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THREE

Deuteronomy: A Taste of Bittersweet

There are two tragedies i life. One is to lose your heart's desire.

The other is to goin i,

— GECGRGE BERNARD SHAW

<<:n,5 Communism lell in 1989, small countries in Fastern
Europe and Central Asia suddenly found themselves free of the
long shadow of the Soviet Union. No one gave them orders
anymore. No one imposed policies. On their own they had 1o
figure out how to design a flag. train an army, manage foreign
affairs, settle border disputes—in short, how 1o run a country.
Each nation’s success or failure depended on what kind of
leader emerged from the Cold War thaw.

Czechoslovakia instinctively tirned to Viclav Havel, a play-
wright who had spent years in prison for his political dissent.
Although Havel had no experience and litde interest in politics,
he accepied the daunting task of fashioning a new, free coun-
uv. To connect with his people, he began a practice that became
a tradition: each week he appeared on television to answer
callers” questions. He explained how the new government
would work, reviewed the budget, discussed controversial new
laws, lectured on morality and responsibility. At times preacher,
cheerleader, historian, and coach, this playwright-intellectual
against all odds became a media star, presiding over one of the
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most popular shows in the country. By sheer eloquence and
force of personality Havel ushered the Czech people through a
painful split with Slovakia and prepared them for life as an inde-
pendent nation. It felt, he said, like a parent trying to teach an
unruly bunch of children how 1o behave as adulis.

In a nutshell, that is the situation Moses confronted toward
the end of his life. A reluctant leader who had spent forty years
tending sheep in a wilderness, he was abruptly called by God
to emancipaie the Hebrews from the most powerful empire in
the world. Moses did that and more, coaxing and cajoling the
freed slavés through four decades of immaturity in the Sinai
desert. Now, just as Moses” own life was ending, the Hebrews
stood at the threshold of the Promised Land, eager to take the
reins of nationhood.

Moses had one last shot, one last opportunity to pass along
historical memory, 10 purge himself of grievances and pain, 1o
bequeath to them the hope and grit they would desperately
need in his absence. To his people, he represented not only a
railblazer like Viclav Havel: he was the Liberator—Simén Boli-
var, Nelson Mandela, Mahamma Gandhi, and George Washing-
ton all pressed into one frail old body,

“If the various writers of the Bible were composers, the
Deutéronomist would be Bach in his utter, majestic confidence,”
writes Jack Miles. Deuteronomy stands as the last of the five
“books of Moses,” the grand summation, the first full-blown ora-
tory in the Bible, and the record of Moses' final words o the
children of Israel. In forty torturous years a stuttering shepherd,
shy of leadership and haunted by his crime of passion, has
become one of the giants of history whose achievements
changed the planet forever, Deuteronomy gives Moses' own
account of that remarkable transformation.
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n_urm old man clutches his robe and shivers in spite of the desert
heat. Assistants help him scrabble up the tallest rock. Before
him, stretching aif the way to the horizon, arc the Israelites. He
pauses to let the cheers of the crowd die down. His eyes lock
onto a few anonymous laces. So young, so innocent. None of
them has a single memory of the glories of Egypt, the fabulous
land of pyramids and palaces and chariots. These desert kids
know only the rigors of Sinal: scorpions, vipers, blazing heat,
cold nights. sandstorms, the endless scarch for water.

None of their parents have survived, save two. The rest
proved useless. He dragged them out of Egypt only to find they
had kept Egypt inside them. Now he laces their eager young,
descendants, a nation intact but with all its individual celis
repfaced. Children, that's what they are, mere children. He'd give
anything 1o lead them across the river into the land he’s been
crowing about lor forty years. He sighs, with a sound more like 2

groan. ILwon'twork, he knows. Instead, he'll die here, maybe even

loday. They'll be alone soon, this brood of the desert, He's gath-
ered them together to say farewell.

Like a hive of bees, the mob buzzes with energy. Moses
has't seen such excitement since the day their parents walked
out of Egypt loaded down with the gold of the pharaohs. How
quickly the smiles left their faces: how long will they last on these
children's? They have heard stories [rom their parents, he
knows-—Lhe same parents who grumbled, complained. and out-
right rebelled against his leadership. This is his last chance to set
the record strajght, to right the blame and the credit, lo get his-
tory down not just for these children but for all to follow, for all
posterity.

Moses” eyes, covered with cataracts, are the color of clotted
milk, Eighty years in the desert have carved watrus wrinkles across
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his face. He can barely hear; the sounds of the multitude blend
together into a low, irritating hum. Joshua and Caleb, trusted asso-
ciates, have quieted the throng and are motioning for him to
begin. They've arranged for “shouters™ 10 repeal his words, pro-
jecting them out so cveryone can hear. “Speak slowly,” they advise.
“Take your time.” But as he begins 1o speak, his voice cracks and
the old stulter starts up again.

Moses is the oldest person any of the Israelites have seen,
the only truly ancient person among them, nearly twice the age of
Joshua and Caleb. With his snow-white hair and flowing beard. he
seems mare mythological creature than man. He has dominated
their lives from birth. They have heard how he strode past guards
in the great pharaoh’s palace and surprised the ruler who was once
his playmate. The plagues, so traumatic at the time, over the years
have become the fodder of jokes: frogs jumping through the
Kitchen, grats and {lies swarming the soldiers and foremen, boils
forcing the Egyptian magicians to roll naked in the sand for reliel.
Moses the magician stage-managed all that.

Their parents used 1o speak longingly of the patm trees, the
houses piled atop one another so high as to block the sun, the
streets crowded with chariots. donkey carts, and long caravans of
camels. Of such this throng has no memory. They have only the
hope of a new start, a nation where they will serve as masters and
not staves, a land not desiccaled bul Tush with pastures and crops,
a land they can call their own.

Moseg' life had a single theme: God did it. How many times
had his mother recounted the tale of his miraculous survival
during the Pharaoh’s campaign to exterminate Hebrew babies?
"God saved you, Moses,” she tcld him over and over. “He has
something very special in mind for you.” She laughed that
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proud mother’s laugh as she reminded him that God arranged
for her, his birth mother, to get a royal pension for nursing him.
Meanwhile he played in the courts of Pharaoh, acquired a
superh classical education, and dined with the elite of the
empire,

Secretly knowing his true identity, Moses felt like 2 person
without a country. When other Egyptian princes told crude
jokes about the Hebrew slaves, he bit his tongue. When his
own people, the Hebrews, taunted him for his uppity manners
and palace accent, he bit his tongue again. Fe loved both fam-
ilies, birth and adopted. He never tired of the peasant family
dinners, followed by the old men rehashing the stories of Abra-
ham, Isaac, and Jacob and the God they still worshiped despite
the fact that he seemed 1o have fallen asleep for a dozen gen-
erations. Moses especially loved the story of Jaseph. “You could
be 4 new Joseph,” said his mother as she kissed him goodbye
one night. “You 100 walk in Pharaoh's palace. God may use you
to help save us.”

On the other hand. he could not imagine life without the
training he got every day among the smartest students in the
empire. He loved the sports competitions, the feasts, the fine
wine, the oiled and pesfumed women who taught him ait and
music. Like a spy, he balanced the two worlds successfully,
keeping them in sealed compartments and Hourishing in both—
until one day the two collided and he had 10 choose between
them.

At the time it seemed a simple matter of justice. Dressed in
the full regalia of an Egyptian prince, a gold headpiece and
buckle announcing his office, he visited a work site of the
Pharaoh. There he saw a mid-level Egyptian foreman savagely
beating a Hebrew, one of Moses' countrymen. He gave the
tyrant a shove, finished him off, and hid the corpse in the sand,
then went on as if nothing had happened. Others had seen the
deed, though, and now the cat had escaped the bag,
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On that day at the work site, Moses realized what side he
was truly on. Egyptians used the word Hapiru as a term of
scorn for Hebrews: “the dusty ones.” If an Egyplian dies, of
course someone must pay. But if one of the Hapiru dies, who
cares? I care, Moses decided. They may be slaves, but they are
my kinsmen. No one deserves this treatment.

To Pharaoh, Moses had crossed a line and got caught on
the wrong side. He could not iolerate insurrection. It was he,
after all, who had ordered the infanticide campaign against
Moses’ tribe. Pharaoh issued a death warrant for the impostor
prince named Moses,

A fugitive, Moses fled Egypt and for forty years had no con-
tact with cither of his families. A new life began that surpris-
ingly suited him, the lonely life of a nomad. He gained a wife,
an extended family, and a new set of wilderness survival skills,
Out of prudence Moses said litile to anyone about his past and
had little reason to. No one in Midian cared about the Hebrews,
nor about the Egyptians for that matter. His world gradually
shrank into a circle of domestic tranquility, and at the ripe old
age of eighty he concerned himself mainly with children, in-
laws, and sheep.

God, however, had other plans. While Moses was forging
a new life in Midian, far from the Hebrew slaves, God had been
listening to their groans. All at once the slow, mysterious work
of a imeless God came into sharp focus, revealing that nothing
in Moses' circuitous life had been wastéd. God now had a
Hebrew of pure pedigree, expertly trained in Egyprian leader-
ship skills, fully capable of surviving in the wilderness. The time
for liberation of God's chosen people had arrived. Now 1o con-
vince Moses. And Pharach.

Moses raised powerful objections to God’s plans. First,
there was the question of his trustworthiness. Why should the
Hebrews trust someone trained by the enemy, let alone a fugi-
tive who had skipped the country for forty years? Besides, both
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the Mebrews and Pharaoh would need an articulate leader o
stir them into action—why pick someone with a stutier? 'O
Lord, please send someone else,” Moses begged. A few words
spoken from a burning bush silenced Moses; convincing
Pharach was another matier.

Thus did a diffident shepherd become the first intermedi-
ary chosen by God to speak to his people, and also the first
persan recorded in the Bible to work miracles. Moses' initial
fears proved accurate, however. After an Egyptian crackdown
doubled their workload, the Hebrews abandoned Moses and
his brother Aaron. The Israelites were supposed to believe that
a God absent for four hundred years had suddenly decided to
take on the Pharaoh and his armies? Dream on.

doses did not even have the support of his own people as
he strode up the massive stone steps to Pharaoh's palace. its
gold finials gleaming in the desert sun. He looked around. The
Pharach had nearly finished his grand construction plans. A city
of white limestone, more dazzling than the sun, had grown up
around the drab buildings he knew as a boy.

Hieroglyphics carved into the stone walls said it all, Tnused
in forey years, Moses first language came flooding back as he
studied the accounts of Pharaoh's military conquests, He felt a
stab of pain as he recognized the Egyptian symbol for forcigner:
a bound man with blood flowing from a wound in his head.
The wilderness of Midian had rid him of all nostalgia for the
luxuries of Egypt. Sumptuous banquets, orgies, pretentious
dress with social rank carefully scripted in hair, armbands, and
clothing styles—all this seemed a stench to him now. He knew
his proper identity: a foreigner; an alien in a strange land; a
Gershom, the very name he had chosen for his son. His people,
the Hebrews, were the bound ones with blood flowing from
their wounds: the Hapiru, the dusty ones who worked in the
mud and bore the lashes of the Egyptians. Their only hope,
only furure, now rested in God’s hands alone.
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Why on earth would my appoiztment secretary admit this
smelly goatherd? thought Pharaoh on seeing but not yet recog-
nizing Moses. The uncouth visitor whispered his words of intro-
duction to Aaron, his interpreter, but no one could understand
Aaron's rustic speech. When Moses himself finally spoke up, all
the attendants dresv back at the sound. Out of the rube’s mouth
flowed perfect, aristocratic Egyptian.

A few minutes later Moses the former prince of Egypt and
Pharaoh the ruling king were laughing together over the good
old days. The Pharaoh's gold necklaces and bracelets jangled as
he clapped his hands in joy. To the guards’ astonishment, he
even allowed the coarse visitor 1o touch him!

The two had once been playmates, before Moses had
crossed the reigning Pharaoh, But the old man, long dead, was
now resting in unimaginable splendor in the Valley of the Kings.
“We put enough [ood and Furniture in his tomb 1o keep him in
comfort for eternity,” said the new Pharaoh, his son. “Already 1
have fifty thousand workmen preparing my own 1omb. You can
never be too careful.”

Anything Moses wanted, he could have—for himself, that
is, not for the rest of the Hebrews, “Think about it, Moses. Put
yoursell in my place. No monarch would let his main work
force just walk away. I have cities to build, and aqueducts, and
forts.” Though the Pharaoh did not say it. they both knew the
Hebrew slaves did all the dirty wark, at minimal cost. "Come
back to the palace and enjoy life,” he urged. “Don’t worry about
the incident at the construction site. Just as Father promised, 1
am now Egypt—ithe morning and the evening star. If [ say day
is night, it will be so written. Join me and forget the Hebrews.”

God had not forgotwen the Hebrews, however: “T have seen
the oppression of my people in Egypt and have heard their cry,”
he wold voses from the burning bush. Neither could Moses for-
get his people. At one time Pharaoh's offer might have empted
him, but not now. He looked back in shame on the days when

82

Dewteronomy: A Taste of Bittersweet

he called “Father” the man who had slaughtered the Hebrew
children. After forty years in the wilderness, he had been unpre-
pared for the sight of slave labor again. It fek like 2 kick in the
gut. Moses in effect flung down a gauntlet, challenging the
mightiest empire in the world to a form of cosmic combai, with
the very heavens choosing sides.

Soon Moses and the Pharach were engaged in a great tug-
of-war, not so different from the games they used to play in the
courtyards although now with siakes raised higher. *T will not
be dictated to! I will not be threatened!” shouted the Pharaoh
in a tone Moses had never before heard. *T am the morning and
the evening star. [ am Pharach!”

Egypt and its mighty gods stood in splendid array against
the invisible God of the Hebrews, To the Egyptians, the
Hebrews' notion of a single, invisible God seemed ludicrous.
They wershiped an elaboration of gods who could be visually
celebrated in the splendid temples: Horus the hawlk, Thot the
tbis, Khunm the ram, Apis the sacred bull. Each possessed mys-
tericus characteristics known only to the priests. What good
was-a god you could not see or even represent in sculpture or
painting?

As for the Hebrews' request 1o withdraw into the desert (o
offer sacrifices, that seemed an obvious escape ploy. Did not
the temple of Karnak down the river employ 70,000 full-time
priests and acolytes? If the Hebrews wanted 1o sacrifice, why
not hire the experts?

Yet one by one the Egyptian gods fell 1o the plagues
unleashed by Moses” God: the river god turned to blood, the
sacred [ly became a swarming pest, the sun-god Ra disappeared
behind a cloud, the great bull failed o protect his livestock.
Finally, in the last and worst plague, the Pharaoh, along with
every other Egyptian, lost his firstborn son. At last he conceded
defeart; the invisible God had won. The very next day Hebrew
slaves, loaded down with Egyptian plunder, walked away in a
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huge, ragiag mob, at the head of which marched Moses, Prince
of Israel.

Moses himself wauld have resisted the title, of course. From
the moment he first saw the bush that would not stop burning,
he had learned one lesson above all others: the mission was
God's, not his, Moses merely played the role God assigned him.
He tried 1o drum that lesson into the Israelites every year at
Passover, when they remembered that last, murderous night in
Egypt, when no Israelite armies faced the mighty Egyptians.
Freedom came in the blackest night while Hebrew families hud-
dled around the Passover table, their bags packed, waiting for
deliverance. God alone did it. Later, wwhen the Pharaoh changed
his mind and set his chariots loose upon the fleeing tribes, and
all the Israclites whimpered like cowards, God came through
again. God even designated the Exodus as a way of describing
himself: “T am the God who brought you out of Egypt.”

That same pattern of abject dependence would continue
all through the wilderness wanderings. When the Hebrews ran
out of water, God provided. When food supplies failed, God
provided. When raiders attacked, God provided. Liberation was
God's act, and he alone deserved the credit.

Years of sheep-herding during his exile in Midian had mel-
lowed Moses, preparing him for his leadership role in the Sinat.
In the old days he took matters into his own hands. All three
scenes from his youth involved violence: murdering an Egypt-
ian foreman, breaking up a fight among his brethren, chasing
a bunch of shepherds away from some vulnerable women (and
impressing his future wife in the process). Now the famous
temper had softened.

Once only did it rear up strongly enough to defy God him-
self; when Moses smashed his walking stick against a rock in
anger. “You want water? I'll give you water!” he had screamed
at the thirsty whiners. That lapse cost him the dream of his life,
the chance to set foot in the Promised Land. For a moment
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Moses forgot it was God's work, not his own, and for this rea-
son he now stood on the tall rock before the anxious mukltitude
on the wrong side of the Jordan river.

_Amm_u it positive, old man, he mumbles to himsell. Remember,
this is their big day. Don't lake it away [rom then. [L was their
parents who angered God, not these kids here Loday. Give them
hope. Let them celebrate.

Try as he might, he cannot help lashing oul. Footsore and
weary, as he thinks back over the last third of his life, alt he feets
is disappointment. “You are too heavy a burden for me lo carry
alone,” he says and wails for the shouters to repeat it. Well, it's
true, they are a burden—a bleating, squirming mess of ingrates
he has pulled across the desert like a donkey dragging a cart up
a mountain. No soener had he got them out of Egypt than they
started pining for the lruits and spices they lefl behind. Ingrates!
God gives them manna and they want steak. God makes rocks
bleed water and they beg for rivers.

They're stilf-necked, like the ox thal used to resist his yok-
ing in Midian. Unless the stupid beast relaxed. he could never get
the yoke to settle tight across its neck. The dumb ox wore sores
all day because of ils own stubbornness. This Lribe has been wan-
dering lor forty years in a wilderness with a yoke bouncing up and
down their stiff necks. [t should have taken eleven days, the mis-
erable journey, nol forty years.

“You were unwilling to go up; you rebelled against the
command of the Lord your God. You grumbled in your tents. . . .
You have been rebellious against Lhe Lord ever since | have
known you.”

Easy, old man. Let it go. Remember, these are kids standing
here. Their parents did all that, not these kids. But he can'l help
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it. He's got forty years worth of bile to unload, and the parents
are no longer here to dump it on.

“Because of you the Lord became angry with me also and
said, "You shall not enter it, either.”” That's what really sticks in
his craw. How come these kids get to prance into the land of milk
and honey while the great liberaior, the one who bore them like
a burden, whao stuck up for them when even God abandoned them,
has to stand at the very edge of happiness . . . and die. It's not fair.
None of it is fair. “I told you. but you would not listen. You
rebelled against the Lord's command. .. ."

The speech is not going well. Moses can sense 1t in the
crowd: the women talking among themselves, the men looking
down and shuffling their fect, the children drifling off to play. This
is his last shot, and he's blowing it. Still, doesn't he have a right
to his say? Hasn't he earned it? Who cares how they respond right
now. They've got to listen. One day they'll understand. One day
they'lt know how mtich they hurt him.

"I pleaded with the Lord, 'Let me go over and see the good
land beyond the Jordan—that fine hill country and Lebanon.” But
because of you Lhe Lord was angry with me and would not listen
to me.”

No doubt the crowd understoad the dyspeptic raves of the
old man. Every last one of their parents lay buried in the Sinai
sand and soon Moses would join them, « shabby end to his life
of service. He had known lew joys, and surely they had not
made it easy, bringing him their long list ol problems each day.
They had gossiped about him, mistrusted him, envied him. No
one really liked Moses—how can you relate to such a man,
forty years vour senior, a man who prefers tending sheep to
tending peoptle, who meets with God alone in a teni?—and he
must have known it
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It was a long speech Moses gave, three speeches in all, and
despiie his tendency to lapse into rancor against his own ilf for-
tunte, he did pull himself together enough to get across the main
message, which could be summmarized in one word; Remember!
With the speeches in Deuteronomy, Moses established the great
tradition of bistorical memory, a tradition his people, who
became known as the Jews, have cherished ever since: “Never
forget.” Try as we might, we can never undo the past, but still
we must honor it by bearing witness, by remembering so as not
to allow it to repeat,

One would think in view of all that bad transpired—the
centuries of slavery, the Ten Plagues, the Red Sea miracle, the
victories over surrcunding tribes—the Hebrews would not need
such a pedantic reminder. Forget God one generation after the
Exodus? How could they ever again doubt such a God? Yet
Moses knew by intuition that the simple act of remembering
would require daily acts of concentration.

Be careful thar you do not forget the Lord vour God, fajl-
ing to abserve his commands, his laws and his decrees
that | am giving you this day. Otherwise, when you eat
and are satisfied, when you build fine houses and setile
down, and when your herds and flocks grow large and
your silver and gold increase and all you have is multi-
plied, then your heart will become proud and you will
forget the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt,
out of the land of slavery, He led you through the vast
and dreadful desert, that thirsty and waterless land. with
its venomous snakes and scorpions. He brought you
water out of hard rock. He gave you manna (o eat in the
desert, something your fathers had never known, to hum-
ble and to test you so that in the end it might go well with
you. You may say to yourself, *My power and the
strength of my hands have produced this wealth for me.”
But remember the Lord your God, for it is he who gives
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you the ability to produce wealth, and so confirms his
covenani, which he swore to your forefathers, as it is
roday,

Nothing, apparently, bothers God more than the simple act
of being forgotten. During the years of wilderness wanderings,
forced to depend on God daily, the Hebrews did not have the
juxury of forgetting. God fed the Israelites, clothed them,
planned their daily itinerary, and fought their batles. No
Hebrew questioned the existence of God in those days, for he

hovered before them in a thick cloud and a pillar of fire.

Derieromntomyn: A Tasie of Bittersueet

Lord, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of
slavery.

Success, not failure, is the greatest danger facing any fol-
lower of God, as Moses knew well. He had maipsed around a
desert for forty years as a penalty for the Hebrews' inability to
handle the success of the Exodus. Every significant downfall in
his own life came when he seized power for himself—killing
an Egyptian, smashing a rock in the desert—rather than relying
on God.

In contrast, perhiaps his greatest military victory came when

Soon, however, God would withdraw from that smother-
ing parental role. On the first day they ate produce {rom the
Promised Land, the manna would stop. From then on they
must cultivate their own land and plant their own crops. They
would build cities, fight wars, appoint a king. They would
prosper and grow plump. They would trust their armies and
chariots instead of their God, forgetting the lesson inflicted on
almighty Egypt. They would discriminate against the poor and
the aliens, forgetting they were once both. In a word, they

he played an almost slapstick role. No general at the head of his
troops, Moses stood apart, atop a nearby hill, raising his hands
high like a religious zealot. As long as he reached out toward
God, the Israelites won; whenever his hands sank down, the
Amalekiles won. By the end of the day an exhausted Moses
was sitting on a rock with each up-stretched arm supporied by
a helper. God's strength is perfected in weakness.

would forget God.

38

These commandments that I give you today are 10 be
upon your hearts. hmpress them on your children. Talk
about them when you sit at home and when you walk
along the road, when you lie down and when you get
up. Tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on
your foreheads. Write them on the deorframes of your
houses and on your gates.

When the Lord vour God brings you into the land he
swore to vour fathers, to Abraham, Isaac and Jacol, 1o
give you—a land with large, flourishing cities you did
not build, houses filled with all kinds of good things you
did not provide, wells you did not dig, and vineyards
and olive groves you did not plant—then when you eat
and are satisfied, be careful that you do not forget the

Moamro;,. just lalking about the bitterness softens it a fittle.
There have surely been good times. Moses reminds himself. He's
had God by his side each step of the way, and even when it feels
as il God alone supports him, that is-enough. The time when
Korah and the gang rebelied against him—in the old days he
would have grabbed a sword and run them through, Instead, he
simply waited for God to settle it. Later, when his own siblings
turned against him and mocked his African wife, then too he
stood aside and let God work oul the justice. And God did. giv-
ing Aaron and Miriam the dressing down of their lives. "With
him | speak face to lace,” God said of Moses in a voice like
thunder. “How dare you speak against my servant?” Moses had
hung his head and blushed.
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90

Once, Moses overheard someone tafking about “the meek-
est man on the face of the carth,” and to his astenishment he
lcarned they were talking about him! His molher and Pharaoh
would certainly never have used that description, Moses had
chuckled to himself. Probably not God either. Meek? Humble?
imagine.

Over the years Moses has lcamned semething so sweet and
strange and mysterious that only one word can begin to capture
it: grace, God's free, undeserved gift. He has learned that God
loves him despite his failures, with a pure, stubbarn, evertasting
love. After more than a century of life, Moses has given up trying
to figure out what God sees in him. Or sees in the rest of the
Hebrews for that matter. He just accepts it and gives thanks.

Moses takes a long draught of water from & goatskin bag,
moistens. his lips, clears the phiegm from his throal. "Listen up.
Pay attention. Here's what | want you 10 remember. Even if you
forget everything else | say, think on this.” Another pause, another
swallow. The crowd slills, detecting a change in Moses” voice. An
expression of bliss crosses his face so that it almost glows. They
knaw that expression: they've seen it whenever Moses emerged
from the sacred tent after his meetings with God.

The Lord did not set his affection on you and choose you
because you were more numerous than other peoples, for you
were the fewest of all peoples, But it was because lhe tord
loved you and kept the oath he swore to your forefathers that
he brought you out with a mighty hand and redeemed you from
the land of sfavery, from the power of Pharach king of £gypl.
Know. therefore, that the Lord your God is God; he is the faith-
ful God, keeping his covenant of love to a thousand genera-
tions of those who love him and keep his commands.

He is warming Lo the message now, his weary voice ascend-
ing in bolh pilch and volume.

Denteronomy- A Taste of Bittersueot

To the Lord your God belong the heavens, even the highest
heavens, the carth and everything in it. Yet the Lord set his
affection on your forefathers and loved them, and he chose
you, their descendants, above all the nations, as it is today. ..
He Is your praise; he is your God, wha performed for you those
greal and awesome wonders you saw with your own eyes. Your
lorefathers who went down into Egypt were seventy In all, and
now Lhe Lord your God has made you as numerous as the stars
in the sky.

“As the stars in the sky"—he likes that. Didn’t Ged promise
as much to Abraham? Now here it is, prophecy fullifled before his
very eyes. They may have murmured and rebelled and driven the
older generalion to an early grave. but here they stand, the
israclites, God's chosen people. his “peculiar treasures” assem-
bled at the very border of a new land,

He drinks again from the goatskin bag, letting the words sink
in. They are responding to the positive tone. Who doesn’l want Lo
hear that God loves them?

The first lime Moses éncountered God up-close il took his
breath away. He hid his face in shame and fear. Yet after forty years
of such encounters, he and God have grown to be—could he say
it?—{ricnds. He argues with God. even bargains with him. He
loses sometimes, as with his request to enter the Promised Land.
but somelimes he wins, like the time God nearly catled off the
whole project untif Moses tatked him out of it.

Moses ignores his noles and begins to ramble, reminding
the crowd of that, his finest hour. Three days’ journey from Egypt
and they were complaining aboul the water; a month later %Q
had forgotten the bullwhips and were mewling about Egypl's figs
and pomegranales; then, a month after that, Lhe holiest moment
in Moses’ life, he descended from the cloud to find a scenc that
made him retch. He had been meeting with God on the sacred
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mountain, gelting the stone tablets inscribed by God's own hand.
When he came down, his face shining like a lantern, he found
them cavorting around a golden calf, an Egyptian idol. It was too
much. He would have divorced his people on the spot had not
God reached that decision first.

Suddenly Moses was the only thing preventing the annthila-
tion of every last Hebrew. God meant business. Moses throw the
sacred tablets to the ground, shattering them, then threw himsell
down. He lay there prostrate for forty days and forty nights, a day's
penance for cach day he had spent with God en the holy moun-
tain. He ale no bread and drank no water, and all day long the
Hebrews warily circled his still body. wondering il he had dicd,
wondering il they would now die. They certainly would have, had
Moses not pleaded their case belore God.

"Leave me alone so that my anger may burn against them and
that i may destroy them. Then 1 will make you into a greal nation.”
A tempting olfer God made him. Bul Moses would not leave God
alone. Fle argued, pleaded. whined. He appealed to God's mercy,
to his pride. to his reputation. He begged God to take him.
Moses, instead and let the others live. He reminded God of his
favoriles: Abraham, Isaac, and facob. At lasl God relented. He
allowed Moses to see a visible glimpse of him such that no one
on earth had ever seen. He made a new covenant. agreeing 1o
accompany his people to the Promised Land.

Deuteronomy: A Taste of Bittersweet

Moses reminded the Hebrews that God is as personal as they
themselves; indeed their own “personhood” was a faint reflec-
tion of what God is like.

When God makes a list of commandments, Lote takes first
place, the basis of his whole relationship with humanity. God
meets ina tent and discusses policy, as a man speaks to a friend.
He listens, and he argues back. God also feels pain. When jilted,
God suffers like any wounded lover. He makes threats, then
backs down from them. He negotiates and signs contracts.

This last fact, above all, separated the Hebrews from their
neighbors. Even the haughty Egyptians lived in fear of their
capricious gods. The Canaanites sacrificed children to appease
their unpredictable gods. But the God of the Hebrews proved
willing to sign a contract detailing exactly what he expected
from his people. and what he promised in return.

Except for Orthodox Jews, not many people today devote
time to the legal code recorded in Exodus, Leviticus, and
Deuteronamy. The laws seem repetitious and generally irele-
vant to modern society. Yet, as Deuteronomy shows most
clearly, these laws simply set the boundaries of a vastly unequal
relationship: between an awesome, holy God and an ordinary
people prone to fallure and rebellion.

Years later, Moses knew, some would question specific
laws in the contract, Moses anticipated such a question:

In the future, when your son asks you, “What is the
meaning of the stipulations, decrees and laws the Lord
our God has commanded you? tell him: “We were slaves
of Pharaoh in Egypt, but the Lord brought us out of Egypt

Though reared among the Egyptians and their animal-
shaped gods, Moses rediscovered a fundamental fact about God
forgotten during the four hundred yvears of silence: God is a
person. During the years of silence, the Hebrews thought of
God, if at all, as a distant, unapproachable, ineffable mystery
who showed little concern over what was transpiring on earth,

with a mighty hand, Before our eyes the Lord sent mirac-
ujous signs and wonders—great and terrible—upon
Egypt and Pharaoh and his whole household. But he
brought us oul (rom there 16 bring us in and give us the
land that he promised on oath to our forefathers. The
Lotd commanded us to obey all these decrees and o fear
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the Lord our God, so that we might always prosper and
be kept alive, as is ithe case today. And if we are careful
1o obey all this law before the Lord our God, as he has
commanded us, that will be our righteousness.”

In short, God gave the laws for the Hebrews™ own good.
Their prosperity, their very survival depended on this contract.
Moses spelled out God's end of the bargain i vivid detail.
Israelite wives would have many babies, all their crops would
produce bouniifully, catle and shieep would muliply. Fe even
inclucled this extraordinary promise: “The Lord will keep you free
from every disease.” For the Istaelites o receive these benefits,
God asked only one thing in return—a big thing. as it furned
out: follow the covenant agreement set forth in the contract.

God had an unprecédented relationship with the band of
refugees who roamed the Sinai for forty years, Moses, for one,
could not seern ta get over it "Ask from one end of the heav-
ens to the other. Has anything so great as this ever happened,
or has anything like it ever been heard ofr Has any god ever
tried to take for himself one nation out of another nation ...
like ... the Lord your God did for you in Egypt hefore your very
eyes?”

Later, the nation would go through Job-like times that
called the contract itself into doubt. Their faith would confront
questions of unfatrness and feelings of abandonment. Now,
however, at this moment, the wondrous plan was being ful-
filled. God the sovereign chooser, the steadtast promise-maker,
was bringing his chosen people into the Promised Land.

Moses’ voice is tiring. He pauses more and more frequently.
There is so litlle energy left, so littte time. When he began the
speech, he had the feeling he could stave off death by talking.
Now he hardly cares. Fatigue has numbed fife. He has said il ail
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and more, rambling, repeating, breaking down in tears in ali the
wrong places.

What, really, will they remember? Scribes are writing down
the words for posterity, but against the enemies the Hebrews will
soon meet, words make [rail allies,

An idea. Back in Egypt they used stones for monuments. On
columns, obelisks. and rock walls they wrote of Pharaoh’s exploits
and recorded the laws of the empive. When a criminal pled igno-
rance, they merely dragged him 1o the stone and pointed (o the
law he had broken. What if the Hebrews do that?

“Do it!" Mases commands. "When you have crossed the Jor-
dan Inlo the fand the Lord your Ged is giving you, set up some
large stones and coat them with plaster. Write on them all the
words of this {aw ... And when you have crossed the Jordan, sct
up these stones on Mounl Ebal, as | command you today, and coat
them with plaster.”

A start, at least. Whal else? How can he impress on these
people the meaning of a contract with God Almighty? Another
idea, Moses assigns the tribe of Levites to shout out the laws.
"Cursed is Lhe man who moves his neighbor's boundary stone,”
they yell. Thien all the people must say, "Amen!” so they'll have no
excuse. Make them ratify this covenant point by poinl. aloud.

Next Moses appoints bwo antiphonal “choirs.” They carry no
melody but the discordant lones of the words they shout. Across
the Jordan River, two mountains [orm a natural amphitheater. On

Mounl Gerizim six tribes of “optimists” will stand to recite the
blessings.

The Lord will grant that the enemies who rise up against you
will be defeated before you. They witt come at you fron one
direction but flee from you in seven.

The Lord wilt open the heavens, the storchouse of his
bounty, to send rain on your land in season and to bless all the
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work of your hands. You wilt fend to many nations but will bor:
row from none. The Lord will ntake you the head, not the Ll
If you pay attention to the commands of the Lord your God
that 1 give you this. day and carefully follow them, you will
always be at the top, never at the bottom.

More assurances along that line: victory in war, good
wealher, 2 boom economy, health, prosperily. Every leader
promiscs such, of course, but in this case God himsell has signed
the contract. That should make an impression.

Knowing these people. they'll need some warnings as well.
Many more warnings, in fact. Let loose wilh the curses. Don't hold
back; let the curses rain down. Blast away. Scare the sin out of them,

The Lord will strike you with wasting discase, with fever and
inflammation, with scorching heat and drought, with blight and
mildew, which will plague you until you perish. The sky over
your head will be bronze, the ground beneath you iron. The
Lord will turn the rain of your country into dust and powder;
it will come down from the skies unttl you are destroyed.

The Lord will cause you to be defeated before your ene-
mics. You will come at them from onc direction but fiee from
them in seven, and you will become a thing of horror Lo all the
kingdoms on earth. Your carcasses wili be food for all the birds
of the air and the beasts of the earth, and there will be no one
to frighten them away. The Lord will afllict you with the boils
of Egypt and with tumors, festering sores and the itch. from
which you cannot be cured. The Lord will afflict you with mad-
ness. blindness and confusion of mind. At midday you will
grope aboul like a blind man in the dark. You will be unsuc-
cessiul in everything you do; day after day you will be
oppressed and robbed, with no one to rescue you.

God, could it be? Could you possibly abandon your people
like this? Moses sees it so clearly that his knees sag and his heart

Dewteronomy: A Taste of Bittersiveel

skips beats. But he can hardly befieve these things will happen to
the people God loves.

All these curses will come upon you. ... . Because you did not
serve the Lovd your God joyfuily and gladly in the time of pros-
perity. therefore In hunger and thirst, n nakedness and dire
poverty, you will serve the enemies the Lord sends against you.,
Because of the suffering that your enemy will inflict on you
during the siege, you will cat the fruit of the womb, the flesh of
the sons and daughlers the Lord your God has given you. Even
the most gentle and sensitive man among you will have no com-
passion on his own brother or the wile he loves or his surviv-
ing children, and he wili not give to one of them any of the flesh
of his children that he is eating. It will be all he has left because
of the suffering your enemy will inflict on you during the siege
of all your cities. The mosl gentle and sensitive woman among
you-—so sensitive and gentle that she would not venture to
touch the ground with the sole of her fool—will begrudge the
husband she Joves and her own san or daughter the afterbirth
from her womb and the chiidren she bears. For she intends to
eat them secretly during the siege and in the disiress that your
enenty will infiict on you in your cities.

He sees the enemy siege as if it is happening before him, He

sees the piles of bodies, the parents fighting over their children's
corpses. the beautiful Jewish maidens turned into haggard
witches, Gh, if only his eyes would fail and spare him this sight.
IFonly the Hebrews would go deal and not hear these curses. But
they must, they must. Knowing is their only chance of preventing.

Then the Lord will scatter you among all nalions, from one end
of the carth to the other..... There the Lord will give you an anx-
ious mind, eyes weary with longing, and a despairing heart. You
will five In constant suspense, filled with dread both night and
day. never sure of your life. In the morning you will say, “if only
itwere evening!” and In the evening, “If only it were morning!"—
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hecause of the terror that will fitl your hearts and the sights that
your eyes will see. The Lord wil send you back in ships to mmﬁx
on a journey | said you should never make again, There you will
offer yourselves for sale to your enemies as male and female
slaves, but no one will buy you.

Moses cannot go on. What else can he say? A horror grips
him as he sounds the words: the horror of Lruth. His voice has
fallen 1o a whisper. What he defivers as dire warnings Lo keep his
people from sin are, he knows. direct prophecies. He is giving an
advance history of a people who will break their covenant with
God. not ence but time and again.

“See, | set before you today life and prosperity. death and
deslruction,” Moses cries. almost shrieking into the air that has
grown suddenly still. “This day t call heaven and earth as witnesses
against you that | have set before you life and death, blessings
and curses. Now choose life! For the Lord is your life.”

Spent, voiceless, (he tottery old man collapses into the arms
of his assistants, and no one In that vast throng makes a sound as
they gently hand him down from the rock to others waiting on the
ground.

More than anything, God longed for the covenant with the
Hebrews to suicceed: “Oh, that their hearts would be inclined to
fear me and keep all my commands always, 50 that it might go
well with them and their children forever!” e told Moses, The
repeated rebellions in the wilderness took their toll, :o;_.ﬁ.ﬁ.wﬂ.
After Sinai even God spoke of the future with a tone of resig-
nation approaching fatalism, like the parent of a drug addict
helpless to stop his own child from self-destruction. ,

Two staged memory lessons were not enough. Despite
Moses' exhausted state, God required one more task of him, 4n
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odd assignment indeed. Write down a song, God said, and
make the Israelites learn it as a witness to history. Laws written
on stone and plaster, curses and blessings broadcast from the
mountaintops—these sights and sounds will fade away. Make
them, every one of them, learn my words by heart. Drill the
message inside them.

The song that appears in Deuteronomy 32 sels to music
God’s own point of view: the story of a parent grieved to the
point of desertion. Thus at the birth of their nation, euphoric
over the crossing of the Jordan River, the Israelites premiered a
kind of national anthem, the strangest national anthem that has
ever been sung. It had virtually no words of hope, only doom.

They sang first of the favored dmes, when God found them
in a howling wasteland and weasured them as the apple of his
eve, They sang of the awful betrayal 1o come, when they would
forget the God who gave them birth. They sang of the curses
that would afflict them, the wasting famine, deadly plague, and
arrows slick with blood. With this bittersweet music ringing in
their ears, they marched into the Promised Land.

“I have been to the mountain top,” said Martin Luther King
Jr. in his final speech, making a haunting allusion 10 Moses.
“[God's) allowed me to go up to the mountain, and I've looked
over, and I've seen the promised land. I may not get there with
you. But I want you to know tonight that we, as a people will
get 1o the promised land. And so I'm happy tonight., .. Mine
eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord.™ After that
speech King returned to his motel room, was hit by an assas-
sin's bullet, and died in a pool of blood.

On the same day that Moses taught the Israelites the melan-
choly song of their future, he climbed Mount Nebo, squinted
against the sun, and gazed in every direction as far as he could
see. He had climbed the mountain. He had seen the Promised
Land. There at its frontier, Moses died.
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Deuteronomy adds this eulogy: “Since then, no prophet has
risen in Israel like Moses, whom the Lord knew face to face, who
did all those miraculous signs and wonders the Lord sent him o
do in Egypt—to Pharaoh and to all his officials and to his whole
land. For no one has ever shown the mighty power or performed
the awesome deeds that Moses did in the sight of all Israel.”

He was their preacher, historian, soldier, prophet, judge,
politician, priest. Centuries later another Jewish writer, Elie
Wiesel, elaborated on Moses™ contribution:

Moses, the most solitary and most powerful hero in Bib-
lical history. The immensity of his task and the scope of
his experience command our admiration, our reverence,
our awe. Moses, the man who changed the course of his-
tory all by himself; his emergence became the decisive
turning point. After him, nothing was the same again.

It is not surprising that he occupies a special place in
the Jewish wadition. His passion for social justice, his
struggle for national liberation, his trivmphs and disap-
pointments, his poetic inspiration, his gifts as a strategist
and his organizational genius, his complex relationship
with God and His people, his requirements and promises,
his condemnations and blessings, his bursts of anger, his
silences, his efforts to reconcile the law with compassion,
authority with integrity-—-no individual, ever, anywhere,
accomplished so much for so many people in so many
different domains. His influence is boundless, it rever-
berates beyvond titme. The Law bears his name, the Tal-
mud is but its commentary and Kabbala communicates
only its silence.

—Messengers of God

After Moses, nothing was the same again, One man came o
stand for his people, and with goed reason. Adopted by an
imperial parent, punished for his rashness, sentenced to wander
forty years in the wilderness, forpiven, restored, hand-selected
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for an impossible task, accompanied by the overwhelming pres-
ence of God at every step—>Moses’ personal history replays, in
minfature, the histary of his people.

Modern readers, excited by the thrill of the Exodus, pay lit-
tle attention to the four hundred years of misery that preceded
it, or to the abysmal failures in the Sinai and in the Promised
Land that succeeded it. Which is why the Bible includes
Deuteronomy in the first place, and why optimistic Americans
especially cught to pay it more mind.

Others have borrowed parts of Moses™ message, but none
have quite got it right. Liberationists of all stripes, from Marx-
ists to American slaves to base communities in Latin America,
have appropriated the language of Exodus, yet all lack Moses’
unstinting realism. They drift into utopian promises of a
Promised Land that has never been, and will never be, realized
this side of eternity:

O Canaan, sweet Canaan,
I am bound for the land of Canaan.

Gonna lay down my sword and shield,
Down by the riverside,
I ain't gonna study war no more.

Often these utopians end up creating a political system
more tyrannical than the one they sought liberation from.
African colonies drive out the imperialists only to face new
crises of tribalism and independence. Small countries escape
the dark shadow of the Soviet Union only to disintegrate into
civil war. The Old Testament should come with a warning:
Don’t read Exodus without also reading Deuteronomy. It
would save a lot of disillusionment, for politicians and preach-
ers both.

Pietist Christians have also borrowed Moses’ language 1o
describe a Victarious Christian Life on the other side of the Jor-
dan River:
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On Jordan's stormy banks I stand,
And cast a wishful eye

To Canaan’s fair and happy land,
Where my possessions lie.

No chilling winds, nor pois'nous breath
Can reach that heaithful shore;
Sickness and sorrow, pain and death,
Are felt and feared ne more,

Such visions paint Egypt as a dark land of seductive “Aesh-
pots,” and the wilderness as a trial by ordeal NECEeSSary [o pass
through before arriving in the sun-drenched Promised Land at
last. The last seven chapters of Deuteronomy should forever
disabuse that notion. Life with God is never so easy, so setiled,
for any of us. Not for the Hebrews then, and not for us living
today. The pilgrim must ever progress, uphill, meeting new ene-
mies around every bend,

Moses was the single greatest realist about life with God. A
proto-prophet, he gave God's message to the people, never
diluting or belying it. A proto-priest, he represented the people
to God with passion, conviction, and love. He made no
promises of happy endings—his own life had none—ryet never
did he look back with regret. The luxuries of Egypt and the soli-
tary comfort of a nomad's life had both lost their appeal. e
belonged with his people, the whole swarming, cantankerous
lot of them, and with his God, the One he had come 1o know
as a friend, face 1o face,

“The Lord is compassionate and gracious, slow to anger,
abounding in love,” sang a psalmist years later, quoting the
sacred Shema that Moses had first given to his people. That
prayer is still prayed every morning and every evening by Jews
around the world. God has bound his love in a covenant, so

that even though emotions will rise and fall, in the end the love
will always prevail.
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He will not always accuse,

nor will he harbor his anger forever. ...
For as high as the heavens are above the zarth,

so great is his love for those who [ear him,;
as far as the east is from the west,

so far has he removed our transgressions from us.
As a father has compassion on his children,

so ihe Lord has compassion on those who fear him;
for he knows how we are formed,

he remembers that we are dust.

Dust, Hapiru, “the dusty ones,” the old Egyptian slang
word for the Hebrews—Gaod remembers that we are dust. As
Moses taught so clearly, evil is unpreventable and punishment
inevitable. But we have a God who consciously forgets our sins
and consciously remembers our frailty. We have a God who
travels by our side, who tabernacles among us through the vast
and dreadful wilderness. We have a God of grace, who loves
even the dusty ones—especially the dusty ones.

There are two postscripts to Moses' sad, eloguent speeches in
Deuteronomy. The first involves an event that occurred after
Moses’ dire predictions about his people had come true. Fol-
lowing Moses’ death, the Hebrews crossed the Jordan, con-
quered Canaan, built cities, grew strong and prosperous, and
promptly forgot about God. The nation split into two, invaders
came, Jerusalem fell under siege, and the horror scenes that
Moses foretold—parents eating their own children—became a
matter of historical record. Once again God intervened with
miraculous deliverance, giving his people another chance.
Two kings later the child-king Josizh had the nostlgic
notion to repair Lhe temple and renew some of the ancient reli-
gious practices. God’s holy city had sunk to historic lows. The
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temple featured idols, male shrine prostitutes, and carved horses
dedicated to sun worshipers. In a nearby valley, people burned
their children in sacrifice to the god Molech. All sacred records
had disappeared; the God of Abraham, Isaac, and jacob-—the
God of Moses—was a faint memory. While ummaging through
the rubble, the high priest found the “Book of the Covenant,”
which most likely consisted of portions of Deuterononty.

Second Kings 22-23 tells the dramatic story of what fol-
lowed: a spiritual house-cleaning and revival that has few
precedents in history. The king wept, tore his robe, and ordered
that Moses' law be restored in the nation. At the end of this rev-
olution of belief, Josiah called the whole nation together and
celebrated the Passover. “Not since the days of the judges who
led lIsrael, nor throughour the days of the kings of Isract and
the kings of Judah, had any such Passover been observed.”
Moses may have never made it (o the Promised Land, but his
spirit lived on, bringing renewal, hope, and literal salvation (o
the descendants of those he led to the border.

The second postscript appears in the New Testament. Jesus
knew Deuteronomy well: during his own wilderness sojourn,
he quoted from it three times to counter Satan's temptaiions.
Later, at a hinge moment in his ministiy, Jesus climbed a high
mouniain to meet with God the Father. As when Moses met
with God on the sacred mountain, Jesus' appearance changed
too. “There he was transfigured before them. His face shone
like the sun; ... his clothes became dazzling white, whiter than
anyone in the world could bleach them.”

Peter and John shrank back. dazed by the scene. A voice
rumbled from heaven and suddenly, there on the mountaintop
before them, stood two giants of Israclite history. At once they
recognized Elijah, the flerce, wonder-working prophet whose
return every Jew anticipated. Just 1o the side—it could be no
one else—stood Moses, engaged in casual conversation with
Jesus.
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Peter grew so excited that he clumsily proposed erccting
tents to entice the celestial visitors to stick around. Jesus calmed
his two disciples, then led the pair down the mountain back to
earth. The miracle gave him new energy and boldness to face
difficult days ahead.

The scene of Jesus' transfiguration conains a fact often
overlooked by Christians, bul poignani for anv Jew, At that
moment of tender mercy, Moses finally realized his life dream.
He stood on a mountaintop smack in the middle of the

Promised Land. Indeed, God remembers the dusty ones, the
meckest and the greatest.
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