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Introduction to With a Mighty Hand
by Amy Ehrlich 

I remember the first Torah I ever saw. I was five years old, allowed to go to synagogue with my parents for 
the first time. The Torah was covered in a white satin cloth embroidered with silver thread and seed pearls. 
A silver shield protected it. The handles of the rolled-up Torah scroll had silver covers with tiny bells that 
tinkled as it was taken from the Ark in our synagogue. Men on the bima held the Torah high. The people in 
the congregation stood before it, chanting Hebrew prayers. I wanted to touch the Torah and play with it. I 
felt dizzy with longing.

In Judaism, a religion that forbids the worship of images or idols, the Torah is a sacred object, revered as 
the Word of God. Its name in Hebrew means “Teaching” or “Law.” It is the story of the beginning of 
the Jewish people, their relationship to God, and what they must do to please God. Five books make up 
the Torah: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. They are the first part of the Hebrew 
Bible, which Christians call the Old Testament.

In the Torah are God’s commandments — not just the ten famous ones, but 613 laws and prohibitions 
about every aspect of life. Many of these, such as how goats and rams should be slaughtered and what 
parts of animals are clean and unclean, might seem strange and primitive. But others express profound 
assumptions about human beings and how we should treat one another. The Torah says that we are created 
in God’s image and therefore share God’s nature. It says human life is sacred. The ethical system the Torah 
has given us has endured in the West for thousands of years. We are still attempting to live by its laws.

Another world-changing inheritance from the Hebrew Bible is monotheism, the belief in one god that 
Christianity and Islam share with Judaism. Many people believe monotheism began in Genesis with the 
creation. But that is not true. There are references in Genesis and throughout the Torah to other gods 
who were thought to exist side by side with God. They were not to be worshipped; only God was to be 
worshipped. This belief is called henotheism. In later books of the Hebrew Bible, other gods drop away, 
and God is God alone. The first line of liturgy Jewish children learn is the Shema, which means “to hear” in 
Hebrew: “Hear, O Israel! The Lord, our God, the Lord is One.”

What was the world like before the Torah? I try to imagine it. A vast starry sky, a desolate land, a small 
tribe of nomads wandering with their tents and herds. For these people, our ancestors, life must have 
seemed frightening and arbitrary. Idols and household gods might be of comfort, but there was little an 
individual could do to alter fate. And then along came Abraham the patriarch, to whom God said, “Go 
forth from your land . . . to a land I will show you. I will make you a great nation, and I will bless you.” So 
the Torah tells us, and again I imagine it. Such a voice! Coming out of such an emptiness!

It was the beginning of the covenant between God and God’s people, an agreement similar to a legal treaty. 
If Abraham did what God wanted, God would favor him. Soon God demanded that Abraham and his sons 
and the slaves in his household be circumcised, the blood and the flesh a sign of the covenant.
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Abraham did it. He followed God, and so did Abraham’s son Isaac, his grandson Jacob, and his great-
grandson Joseph. But the land they were promised eluded them. Joseph was sold into slavery in Egypt, 
and many generations later, Abraham’s descendants were all enslaved by the pharaoh. Then came Moses, 
who led them out of Egypt to Mount Sinai, where they received God’s commandments, then into the 
wilderness, where they disobeyed God and wandered in punishment for forty years. By this time they were 
a nation, hundreds of thousands of people: the Israelites. They had not reached the promised land, but God 
was still in their midst.

When I set out to write a version of the Torah, I soon determined that my best way forward would be 
to follow the thread of its story. I would tease this out little by little and go wherever the story led me. 
Inevitably, this being the Torah, it led me through thickets of genealogy, law, and ritual. I’ve included 
portions of these — enough, I hope, to give readers a sense of how the ancient Israelites experienced their 
faith, and how some observant Jews still do.

Anyone who reads the Torah will see that a lot of it doesn’t make sense. It is repetitive, inconsistent, even 
contradictory. The Torah’s fractured history may be responsible. Although the events in it could have 
occurred from about 2000 BCE to 1250 BCE (meaning “Before the Common Era,” a term preferred by 
Jewish historians to BC, “Before Christ”), they were not written down until about 900 BCE to 450 BCE, 
when literacy in the eastern Mediterranean had become more widespread. (Two other great works of 
antiquity, Homer’s epics the Odyssey and the Iliad, were compiled in Greece at the same time.) 

The five books of the Torah began orally as tribal tales and were then written down out of sequence, and 
over and over again, by a series of authors or redactors with their own beliefs and motives. Many biblical 
scholars believe there are four principal sources of the Torah, each known by a letter abbreviation and 
presenting a different view of God and God’s laws. “J” calls God Yahweh, “E” calls God Elohim, “D” is 
the source of the book of Deuteronomy, and “P” is the priestly and probably the most recent source.

The Torah was not completed until after the Babylonian conquest, in 586 BCE, when the Israelites became 
exiles and lost their first temple in Jerusalem. It was the beginning of the Jewish Diaspora, a scattering 
that continues to this day. Without leaders or the protection of a state, without a place to worship 
God, the Israelites relied on their laws and the record of their history in the Torah. They studied the 
Torah diligently; they wrote commentary upon commentary about it; they comforted themselves with its 
intricacies. Dwelling in the Torah, among God’s commandments, the exiled Israelite remnant became truly 
“people of the book,” a name Jews still carry on their wanderings. Their knowledge and steadfast belief 
have been a refuge, helping them survive centuries of anti-Semitism and persecution — ghetto, Inquisition, 
pogrom, and Holocaust.

Though there are some explanatory notes at the back of With a Mighty Hand, I’ve chosen to tell the Torah’s 
story without interpretation, just as it is on the page. Beyond the illogic created by a series of authors 
writing over a long period of time, readers will discover many unsettling mysteries in the Torah. Why did 
God ask Abraham to sacrifice his son? Who wrestled with Jacob in the night? Why did God try to murder 
Moses after sending him back to Egypt? Why was Moses forbidden to enter the promised land? Scholars 
and theologians have argued these questions for centuries, but no one knows the answers. The Torah is not 
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transparent. It continues to confound and shock us, 
and in this way it is ever new.

On many holidays and on Saturday mornings in 
my synagogue and in synagogues around the world, 
the Torah is taken from the Ark, uncovered, and 
unrolled. It is read on Shabbat from the beginning 
of Genesis to the end of Deuteronomy, a Torah 
portion every week throughout the year. Before 
and after the reading, the Torah scrolls are carried 
through the sanctuary to bring them closer to the 
congregation. Men touch the Torah with their 
prayer shawls, then kiss the fringes. Women touch 
their prayer books to it, then kiss the covers. I reach 
out with my prayer book. Tears sting my eyes. 
The longing I felt as a child in the presence of the 
Torah is with me still.

When I was working on With a Mighty Hand, I kept 
coming back to some words in Moses’s first sermon 
to the Israelites in Deuteronomy. The generation 
that he led out of Egypt and that received the 
commandments at Sinai has died in the wilderness, 
but Moses says, “Learn the laws I speak and do 
them always. Yahweh, our God, made a covenant 
with us at Sinai. Not with our fathers did he make 
it but with us, the living — we who are here today.”

What could that mean? I realized it wasn’t only the children of the wilderness generation who were being 
addressed, but all of us. We are the children of our ancestors, carrying the weight and meaning of history. 
The Torah wants us to witness these events, to follow God’s laws, to honor and keep the covenant.

We who are here today.
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