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Introduction (5 minutes)

 The Jewish people are inspired by the biblical and rabbinic texts that describe our ancestors—the challenges that they 
faced and the choices that they made. Looking at biblical narratives offers us some models of heroic behavior and 
challenges us to think about our notions of heroes and leaders.
 
Moses is considered the greatest leader in the history of the Jewish people. The Bible illustrates his leadership 
capabilities in numerous episodes. What were the circumstances which contributed to his becoming a great leader? 
Was he simply born that way?

This unit will examine the early life of Moses and raise some questions for us to explore:

1.  What shapes the development of a leader?
2.  What is the essence of a leader?

Part One: The Birth of Moses (20 minutes)

o  Ask your participants to form groups of two or three for the chevruta style of learning. Chevruta, or 
partnered learning, has the added benefit of two people sharing ideas and insights as they learn together.

o  Ask your chevruta pairs to read the next four texts together. each describes aspects of the birth of Moses.

o  Ask them to discuss with their chevruta and make notes on the answers to these questions as they read: 

1.  How does the text represent Moses’s parents?
2.  How does the text describe the circumstances of Moses’s birth?
3.  Why would the text portray Moses’s origins in this way? 

Text #1: exodus 2:1–10 

Moses: The Birth of a Leader
www.theglobalday.com
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1 A certain man of the house of Levi went and married a Levite woman. 2 The woman conceived and bore 
a son; and when she saw how beautiful he was, she hid him for three months. 3 When she could hide him 
no longer, she got a wicker basket for him and caulked it with bitumen and pitch. She put the child into it 
and placed it among the reeds by the bank of the Nile. 4 And his sister stationed herself at a distance, to 
learn what would befall him. 5 The daughter of Pharaoh came down to bathe in the Nile, while her maidens 
walked along the Nile. She spied the basket among the reeds and sent her slave girl to fetch it. 6 When she 
opened it, she saw that it was a child, a boy crying. She took pity on it and said, “This must be a Hebrew 
child.” 7 Then his sister said to Pharoah’s daughter, “Shall I go and get you a Hebrew nurse to suckle the child 
for you?” 8 And Pharaoh’s daughter answered, “Yes.” So the girl went and called the child’s mother. 9 And 
Pharaoh’s daughter said to her, “Take this child and nurse it for me, and I will pay your wages.” So the woman 
took the child and nursed it. 10 When the child grew up, she brought him to Pharaoh’s daughter, who made 
him her son. She named him Moses, explaining, “I drew him out of the water.” 

Text #2: exodus 6:20

Amram took to wife his father’s sister Jochebed, and she bore him Aaron and Moses; and the span of 
Amram’s life was 137 years.

Text #3 was written by Josephus, a Jewish historian who lived in the 1st century.  

Text #3 Josephus. Antiquities Book 2. Bolding added for emphasis by curriculum author.

A man whose name was Amram, one of the nobler sort of the Hebrews, was afraid for his whole nation, lest 
it should fail, by the want of young men to be brought up hereafter, and was very uneasy at it, his wife being 
then with child, and he knew not what to do. Hereupon he betook himself to pray to God; and entreated 
Him to have compassion on those men who had nowise transgressed the laws of His worship, and to afford 
them deliverance from the miseries they at that time endured, and to render abortive their enemies’ hopes of 
the destruction of their nation. Accordingly God had mercy on him, and was moved by his supplication. He 
stood by him in his sleep, and exhorted him not to despair of His future favors. He said further, that He did 
not forget their piety towards Him, and would always reward them for it, as He had formerly granted His favor 
to their forefathers, and made them increase from a few to so great a multitude… Know therefore[, said He,] 
that I shall provide for you all in common what is for your good, and particularly for thyself what shall make 
thee famous; for that child, out of dread of whose nativity the Egyptians have doomed the Israelite children 
to destruction, shall be this child of thine, and shall be concealed from those who watch to destroy him: and 
when he is brought up in a surprising way, he shall deliver the Hebrew nation from the distress they are under 
from the Egyptians. His memory shall be famous while the world lasts; and this not only among the Hebrews, 
but foreigners also.
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Text #4: babylonian Talmud Sotah 12a. Bolding added for emphasis by curriculum author.

“A man from the house of Levi went….” Where did he go? Rav Yehudah bar Zevina said: “He followed his 
daughter’s advice.” It was taught: “Amram was the leader of the generation. Once wicked Pharaoh made 
the decree that all boys should be thrown into the Nile, [Amram] said: ‘We are striving for nothing!’ He then 
divorced his wife. Every man followed him and divorced their wives. His daughter said to him: ‘Father, your 
decree is worse than Pharaoh’s. Pharaoh’s decree applies only to boys, but yours applies to boys and girls. 
Pharaoh’s decree extends only to this world, but yours extends to this world and the world to come. The 
wicked Pharaoh’s decree might or might not be acted upon [in any given situation], but you are a righteous 
person so your decree will take effect, as it says (Job 22:28): “You will decree and it will be fulfilled.”’ [Amram] 
went and brought back his wife. All the men brought back their wives as well…

o  discuss the following questions as a full group:

1.  Consider each text. Does it portray Moses as being of noble or humble origins? 
2.  Which account is most appealing to you? Why?
3.  Do you think our society and/or our Jewish community more highly regards a leader born of humble origins or 

one born of “righteous” or “noble” parentage?

Part Two: Early “Leadership”—3 Episodes of Taking Action (15 minutes)

Following Moses’s birth, he was raised as a prince in the Egyptian royal palace. As Josephus comments, Moses 
is indeed “brought up in a surprising way”—the future leader of the Hebrew slaves is raised in the house of their 
oppressor. 

o  discuss with your chevruta:

1.  What is the significance of Moses’s being brought up in the royal palace? 

THE GLOBAL DAY OF JEWISH LEARNING                                               November 16, 2014     www.theglobalday.org          48



TitleMoses: The Birth of a Leader

The great medieval Biblical commentator, philosopher and scholar, R. Abraham Ibn Ezra (12th century, Spain) suggests 
a fascinating response to this question. 

Text #5: ibn ezra. Commentary on exodus 2:3.

The thoughts of God are deep; who can perceive His secret? To Him alone the plot is clear. Perhaps God 
caused it to come about that Moshe would grow up in the royal palace, that his soul might be habituated to 
be on the highest level, not lowly and accustomed to being in a house of slaves. For do we not see that he 
kills the Egyptian for performing an act of unjust violence? And he saves the Midianite daughters from the 
shepherds, for they (the shepherds) perform unjust violence in watering their flocks from the water drawn by 
them (the daughters of Re’uel).

And moreover: had he grown up among his brethren, such that they had known him since his youth, they 
would not be in awe of him, for they would consider him as one of them. 

Ibn Ezra suggests that Moses’s position in the royal palace exposed him to “highest level” ideals, such as that “unjust 
violence” is reprehensible. 

o  Ask:

1.  According to Ibn Ezra, if Moses had been brought up a slave he would not have been able to lead the people 
from slavery. Do you agree? Why or why not? 

2.  Does someone need to have shared experiences with the group he or she wishes to lead? In your opinion, who 
makes a better leader—an outsider or an insider? Why?

As the story of Moses continues in Exodus Chapter 2, Moses goes out amongst his brothers and sees their suffering. 
This leads into three separate episodes in which Moses takes center stage. These three episodes are described in the 
following text. 

o  read Text #6 and discuss the questions with your chevruta.
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Text #6: exodus 2:11–17

11 Some time after that, when Moses had grown up, he went out to his kinsfolk and witnessed their labors. 
He saw an Egyptian beating a Hebrew, one of his kinsmen. 12 He turned this way and that and, seeing no one 
about, he struck down the Egyptian and hid him in the sand. 13 When we went out the next day, he found 
two Hebrews fighting: so he said to the offender, “Why do you strike your fellow?” 14 He retorted, “Who 
made you chief and ruler over us? Do you mean to kill me as you killed the Egyptian?” Moses was frightened, 
and thought: Then the matter is known! 15 When Pharoah learned of the matter, he sought to kill Moses; but 
Moses fled from Pharaoh. He arrived in the land of Midian, and sat down beside a well. 16 Now the priest of 
Midian had seven daughters. They came to draw water, and filled the troughs to water their father’s flock; 17 
but shepherds came and drove them off. Moses rose to their defense, and he watered their flock.

o  discuss in chevruta:

1.  Summarize these three different episodes. What are their differences and similarities?
2.  The incidents described in these verses are the only pieces of information that we are given in the  

Bible about Moses’s youth and adolescence. Before them, he is a child in the very heart of the Egyptian 
corridors of power. After them, he will marry and receive the revelation of God at the burning bush in 
Exodus Chapter 3, inaugurating him as a prophet and messenger of God and redeemer of the Jewish 
people. As formative events, then, what do these incidents reveal about the character of Moses?

Part Three: Essential Traits of Leaders (15 minutes)

What is the essence of a leader? 

Let’s consider two texts that explore this issue. The first is from the commentary of Nechama Leibowitz (a 20th century 
Israeli Bible scholar) on the sources we just saw in Exodus (2:11–17). The second, by Rabbi Steinsaltz, addresses 
leadership more broadly.
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Text #7: nechama Leibowitz. Studies in Exodus. 

Moses intervened on three occasions to save the victim from the aggressor. Each of these represents an 
archetype. First he intervenes in a clash between a Jew and a non-Jew, second between two Jews and 
third between two non-Jews. In all three cases Moses championed the just cause…Had we been told only 
of the first clash, we might have doubted the unselfishness of his motives. Perhaps he had been activated 
by a sense of solidarity with his own people, hatred for the stronger oppressing his people rather than pure 
justice. Had we been faced with the second example…perhaps he was revolted by the disgrace of watching 
internal strife amongst his own folk, activated by national pride…Came the third clash where both parties were 
outsiders, neither brothers nor neighbors. His sense of justice and fair play was exclusively involved.

o  discuss in the full group:

1.  What trait does Nechama Leibowitz see as unifying the three episodes? 
2.  What other traits do these episodes highlight?
3.  Are these traits desirable qualities for a leader to have? Why or why not?

Text #8: rabbi Adin even-israel Steinsaltz. “Who will be our rabbis?” Times of Israel  
27 december 2013.

What, then, is a true Jewish leader? The Torah (Numbers 1:15) calls the leaders “the heads of the thousands 
of Israel.” This defines their essence. The Torah is thus telling us that a true leader is like a head. The head is 
the part of the body that knows what is happening in all of the other organs, and feels the pain of each and 
every one of them. Similarly, the leader is supposed to sense the problems and feel the pains of everyone.

o  Ask:

1.  What does Rabbi Steinsaltz see as the most essential traits of a leader? 
2.  Does Moses embody those traits? If so, how? If not, how would you describe his essential leadership trait?
3.  Why do you think Moses is considered to be one of Judaism’s greatest leaders?

Conclusion (5 minutes)

The circumstances of Moses’s birth, his childhood environment, and his actions as a young man all contribute to the 
portrait of the character of Moses and inform our thinking about the origins and essential traits of leadership. 

o  Ask:

1.  How has learning about the birth and youth of Moses impacted your thinking regarding our questions—
what shapes the development of a leader? What is the essence of a leader?

2.  How do these differing perspectives on leadership affect who we honor, dignify, and look to as heroes or  
leaders in our lives today?  
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Part One: Birth of Moses  

Text #1: exodus 2:1–10 

1 A certain man of the house of Levi went and married a Levite woman. 2 The woman conceived and bore a son; and 
when she saw how beautiful he was, she hid him for three months. 3 When she could hide him no longer, she got a 
wicker basket for him and caulked it with bitumen and pitch. She put the child into it and placed it among the reeds 
by the bank of the Nile. 4 And his sister stationed herself at a distance, to learn what would befall him. 5 The daughter 
of Pharaoh came down to bathe in the Nile, while her maidens walked along the Nile. She spied the basket among the 
reeds and sent her slave girl to fetch it. 6 When she opened it, she saw that it was a child, a boy crying. She took pity 
on it and said, “This must be a Hebrew child.” 7 Then his sister said to Pharoah’s daughter, “Shall I go and get you a 
Hebrew nurse to suckle the child for you?” 8 And Pharaoh’s daughter answered, “Yes.” So the girl went and called the 
child’s mother. 9 And Pharaoh’s daughter said to her, “Take this child and nurse it for me, and I will pay your wages.” 
So the woman took the child and nursed it. 10 When the child grew up, she brought him to Pharaoh’s daughter, who 
made him her son. She named him Moses, explaining, “I drew him out of the water.” 

Text #2: exodus 6:20

Amram took to wife his father’s sister Jochebed, and she bore him Aaron and Moses; and the span of Amram’s life 
was 137 years.
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Text #3: Josephus. Antiquities Book 2. Bolding added for emphasis by curriculum author.

A man whose name was Amram, one of the nobler sort of the Hebrews, was afraid for his whole nation, lest it should 
fail, by the want of young men to be brought up hereafter, and was very uneasy at it, his wife being then with child, and 
he knew not what to do. Hereupon he betook himself to pray to God; and entreated Him to have compassion on those 
men who had nowise transgressed the laws of His worship, and to afford them deliverance from the miseries they at 
that time endured, and to render abortive their enemies’ hopes of the destruction of their nation. Accordingly God had 
mercy on him, and was moved by his supplication. He stood by him in his sleep, and exhorted him not to despair of 
His future favors. He said further, that He did not forget their piety towards Him, and would always reward them for it, 
as He had formerly granted His favor to their forefathers, and made them increase from a few to so great a multitude… 
Know therefore[, said He,] that I shall provide for you all in common what is for your good, and particularly for thyself 
what shall make thee famous; for that child, out of dread of whose nativity the Egyptians have doomed the Israelite 
children to destruction, shall be this child of thine, and shall be concealed from those who watch to destroy him: and 
when he is brought up in a surprising way, he shall deliver the Hebrew nation from the distress they are under from the 
Egyptians. His memory shall be famous while the world lasts; and this not only among the Hebrews, but foreigners also.

Text #4: babylonian Talmud Sotah 12a. Bolding added for emphasis by curriculum author.

“A man from the house of Levi went….” Where did he go? Rav Yehudah bar Zevina said: “He followed his daughter’s 
advice.” It was taught: “Amram was the leader of the generation. Once wicked Pharaoh made the decree that 
all boys should be thrown into the Nile, [Amram] said: ‘We are striving for nothing!’ He then divorced his wife. Every 
man followed him and divorced their wives. His daughter said to him: ‘Father, your decree is worse than Pharaoh’s. 
Pharaoh’s decree applies only to boys, but yours applies to boys and girls. Pharaoh’s decree extends only to this 
world, but yours extends to this world and the world to come. The wicked Pharaoh’s decree might or might not 
be acted upon [in any given situation], but you are a righteous person so your decree will take effect, as it says 
(Job 22:28): “You will decree and it will be fulfilled.”’ [Amram] went and brought back his wife. All the men brought  
back their wives as well…
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Part Two: Early “Leadership” —3 Episodes of Taking Action  

Text #5: ibn ezra. Commentary on exodus 2:3.

The thoughts of God are deep; who can perceive His secret? To Him alone the plot is clear. Perhaps God caused it to 
come about that Moshe would grow up in the royal palace, that his soul might be habituated to be on the highest level, 
not lowly and accustomed to being in a house of slaves. For do we not see that he kills the Egyptian for performing 
an act of unjust violence? And he saves the Midianite daughters from the shepherds, for they (the shepherds) perform 
unjust violence in watering their flocks from the water drawn by them (the daughters of Re’uel).

And moreover: had he grown up among his brethren, such that they had known him since his youth, they would not be 
in awe of him, for they would consider him as one of them. 

Text #6: exodus 2:11–17

11 Some time after that, when Moses had grown up, he went out to his kinsfolk and witnessed their labors. He saw an 
Egyptian beating a Hebrew, one of his kinsmen. 12 He turned this way and that and, seeing no one about, he struck 
down the Egyptian and hid him in the sand. 13 When we went out the next day, he found two Hebrews fighting: so he 
said to the offender, “Why do you strike your fellow?” 14 He retorted, “Who made you chief and ruler over us? Do you 
mean to kill me as you killed the Egyptian?” Moses was frightened, and thought: Then the matter is known! 15 When 
Pharoah learned of the matter, he sought to kill Moses; but Moses fled from Pharaoh. He arrived in the land of Midian, 
and sat down beside a well. 16 Now the priest of Midian had seven daughters. They came to draw water, and filled the 
troughs to water their father’s flock; 17 but shepherds came and drove them off. Moses rose to their defense, and he 
watered their flock.
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Part Three: Essential Traits of Leaders  

Text #7: nechama Leibowitz. Studies in Exodus. 

Moses intervened on three occasions to save the victim from the aggressor. Each of these represents an archetype. 
First he intervenes in a clash between a Jew and a non-Jew, second between two Jews and third between two non-
Jews. In all three cases Moses championed the just cause…Had we been told only of the first clash, we might have 
doubted the unselfishness of his motives. Perhaps he had been activated by a sense of solidarity with his own people, 
hatred for the stronger oppressing his people rather than pure justice. Had we been faced with the second example…
perhaps he was revolted by the disgrace of watching internal strife amongst his own folk, activated by national pride…
Came the third clash where both parties were outsiders, neither brothers nor neighbors. His sense of justice and fair 
play was exclusively involved.

Text #8: rabbi Adin even-israel Steinsaltz. “Who will be our rabbis?” Times of Israel  
27 december 2013.

What, then, is a true Jewish leader? The Torah (Numbers 1:15) calls the leaders “the heads of the thousands of Israel.” 
This defines their essence. The Torah is thus telling us that a true leader is like a head. The head is the part of the body 
that knows what is happening in all of the other organs, and feels the pain of each and every one of them. Similarly, the 
leader is supposed to sense the problems and feel the pains of everyone.
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