the growth of the cult of Yahweh. They suggest that Yahweh was worshipped by the Kenites and that his father-in-law, the priest Jethro, initiated him into the cult.

Others point out that the Egyptian Pharaoh, Ackenaten tried although unsuccessfully, to purify the rampant poytheism of Egypt by promoting the monotheistic religion of Aten the Sun-God.

However, the whole point is not that we need to know if the name 'Yahweh'

came from some other source or even what it literally means, what matters is that

the name and worship of Yahweh stands for the original monotheistic faith of Israel.

The conception of God that originated with Moses and continued and developed in

the chosen people cannot be explained by any outside influence, Neither did

this concept of God originate with the great 9th Century prophets, Amos, Hosea or Isaiah. There was a development, of course, but nothing radically new.

These prophets looked back to the Exodus as the beginning of their faith and they were only repeating the revelation and the law of Moses to the people of their own day.


The ancient 'Credo' or confession proclaimed; "Yahweh heard our voice, and

saw our affliction, our toil and our oppression. And Yahweh brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm, with great terror, with signs and wonders".(Deut 6/26)

This was the heart and the faith of the chosen people, It was a divine act of redemption and grace. The prophets never tired of repeating this conviction,


"When Israel was a child I loved him, and out. of Egypt I have called my son".(Osee)


The story of the Exodus and the prelude to it is told with marvellous drama

in the bible. We. don't know anything about the details of the successful escape

bid. There is no evidence for this event outside the bible. The Egyptian records of the period, at least those known to us, makes no mention of it and this is hardly surprising since it only involves some slaves running away.


A word now on some of the elements in the narrative leading up to the people's escape from Egypt.The account of the ten plagues, as it is presented, undoubtedly contains legendary elements. The essence of' the affair was the conflict between Yahweh

and the god-like Pharaoh and Yahweh comes out on top. The whole episode redounds to the glory of God.


The phenomena that result from the occurrence of the various 'plagues' could

all be attributed to natural causes, with the exception of the last. In any case

the Egyptian magicians are credited with bringing off some miraculous events also.

However, it would be wrong to reject the account of happenings simply because

they sound incredible. Some scholars have suggested that flooding of the Nile

by volcanic activity and the consequent poisoning of river life might account for

some of the plagues. However, this theory is not necessarily true.


There can be little doubt that the miraculous element was highlighted as the story of salvation was handed down and retold in the tradition and in theliturgical assemblies. Again, we need to remember that one account of what happened, (the Priestly account) was written, like all the other traditions, as many as 800 years later. Its exactly the same as if I today, wrote up what happened in Norman

times in 1200 A.D. and someone was reading my account in the year 2000.


Another thing we must avoid is to read our own ideas of miracles into the

bible. A miracle in the bible doesn't mean the disruption of a natural law,for the simple reason that they didn't have any conception of a natural law.

For the ancients God was always active both in the ordinary and the extraordinary.

Chesterton has rightly interpreted the Hebrew mind when he said the "sun does not rise by natural law but because Gad says, "get up and do it again!". God could

and did use either the ordinary or the extraordinary as a sign of his presence and

his saving action. He spoke to people through the rainbow, through the birth

of a child, through a chance meeting, as well as through an extraordinary cure

or the death of their first-born, and so on. It is important to remember that even as described in Scripture a sign was not a convincing proof of anything.The Pharaoh and his court were unimpressed by most of the signs and could emulate some of them. Even the Hebrew people themselves were not entirely convinced and were ready to complain and murmur at the first opportunity. The sign could only point to something and it could only ask for faith and trust.The rest was up to the individual.

Victory at the Red Sea


The central fact of the Exodus from Egypt is that a fugitive group of

Hebrew slaves under the leadership of Moses succeeded in making good their

escape from captivity. They crossed the water at a point which is wrongly

translated as the 'Red Sea'. The words are actually 'Yam Suph' which means

'Reed sea probably near the Suez Canal on the Gulf of Aqaba. The  account

mentions that a strong east wind blowing all night pushed the waters back (Ex.ch 14 21-24). The pursuing Egyptian chariots entered the soft marshy terrain and naturally got stuck fast in the mud. They were then engulfed by the returning waters.


The oldest biblical account of this great event is contained in a liturgical

hymn called the "Song of Miriam" (Ex.ch 15,21),

"Sing to Yahweh for he has triumphed gloriously,

Horse and rider he was thrown into the sea".


This little couplet could be an eye-witness account of the providential escape and so is very valuable.


The most effective sign of all and the immediate prelude to the escape was

the tenth plague, the death of the first-born of the Egyptians. In the biblical account the death of the first-born coincides with the celebration of the Passover.

The Passover feast, however, is very ancient, perhaps it was in existence even before the Exodus. It is a rite connected with the Spring festival of nomad tribes. it was for them a religious ceremony promoting communion with the god or deity. It was carried out in the fashion of a pastoral people at the time of the full moon. A lamb was killed, the blood was smeared on the posts of the tents, then the lamb was roasted and eaten with other ingredients. In the same way the feast of unleavened bread, or the bread of affliction also a Caananite rite taken on by Israel, is worked into the celebration of the Exodus. The unleavened bread symbolises a complete break with the past - all other bread had been cleared out.  "Cleanse out the old leaven that you may become a new batch.!(1 Cor. 5 ) St. Paul tells the Corinthians. The people of God "baptised" these old pagan festivals for

their own purposes, just as the Church has taken over the pagan feast of the birth of the sun god of the Romans at Christmas and now it becomes a celebration of the birth of Christ, the light of the world. In the Passover the people of Israel celebrated the fact that they had "passed over" from a living death in slavery to the freedom of the children of God, the first-born of God. In the event they passed from the threat of imminent death at the hands of the destroying angel. We are reminded of the use to which St. Paul put this great traditional festival of the Jews when he again tells the

Corinthians, "Christ our passover has been sacrificed for us" (1 Cor. 7).

St. John in his Gospel tells exactly the same thing when he says about the last

supper, "It was before the festival of the passover and Jesus knew that the hour

had come for him to pass from this world to the Father" (John 13). Also the

same Almighty Father who had delivered his people from bondage would deliver His Son,Jesus, from death, for the salvation of the whole world. Since the paschal mystery of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus, the Passover of the Jews has become the Eucharist of the Christians.

The account of the Passover is included by the Church in the liturgy of Holy Week. It is the first reading for the Mass of the Lord's Supper on Holy Thursday. Then out of the seven readings selected for the liturgy of the word prescribed during the Easter Vigil ceremony, the passage from Ex. Ch.l4, is obligatory - the successful eluding of the Egyptians at the Red Sea (Reed Sea). The Responsorial psalm following this reading is the Song of Moses, an expansion of the Song of Miriam, which constitutes the response to the Ps.

'The Lord is a warrior, the Lord is his name,

The chariots of Pharaoh he has hurled into the sea,

the flower of her army is drowned in the sea,

The deeps cover them; they sank like a stone'.

From humble beginnings and a humiliating escape from their captors then Israel gradually began to take shape as a people. 

How did this happen?


We should remember that it was not just a question of crossing a border for these fugitives and so making good their escape from the Egyptians.Egypts writ ran far beyond her borders in those times.At this period Egypt was in fact at the height of her powers as an empire,ie from 1570 - 1310 B.C and she had no rival whatsoever.

Egypt had enjoyed great success from the time of the expulsion of the Hyksos invaders in 1550.The  Egyptians had made progress in Palestine and captured Canaanite towns such as Shechem and Jericho.

The years between 1372 and 1354 are known as the Amarna period.King Akhenaton and his wife Nefertiti at this time tried to restore and purify religion by establishing the worship of the sun-god Aten which was a form of monotheistic religion.They moved the capital of the country from Thebes to a site 200 miles to the north to a place which

is called today Tell-el- Amarna.Akhenaton was suceeded by Tuttankhanum of tomb treasures fame and things then reverted to their former state.


In 1887 a peasant woman dug up some objects which she then sold to

an neighbour.They turned out to be baked clay tablets with cuneiform inscriptions.They consisted of letters written from various petty kings to the Pharoah Akhenaten and his father.We can date them to the 14th century B.C.These rulers who were scattered around western Asia were appealing for help against the warlike Habirus.This means that the power of Egypt was on the wane and she was not able to ensure the safety of her vassals.

THE EXODUS EXPERIENCE

The date most favoured by scholars for the exodus from Egypt is the middle of the 13th century B.C. i.e 1250.This was during the reign of Rameses 11 (1290 - 1224).

There are many indications that point to this period,

1.
The building programme of Rameses already referred to, especially that of Pithom and Rameses would seem to demand this.

2.
Furthermore the Merneptah Inscription (c.1220) demands the presence

of Israelites in Canaan by that date..

3.
In the Book of Numbers ch.20 -21 we are told that Israel avoided Edom and Moab.These kingdoms were only established around this time.

4. The destruction of cities such as Bethel and Debir (Josh.Ch. 10)  in the 13th century point in a similiar direction.After the destruction of these cities they were replaced by cities of an Israelite type.

Other cities such as Hazor and Lachish followed the same pattern of destruction and rebuilding as is shown by archaeology.

The bible itself however would seem to suggest a later date.For instance we read in l Kgs. Ch.6.v.6 that there were  480 years from

the Exodus to the 4th year of Solomon.If Solomon`s date was 958 this would demand an exodus in the 14th century.However John Bright suggests that what is indicated are 12 generations  consisting of 40 year periods.This should more accurately be 25 years to indicate a generation; the bible is only using round figures he says.If we take a generation to mean 25 years we would arrive at a 13th century

date for the Exodus.


Route to Canaan.


The actual route taken by the escaping Israelites on their journey to Canaan is not altogether clear.The Bible tells us that they travelled south to Succoth and Pi Hahiroth.The actual point of crossing from Egyptian territory is disputed.Exodus recounts the marvellous escape at the Red Sea,but red here is an innacurate rendering of the word 'Suph' which means 'reed', 'Yam Suph' means 'reed sea'.As a matter of fact there are no reeds in the  red sea.This points to the fact that it was not the Red sea,(Gulf of  Suez) which was reached by the Israelite fugitives, but a more northerly point in the marsh district.In any case the Egyptian cavalry would have  caught up with them before they got as far south as the Red Sea.

The escapees did not take the direct route to Canaan as this would have been guarded by Egyptian garrisons, (this was known as the 'way of the Philistines`) Instead they went as ch  19, of Exodus states 'by way of the wilderness' .The headquarters of the whole group at this period of wandering was the oasis at Kadesh Barnea. From here they would seem to have headed south through the Sinai Peninsula.The geographical location of Mt.Sinai or Horeb is disputed among scholars.The traditional site is near the tip of the Sinai Peninsula itself.This fits in well with a journey of eleven days from Kadesh.There are no convincing reasons to go for an alternative site to the East of Sinai; it is true that extinct volcanoes have been found here but this is not necessarily demanded by the biblical story.The scene need not presuppose anything more than a violent thunderstorm. After moving on from Sinai the Israelites made their way round and eventually entered Canaan at Transjordan.Evidence from archaeology suggests that invasions took place in that area and as we saw already towns such as Ai, Lachish and Debir were destroyed at this

time.
Desert Experience.
After the successful escape bid from  Egypt there succeeded a very important and formative period in Israels experience and this was the 'desert experience' or the wandering in the wilderness.The numbers of people involved in the escape could not have been as high as the bible suggests, i.e 6oo,ooo rnen,Those figures in Ex.12. would amount to over two million people and this has to be an exaggeration.

That many people marching together in close formation would have stretched from Egypt to Sinai and back again!They could not possibly have crossed the sea of reeds in one night .So this varied group of people - 'a mixed multitude (Num.11 v 1-6) set out to head for the holy mountain in order to sacrifice to God as had been planned in advance.Ex.Ch. 15.v 22 tells us that they set off after moving camp from the sea of reeds and from there they made for the wilderness of Shur.Conditions were harsh as we might expect them to be in the desert and things didn't work out very well.Moses is faced with a large discontented mob lacking both food and water.They make no effort to conceal their greivances and this the Bible interprets as a lack trust in Yahweh, who had done so much for them.Still the Lord is determined to mould them into his people and to extend his protection to them.God`s provision for his people is presented as occurring through unusual events - the manna in the desert and the appearance of quails!This sustenance was  offered to them as a result of their murmuring against Moses and harking back to the flesh-pots of Egypt.

`It was I myself who taught Ephraim to walk

I took them in my arms`.(Hos.11,v 3).
The unusual events are susceptible of a natural explanation in some cases, and in the example of the ten plagues it may have been the very opportuneness  of them that really counted.In the case of the food eg,manna simply means `what`s that`,it may have been a secretion from a tamarisk tree that looked like bread.It can still be found in the Middle East today.Another interesting fact is that migrating quails from Africa fall in that region and can be picked up by Bedouin tribes today.These just turned up at  the right time.When the people complained of thirst they were provided for in an unusual way indeed by Moses striking the rock with his staff.St.Paul alludes to this in 1 Cor.Ch.10,v 3) There was a Jewish legend that the rock followed the people.Qfteer that the Amalekites engaged them in battle but Moses,armed with his famous rod,went to pray with arms aloft on the hilltop;this is certainly a lesson in the power of sustained prayer..
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