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Stories with a Twist

[244]

“…and he was about to reach for the gold…” 
Insights into Exodus Rabbah 1:26

Background to Our Story

Moses

 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moses

According to the Book of Exodus, Moses was born in a time when his people, the Israelites, an 
enslaved minority,  were increasing in  numbers and the Egyptian Pharaoh was worried that  they 
might  ally  themselves  with  Egypt's  enemies. Moses' Hebrew mother, Jochebed,  secretly  hid  him 
when the Pharaoh ordered all newborn Hebrew boys to be killed in order to reduce the population of  
the Israelites. Through the Pharaoh's daughter, the child was adopted as a foundling from the Nile 
river and grew up with the Egyptian royal family. After killing an Egyptian slave master (because the  
slave  master  was  smiting  a  Hebrew),  Moses  fled  across  the Red  Sea to Midian,  where  he 
encountered  The  Angel  of  the  Lord, speaking  to  him  from  within  a burning  bush on Mount 
Horeb (which he regarded as the Mountain of God). 

God sent Moses back to Egypt to demand the release of the Israelites from slavery. Moses said that  
he could not speak eloquently, so God allowed Aaron, his brother, to become his spokesperson. 
After the Ten Plagues, Moses led the Exodus of the Israelites out of Egypt and across the Red Sea, 
after which they based themselves at Mount Sinai, where Moses received the Ten Commandments. 
After 40 years of wandering in the desert, Moses died within sight of the Promised Land on Mount 
Nebo.

Exodus 4:10
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Moses said to the  LORD, “Pardon your servant, Lord. I have never been eloquent, 
neither in the past nor since you have spoken to your servant. I am slow of speech 
and tongue.” 

The Text: Exodus Rabbah 1:26

Pharaoh's daughter used to kiss and hug him [Moses], and loved him as if he 

were her own son and [she] would not allow him out of the royal palace. 

Since he [Moses] was so handsome, everyone was eager to see him, and 

whoever saw him could not tear himself away from him. 

Pharaoh also used to kiss and hug him, and he [Moses] used to take the 

crown of Pharaoh and place it upon his own head, as he was destined to do 

when he became great.

….

The magicians of Egypt sat there and said: We are afraid of him who is 

taking off your crown and placing it upon his own head, lest he be the one of 

whom we prophesy that he will take away the kingdom from you.

Some of them counselled to slay him and others to burn him, but Jethro was 

present among them and he said to them: This boy has no sense. However, 

test him by placing before him a gold vessel and a live. coal; if he stretches 

forth his hand for the gold, then he has sense and you can slay him, but if 
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he makes for  the live  coal,  then he has no sense and there can be no 

sentence of death upon him.

So they brought these things before him and he was about to reach for the 

gold when Gabriel came and thrust his hand aside so that it seized the coal, 

and he thrust his hand with the live coal into his mouth, so that his tongue 

was burnt, with the result that he became slow of speech and of tongue. 

Explaining the Story (What is the sequence of events that take place in the 

story?)

Comprehension and Analysis Questions 

 Why did Pharaoh’s daughter not allow Moses out of the royal palace?

Answer 1 _________________________________

Answer 2 _________________________________

 Why  was  everybody  so  eager  to  see  Moses  and  why  couldn’t  they  tear 

themselves from him?

 Why did Pharaoh kiss and hug Moses? 

Answer 1 _________________________________

Answer 2 _________________________________

Bonus  Why did Moses take Pharaoh’s crown and place it upon his own head?

 Why did the magicians of Egypt see an omen in Moses’ playing with the crown? 

Answer 1 _________________________________

Answer 2 _________________________________

 Why did the magicians advise Pharaoh to get rid of Moses?

Bonus  Why did Jethro save Moses?

Bonus  Why did Jethro suggest the “coal vs. gold” test as opposed to saying to 

Pharaoh and the magicians: “leave the boy alone!” 

Bonus  Why did Moses reach for the gold? 

Answer 1 _________________________________

Answer 2 _________________________________

Bonus  Why did the Angel Gabriel thrust Moses’ hand aside? 
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 What did Moses do “to deserve” his speech impediment?

 “The Twist” – Or the Lessons We Can Learn from the Text

 Undeserved Pain: The Price of Leadership

The Torah tells us that Moses was slow of speech and tongue without giving us any 

background to  why such an impediment.  Our  story,  while  coming to  fill  in  the 

biblical  gap, leaves us with a disturbing, yet inescapable reality: Moses, who is 

meant to become the leader of the Children of Israel, is burned through no fault of 

his  own.  Jethro,  the  magicians,  and Pharaoh not  only  talk  freely  about  Moses, 

ascribing meaning to a non-existing plot, but they act upon their talks, hurting baby 

Moses in the process.

I like to suggest that this story gives us a glimpse in the call of leadership. Leaders, 

especially community leaders, might get burnt, hurt, and slayed in the process of 

their leadership, and will suffer pain -sooner or later- without having done anything 

to  deserve  it.  Those  who  venture  themselves  into  the  exciting  yet  uncharted 

territory of leadership should know the challenges they face.
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