
exodus

This commentary views Exodus as a cultural document, preserving the collective
memories of the Israelites and relating them to the major institutions and beliefs that
emerged by the end of the period of the Hebrew Bible. It is intended to help the reader
follow the story line of Exodus, understand its sociocultural context, appreciate its
literary features, recognize its major themes and values, and note its interpretive
and moral problems. It explains important concepts and terms as expressed in the
Hebrew original so that both people who know Hebrew and those who do not will
be able to follow the discussion.

Carol Meyers is the Mary Grace Wilson Professor in the Department of Religion at
Duke University. Meyers has authored, co-authored, or edited such books as Haggai
and Zechariah 1–8 and Zechariah 9–14, The Excavations of the Ancient Synagogue
at Gush Halav, Discovering Eve: Ancient Israelite Women in Context, and Women in
Scripture: A Dictionary of the Named and Unnamed Women in the Hebrew Bible, the
Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical Books, and the New Testament.
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Preface

�

Of all the books in the Hebrew Bible, Exodus perhaps has had the greatest impact
beyond the ancient community in which it took shape. The account of escape
from oppression has become a great narrative of hope for peoples all over the
world. The tale of courageous prophetic activity often has served as a model
for struggling community leaders. The values embodied in the legal traditions
are reflected in the law codes of many countries. The attention to the physical
setting as well as the moral issues involved in the service of God reverberates in
houses of worship everywhere. The establishment of a final form of Exodus as
part of Hebrew scripture was both the end product of a long process of tradition
formation and, at the same time, part of the beginning of the book’s profound
and enduring role in Christianity and Islam as well as Judaism.

Although it is not the first book in the Bible, Exodus arguably is the most
important. It presents the defining features of Israel’s identity, as it took shape
by the late biblical period. First and foremost are memories of a past marked
by persecution and hard-won, if not miraculous, escape. As it is recounted in
Exodus, this past is inextricably linked with a theophany on a national level at
Sinai, the initiation of a binding covenant with the god whose name is revealed to
Moses, and the establishment of community life and guidelines for sustaining it.
In addition, Exodus connects central characteristics of ancient Israel’s spiritual
and religious life as well as its defining cultural practices, as they are known from
texts that were formed centuries after Israel first emerges in the land of Canaan,
with the story of freedom. The forty chapters of this biblical book give vivid
reality and texture to the paradigm of divine communication through prophets,
the existence of a national shrine with priestly officials and sacrificial offerings,
the celebration of festivals such as the weekly Sabbath and the annual Passover,
and the practice of ancient customs such as circumcision and the redemption
of the firstborn. And perhaps most significant, ideas about the nature of the
divine in relation to humanity are given specificity through the role of one god,
Yahweh, in the unfolding drama of what is reported in Exodus.

xv
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xvi Preface

The dramatic flow of the narrative, however, belies the diversity of its literary
genres as well as the complexity of the text and the problem of its relation to
the emergence of the people of Israel in the eastern Mediterranean thousands
of years ago. The appealing universality of many of its themes masks the moral
ambiguities of an account that celebrates the freedom of one people amidst
the suffering of others. And its canonical authority tends to privilege social
constructs that were pioneering in the Iron Age but are less compelling in the
twenty-first century. Moreover, so well known are the outlines of this master
narrative of escape to freedom and establishment of community that the various
shadings and nuances of the dramatic picture are overlooked. And many of the
ideas about God and God’s manifestation in the world so often are accepted as
unique that their origins in or relation to the wider culture of the ancient Near
East go unnoticed.

Exodus demands close attention. Too few people outside the academy are
aware of how scholars and students of the Bible since antiquity have puzzled
over the form and function of its contents while at the same time drawing
inspiration from its story. In each generation, new insights have become avail-
able from developments in the wider intellectual world of its interpreters. This
commentary thus attempts to examine afresh the historical, social, literary, and
religious dimensions of Exodus in light of the tools and insights available at
the beginning of the twenty-first century. While remaining mindful of the long
tradition of scholarly and theological exegesis, it takes into account the contri-
butions of approaches that have developed in recent decades, in which scholars
have become more attuned to the particular social settings of the shapers, as well
as of the subjects, of the text and have learned much about how to understand
the literary artistry of the Bible. Although they are not explicitly labeled as such,
various methodologies have been incorporated into this commentary. I have
sought to combine sociocultural perspectives with attention to the design of
the completed text as well as to the cumulative wisdom of centuries of biblical
scholarship in the hope that a multiplicity of resources allows for a balanced
and comprehensible reading of the text.

Many people have played a role in bringing this project to completion. I am
grateful to the editors of the New Cambridge Bible Commentary series for invit-
ing me to participate in this enterprise and, especially, to the Hebrew Bible/Old
Testament editor, Professor Bill T. Arnold, for his many helpful editorial com-
ments. I am greatly appreciative of the guidance of Andrew Beck of Cambridge
University Press at every step of the way and of the expertise of Michie Shaw of
TechBooks in seeing this book through production. I am deeply thankful for the
cheerful and competent assistance of graduate students Ingrid Moen and Erin
Kuhns at Duke University. I am indebted to the many Duke undergraduates
whose interests and questions over the years have contributed to my endeavors
to understand Exodus. And I am incredibly fortunate to have had the abiding
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Preface xvii

patience and understanding of my husband Eric, especially when my absorption
with Exodus affected our weekends and holidays.

In my first semester of graduate school, I found myself enrolled in a course
called “Priestly Documents of the Pentateuch”; the instructor was Professor
Baruch A. Levine. Not long afterward, I was in a class, taught by Professor
Nahum M. Sarna, in which considerable attention was given to the exodus
narrative. As a result of these two experiences early in my doctoral program,
I wrote a dissertation focusing on aspects of the tabernacle texts of Exodus. I
then moved away from such research interests, drawn to other aspects of biblical
studies by my extensive responsibilities in field archaeology as well as my growing
awareness of gender issues in ancient societies. It has thus been a special pleasure,
in immersing myself in this Exodus project, to return to some of my earliest
academic pursuits while drawing upon the fruits of subsequent ones. It is with
profound gratitude to them for introducing me to the richness and complexity
of the second book of the Bible that I dedicate this commentary to my Exodus
mentors, Professors Levine and Sarna. The directions I have taken in this book
represent my own navigation of a path they showed to me decades ago.
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A Word about Citations

�

All volumes in the New Cambridge Bible Commentary (NCBC) include foot-
notes, with full bibliographical citations included in the note when a source text
is first mentioned. Subsequent citations include the author’s initial or initials,
full last name, abbreviated title for the work, and date of publication. Most
readers prefer this citation system to endnotes that require searching through
pages at the back of the book.

The Suggested Reading lists, also included in all NCBC volumes after the
Introduction, are not a part of this citation apparatus. Annotated and organized
by publication type, the self-contained Suggested Reading list is intended to
introduce and briefly review some of the most well-known and helpful literature
on the biblical text under discussion.

xix
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