December 10, 2014

Mort Zuckerman writes on the anti-president.  
... In his first year in power, Obama decided to focus on health care reform. And careful reform was necessary to help millions of uninsured. But many thought a more urgent demand was the economy — jobs, jobs, jobs. The public ranked lack of work as its most important concern. Obama chose health care reform because he thought this would give him a place in American history. He misjudged his ability to "bend the cost curve" of health care. Alas, his political relationships with Congress were so limited and so susceptible to partisanship that they ultimately overwhelmed whatever he might have been able to do to advance his health care program. Indeed, Obama's signature legislation ultimately became a political burden, dramatically undermining his public support and diminishing his political capital. 
It is almost mysterious how little he connects with people. In his six years in office, his relationships have been impersonal, and his lack of rapport with Congress has become a serious issue. ...
... Obama's personality over time has been hard to read and hard to trust, particularly when he has seemed to be seeking to transform America into a European-style nanny state, marked by a bloated public sector, burdensome regulations, high taxes, unsustainable entitlements and, accompanied as these factors usually are, by weak economic growth. This was not the vision of Americans, who are increasingly unhappy that we seem to have a leftist-leaning ideologue in the presidency. As The New York Times' Maureen Dowd put it, this was a man who doesn't seem to like the bully pulpit, just the professor's lectern. Even the millennial generation, one of his core voting groups, has begun to drift away. The result is that America today is even more deeply divided than when Obama started his first term. ... 
... Looking at other dimensions of Obama's performance, Kimberley Strassel contributed a devastating portrait in a recent Wall Street Journal article. He is, she asserted, "a lousy boss." Although every administration has dysfunction and churn, "rarely, if ever, has there been one that has driven more competent people from its orbit — and chewed up more professional reputations." She goes on to say that "The president bragged in 2008 that he would assemble in his cabinet a 'Team of Rivals.' What he failed to explain to any of the poor saps is that they'd be window dressing for a Team of Select Brilliant Political Types Who Already Had All the Answers: namely, himself and the Valerie Jarretts and David Axelrods of the White House." She described Obama as a boss who doesn't listen, views everything politically and always thinks he's right. 

And then there's this: Obama has had over 195 golf outings, over 400 fundraisers, and over 130 vacation days. It seems like he spends as little time as humanly possible doing his job as president. Governing seems to be secondary to being a celebrity. When he came back from his summer vacation on Martha's Vineyard, he immediately left Washington to attend several fundraisers and then claimed we don't have a strategy for ISIS terrorists. 

All this at a time when pessimism about the economy is widespread. The U.S. has lost 3 million full-time jobs and now has over 3 million more part-time positions than at the start of the economic meltdown in 2007. Roughly 45 percent of American families today have a median income that is lower than at the end of the recession, with an average drop of roughly $4,500 in spending power annually. No wonder too many families still work too many hours for too little to show for it. If income inequality is the defining issue of our time, Obama has failed here more than any president in the modern era.

Obama is seen as the anti-president. He sometimes acts in manners at odds with the framers of the Constitution. For example, as University of California-Berkeley law professor John Yoo points out in the National Review, rather than negotiate with Congress, Obama granted executive exemptions from immigration law to a large class of illegal immigrants. Rather than seek legislative repeal of the Defense of Marriage Act, "the president ordered his Justice Department to stop defending the law in court," says Yoo. He changed the work requirements of welfare reform by executive order, even though the measure had passed with overwhelming bipartisan support. 

Keep in mind that Obama told us again and again that this time would be different. But he is responsible for the long painful slide from hope and change to partisan gridlock. He turns out to be the odd case of a pragmatist who can't learn from his mistakes. He has failed to fill the leadership void. He doesn't lead, and he doesn't understand why we don't feel led.

 

 

 

 

Andrew Ferguson has fun with a presidential speech writers' tick. 
Perhaps you too have been wondering why it is that President Obama is always, always telling us who we are as Americans and who we are not. Obviously, why he does this is a complicated question. And I guess “always” is an exaggeration. Frequently, though—he does it very frequently.
To pull one little item from the Google hopper: He was asked earlier this year about football players and the concussions they always (frequently) seem to be getting. There are few subjects the president won’t comment on. 
“We have to change a culture that says you suck it up,” the president said. At the same time, he went on, football will continue to be, even after we stop sucking it up, “fundamental to who we are as Americans.” Boola boola.
The little clump of words about who we are as Americans pops out of the president’s mouth so often it’s easy to miss it, even when he says it twice on the same occasion, a few sentences apart, as he sometimes does. It’s not necessarily annoying. Often when he tells us who we are the phrase has a nice, friendly lilt to it, as though the president were giving us a pat on the back. You hear him at the 9/11 museum saying, “Nothing can ever break us. Nothing can change who we are as Americans,” and you think, Thanks, Obama!
Unfortunately, Americans might also get confused about who we are, assuming we’re paying attention to our president. It’s easy to lose track. 
“That’s who the American people are—determined, and not to be messed with,” the president said again last summer. So, number one, we’re bad ass. This is probably related to our being football fundamentalists. But make no mistake: We have a gentler side. All the Christmas parties, Seders, and Muslim religious ceremonies the president hosts at the White House “are an affirmation of who we are as Americans.” So, number two, we’re religious, without overdoing it.  ...
 

 

 

Instapundit had a couple of posts on the president. The first was about the prez' unhappiness with the press and closed with a great description. 
But what a thin-skinned, narcissistic little putz. No President has gotten such adulatory coverage, and he’s still unhappy? 
 

 

The next post was on a survey showing race relations have gotten worse.  
... He ran as a post-racial uniter, but he’s been a race-baiting divider in office.
 

 

 

Here's that survey from the Examiner. 
... In the Dec. 3-5 poll of 1,001 adults, 53 percent said race relations had gotten worse since Obama, the nation's first black president, took office in 2009. That figure included 56 percent of white respondents and 45 percent of black respondents.
Only 9 percent of respondents said race relations had gotten better under Obama, including just 3 percent who said they had gotten a lot better. Thirty-six percent said relations had stayed about the same. ...
 

 

The new Exodus movie led to a WSJ article explaining how Moses might have crossed the Red Sea. 
... There is a much better natural explanation for how a temporary path across the Red Sea could have been revealed. It involves the tide, a natural phenomenon that would have fit nicely into a well-thought-out plan by Moses, because Moses would have been able to predict when it would happen. 
In certain places in the world, the tide can leave the sea bottom dry for hours and then come roaring back. In fact, in 1798, Napoleon Bonaparte and a small group of soldiers on horseback were crossing the Gulf of Suez, the northern end of the Red Sea, roughly where Moses and the Israelites are said to have crossed. On a mile-long expanse of dry sea bottom exposed at low water, the tide suddenly rushed in, almost drowning them.
In the biblical account, the children of Israel were camped on the western shore of the Gulf of Suez when the dust clouds raised by Pharaoh’s chariots were seen in the distance. The Israelites were now trapped between Pharaoh’s army and the Red Sea. The dust clouds, however, were probably an important sign for Moses; they would have let him calculate how soon Pharaoh’s army would arrive at the coast.
Moses had lived in the nearby wilderness in his early years, and he knew where caravans crossed the Red Sea at low tide. He knew the night sky and the ancient methods of predicting the tide, based on where the moon was overhead and how full it was. Pharaoh and his advisers, by contrast, lived along the Nile River, which is connected to the almost tideless Mediterranean Sea. They probably had little knowledge of the tides of the Red Sea and how dangerous they could be.
Knowing when low tide would occur, how long the sea bottom would remain dry and when the waters would rush back in, Moses could plan the Israelites’ escape. Choosing a full moon for their flight would have given them a larger tidal range—that is, the low tide would have been much lower and the sea bottom would have stayed dry longer, giving the Israelites more time to cross. The high tide also would have been higher and thus better for submerging Pharaoh’s pursuing army. ...
 







 

 

Jewish World Review
How Barack Obama Became the Anti-President
by Mort Zuckerman

President Obama is about the loneliest president of modern times. The sixth year of every two-term presidency usually comes with the loss of party colleagues and a drop in approval ratings. Obama has suffered that and more. Why? 

His Democratic predecessor, Bill Clinton, kept all the Senate seats in his second term and had an approval rating at this point in his presidency of 65 percent, compared to Obama's 41 percent. In fact, Obama's low approval ratings are almost as bad as George W. Bush's (32 percent), which were in free fall during his second term. 

Personality counts a lot in leading a country as diversely volatile and adventurous as the United States, especially when the other party controls Congress. Obama had the luxury of a Democratic Congress in his first term, but in four years he developed few personal friends in either party. He endures, rather than enjoys, the small talk and the backslapping of retail politics. His relationship with Democrats on Capitol Hill is frosty, and that is being generous. This is a president who doesn't really like the kind of politicking that involves the personal lobbying of Congress for his programs and legislation. He doesn't have to imitate Lyndon Johnson, who got things moving by grabbing legislators by their lapels and reminding them what he knew of their misdemeanors. But being aloof doesn't cut it either. 

As Washington Post White House correspondent Scott Wilson put it a few years ago, "Obama is, in short, a political loner who prefers policy over the people who make politics in this country work." His lack of personal fellowship was captured by Todd Purdum in a 2013 Vanity Fair profile. He described Obama precisely: "He is "a community organizer who works alone." So it is no wonder that his circle of close advisors remains the same cluster of personal friends that predated his presidency. 

Obama is rather like another intellectual president, Woodrow Wilson, who preferred solitude, time with his family and making policy himself. As Arthur Schlesinger Jr. wrote, nobody ever called him "Woody." Like Wilson, Obama has total confidence in his own intellectual powers and his capacity to formulate public policy. He just thinks through problems on his own and doesn't seem to depend on others for their opinions. But the isolation of both men carried a price. It has cost Obama heavy resistance, as it did Wilson dearly when he failed to create his precious League of Nations. 

In his first year in power, Obama decided to focus on health care reform. And careful reform was necessary to help millions of uninsured. But many thought a more urgent demand was the economy — jobs, jobs, jobs. The public ranked lack of work as its most important concern. Obama chose health care reform because he thought this would give him a place in American history. He misjudged his ability to "bend the cost curve" of health care. Alas, his political relationships with Congress were so limited and so susceptible to partisanship that they ultimately overwhelmed whatever he might have been able to do to advance his health care program. Indeed, Obama's signature legislation ultimately became a political burden, dramatically undermining his public support and diminishing his political capital. 

It is almost mysterious how little he connects with people. In his six years in office, his relationships have been impersonal, and his lack of rapport with Congress has become a serious issue. He does not possess the natural instinct to relate to the emotions, hopes, and insecurities of political leaders, not to mention the countless small acts of flattery and social favor exchanges that go along with the presidency. Wilson had a supporting staff that made up for his limitations in private dealings and negotiations. Obama does not. Obama's only real executive training has been the management of his political campaign. He quite simply dislikes the idea of inviting a bunch of congressmen and senators over to the White House for a drink or a movie, even though those are the kinds of ceremonies that are the price of admission if you want to be a politician and you don't control Congress. 

Secondly, and critically, economics was the commanding domestic issue of Obama's initial years. The most urgent issue of jobs and coping with the lack thereof was a subject that did not come naturally to him. But when people couldn't pay their home mortgages, they were looking for a president who connected with them on these issues. They were met by an aloof and diffident Obama. 

What a contrast to Bill Clinton, who had the magical capacity to connect with crowds and with individuals of all kinds. He did it (and still does) with genuine empathy and without condescension. He won the admiration of the people at large and developed the necessary presidential relationships — on a one-on-one basis — with key members of Congress. 

Turns out Obama is instinctively distant in his private dealings and negotiations with Congress. No wonder mistrust has suffused the White House and Congress connection that is key to making a divided government work. Many Republicans considered Obama's inaugural address unusually confrontational, according to The Wall Street Journal. There was not a finger, let alone a hand, extended across the aisle, and the result is that Obama and John Boehner, the Republican leader of the House, are hardly on speaking terms. 

It also didn't help that Obama's lack of executive experience left him reliant on the instincts and institutional memories of others. The American people, having rejoiced in his election as the first black president, felt that Obama didn't grasp emotionally what they were feeling and going through. 

Obama's rhetoric has always exceeded his program. In his first inaugural address he stated that "our time of standing pat, of protecting narrow interests and putting off unpleasant decisions" was over. Many read this as a promise that he would go beyond the perennial economic short fix and make some hard choices to put government more in balance with its resources. What did he do? He pushed his Affordable Care Act, compromising the opportunity for a serious effort to address our fiscal mess. 

As the first African-American to be elected to the presidency, Obama's message was optimistic and spiritually uplifting, and a delighted press nurtured his image. But his initial romance with the public cooled quickly. He seemed unable to create a consensus. The best he could do was to attack successful people as millionaires and billionaires and "takers," as he heaped insults on Wall Street "gamblers." 

Most clearly, he hasn't sought out potential alliances with Republicans and now comes across as one of the more divisive presidents in modern history, a sharp contrast to the great presidents who were uniters. His class warfare language has only intensified partisan gridlock. 

The result is the fading of his romance with the American public. He lacks the warmth and approachability of a Bill Clinton or a Ronald Reagan and comes across as too cool for America and too inexperienced to educate people out of their anxiety. 

Obama's personality over time has been hard to read and hard to trust, particularly when he has seemed to be seeking to transform America into a European-style nanny state, marked by a bloated public sector, burdensome regulations, high taxes, unsustainable entitlements and, accompanied as these factors usually are, by weak economic growth. This was not the vision of Americans, who are increasingly unhappy that we seem to have a leftist-leaning ideologue in the presidency. As The New York Times' Maureen Dowd put it, this was a man who doesn't seem to like the bully pulpit, just the professor's lectern. Even the millennial generation, one of his core voting groups, has begun to drift away. The result is that America today is even more deeply divided than when Obama started his first term. 

These days, Obama is belatedly trying to deal with growing economic inequality. But he lacks the policies that will generate the type of job growth needed to reverse years of economic decline, and he has now wasted most of his political capital.

Looking at other dimensions of Obama's performance, Kimberley Strassel contributed a devastating portrait in a recent Wall Street Journal article. He is, she asserted, "a lousy boss." Although every administration has dysfunction and churn, "rarely, if ever, has there been one that has driven more competent people from its orbit — and chewed up more professional reputations." She goes on to say that "The president bragged in 2008 that he would assemble in his cabinet a 'Team of Rivals.' What he failed to explain to any of the poor saps is that they'd be window dressing for a Team of Select Brilliant Political Types Who Already Had All the Answers: namely, himself and the Valerie Jarretts and David Axelrods of the White House." She described Obama as a boss who doesn't listen, views everything politically and always thinks he's right. 

And then there's this: Obama has had over 195 golf outings, over 400 fundraisers, and over 130 vacation days. It seems like he spends as little time as humanly possible doing his job as president. Governing seems to be secondary to being a celebrity. When he came back from his summer vacation on Martha's Vineyard, he immediately left Washington to attend several fundraisers and then claimed we don't have a strategy for ISIS terrorists. 

All this at a time when pessimism about the economy is widespread. The U.S. has lost 3 million full-time jobs and now has over 3 million more part-time positions than at the start of the economic meltdown in 2007. Roughly 45 percent of American families today have a median income that is lower than at the end of the recession, with an average drop of roughly $4,500 in spending power annually. No wonder too many families still work too many hours for too little to show for it. If income inequality is the defining issue of our time, Obama has failed here more than any president in the modern era. 

Obama is seen as the anti-president. He sometimes acts in manners at odds with the framers of the Constitution. For example, as University of California-Berkeley law professor John Yoo points out in the National Review, rather than negotiate with Congress, Obama granted executive exemptions from immigration law to a large class of illegal immigrants. Rather than seek legislative repeal of the Defense of Marriage Act, "the president ordered his Justice Department to stop defending the law in court," says Yoo. He changed the work requirements of welfare reform by executive order, even though the measure had passed with overwhelming bipartisan support. 

Keep in mind that Obama told us again and again that this time would be different. But he is responsible for the long painful slide from hope and change to partisan gridlock. He turns out to be the odd case of a pragmatist who can't learn from his mistakes. He has failed to fill the leadership void. He doesn't lead, and he doesn't understand why we don't feel led. 

 

 

 

 

Weekly Standard
Obama Negativa 
That’s just who he is.
by Andrew Ferguson

Perhaps you too have been wondering why it is that President Obama is always, always telling us who we are as Americans and who we are not. Obviously, why he does this is a complicated question. And I guess “always” is an exaggeration. Frequently, though—he does it very frequently.

To pull one little item from the Google hopper: He was asked earlier this year about football players and the concussions they always (frequently) seem to be getting. There are few subjects the president won’t comment on. 

“We have to change a culture that says you suck it up,” the president said. At the same time, he went on, football will continue to be, even after we stop sucking it up, “fundamental to who we are as Americans.” Boola boola.

The little clump of words about who we are as Americans pops out of the president’s mouth so often it’s easy to miss it, even when he says it twice on the same occasion, a few sentences apart, as he sometimes does. It’s not necessarily annoying. Often when he tells us who we are the phrase has a nice, friendly lilt to it, as though the president were giving us a pat on the back. You hear him at the 9/11 museum saying, “Nothing can ever break us. Nothing can change who we are as Americans,” and you think, Thanks, Obama!

Unfortunately, Americans might also get confused about who we are, assuming we’re paying attention to our president. It’s easy to lose track. 

“That’s who the American people are—determined, and not to be messed with,” the president said again last summer. So, number one, we’re bad ass. This is probably related to our being football fundamentalists. But make no mistake: We have a gentler side. All the Christmas parties, Seders, and Muslim religious ceremonies the president hosts at the White House “are an affirmation of who we are as Americans.” So, number two, we’re religious, without overdoing it. 

“Values,” he said on another occasion last year, “make us who we are as Americans.” He decided not to get too specific about which values make us, so we may conclude simply that, unlike other people, we are people with values. That’s number three. “National monuments,” he said a few years ago, “tell the story of who we are as Americans.” Number four: We’re monumental. The Bowe Bergdahl affair, from last summer, does the same thing that national monuments do. It shows that “an ironclad commitment to bring our prisoners of war home” is what “makes us who we are as Americans.”

“We shape our destiny .  .  . that’s who we are.” So, number five, we are destiny shapers who always go get our prisoners of war, even if we have to let loose a bunch of Taliban first. Remember the underwear bomber? He proved that “we will be guided by our hopes, our unity, and our deeply held values. That’s who we are as Americans.” So we’re hopeful, united, and festooned with those values, unspecified. Extending unemployment benefits past 99 weeks is “who we are as Americans.” We’re big spenders when it comes to public funds. Income inequality “challenges the very essence of who we are as a people.” We can all make lots of money, as Americans, but not too much. 

Sometimes the president teams up with his wife, who uses the word clump when she’s talking about her national exercise and diet programs. She has talked about “the many cultures and faith traditions that make us who we are as Americans.” When they set about to decorate the White House for Christmas, Mrs. Obama said last year, “We tried to tell a story about who we are as Americans.” 

I could go on and on with many more examples, but you’d hate me.

The phrase, you’ll notice, carries a vaguely therapeutic air. Our language everywhere shows the smudgy hand of the therapist, the life coach, the counselor, the facilitator. People nowadays say they “reach out” to people that they just used to talk to, and “share” things when they just used to say things, and talk of themselves, of their feelings and impressions and habits, without ceasing. It is the mission of the therapists and life coaches to enable you to find yourself, “to discover who you really are as a person,” to decant the authentic you. I suppose it was inevitable that the seductive language of therapy would migrate into the language of politics.

And who we truly are is often obscured, in national life as in personal life, beneath layers of self-deception, pretense, and misunderstanding. The politician and his codependent audience, like therapist and patient, have penetrated America’s true self and returned to deliver the news to everyone else. This makes it a perfect trope for a certain kind of rhetoric, in which unexceptional, even banal, sentiments (“hope,” “change”) are cast as moral insights that transcend the “false choice” that befuddles a politician’s opponents. 

“Who we are” serves other purposes. It allows the president’s followers to absorb the jingoism of less sophisticated people—all those vulgar crowds chanting USA! USA!—and refine it into the moral vanity they more highly prize. (Self-flattery is who they are.) Democrats have been bedeviled for decades by the canard that they are somehow less patriotic than conservatives. “Who we are” allows them to turn the tables, so long as who we are is Democrats. If, for example, you think that 99 weeks of unemployment insurance payments is about all we can afford, then you’re not just wrong, you’re un-American. You’re not who we are. It’s super-patriotism for the passive-aggressive. If we still had a House Committee on Un-American Activities we could rename it the House Committee on Activities of People Who Are Not Who We Are as Americans. 

Indeed, not who we are is as important to the president as who we are. Lately he has been using his word clump in a negative formulation. When Ebola briefly became the crisis of the decade a while ago, the president stood tall. “I put those on notice who think that we should hide from these problems,” he said. (It’s not clear who those people were—I’d need to see some direct quotes.) But the president made it clear who we were not: “That’s not who we are.” And people who oppose large subsidies for windmills and solar energy—maybe they think they’re Americans. No: “That’s not us. That’s not who we are.” Same goes for all those people who want to “eliminate health insurance for millions of Americans who are poor and elderly or disabled” just so they can give tax cuts to rich people—though again, I’d like to see a show of hands from the people who want to do this. Anyway: that’s who we are .  .  . not. 

Theologians used to speak of the Via Negativa—a philosophical method that tries to define God by ticking off all the things he isn’t, in a process of elimination. It turns out that even the president’s positive affirmations of “who we are” are essentially negative. The president and his supporters have embarked on their own via negativa, defining true Americans by eliminating, rhetorically, the ones who disagree with him. It’s an odd mission for a man who as a candidate told us there was no blue America or red America, only the United States of America. But that’s not who he is as a president. 

 

Instapundit
HE’S LIKE AN UNHOLY CROSSBREED OF JIMMY CARTER AND RICHARD NIXON: Ann Compton on Obama: He Launches ‘Profanity-Laced’ Tirades Against Press.
But what a thin-skinned, narcissistic little putz. No President has gotten such adulatory coverage, and he’s still unhappy?
Instapundit
BLOOMBERG POLL: Race Relations Have Worsened Under Obama.
In the Dec. 3-5 poll of 1,001 adults, 53 percent said race relations had gotten worse since Obama, the nation’s first black president, took office in 2009. That figure included 56 percent of white respondents and 45 percent of black respondents.

Only 9 percent of respondents said race relations had gotten better under Obama, including just 3 percent who said they had gotten a lot better. Thirty-six percent said relations had stayed about the same.

He ran as a post-racial uniter, but he’s been a race-baiting divider in office.

 

Washington Examiner 
Poll: Race relations have worsened under Obama
by Charles Hoskinson
 

Most Americans think relations between white and black communities have gotten worse since President Obama was elected, according to a new Bloomberg Politics poll.
The poll released Sunday also revealed deep racial divides on recent decisions by grand juries in St. Louis County, Mo., and New York City declining to indict police officers in the deaths of unarmed black men.
In the Dec. 3-5 poll of 1,001 adults, 53 percent said race relations had gotten worse since Obama, the nation's first black president, took office in 2009. That figure included 56 percent of white respondents and 45 percent of black respondents.
Only 9 percent of respondents said race relations had gotten better under Obama, including just 3 percent who said they had gotten a lot better. Thirty-six percent said relations had stayed about the same.
Reactions to the Aug. 9 shooting death of Michael Brown in Ferguson, Mo., have highlighted racial tensions in the United States, and the poll found a sharp racial divide in reactions to the Nov. 24 grand jury decision not to charge Officer Darren Wilson, with 25 percent of white respondents and 89 percent of black respondents disagreeing.

The decision Wednesday by a New York grand jury not to charge a police officer in the July 17 choking death of Eric Garner drew less racial disparities, with 52 percent of white respondents and 90 percent of black respondents disagreeing.

Many conservatives and libertarians see Garner's death, which was captured on videotape, as a more clear example of excessive police force.

 

WSJ
How Did Moses Part the Red Sea?
The science of tides may have saved the Israelites from the Egyptians
by Bruce Parker
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           Moses had lived nearby and knew where caravans crossed the Red Sea at low tide.
Ridley Scott’s “Exodus: Gods and Kings,” which opens in movie theaters across the country Dec. 12, will include, of course, the most famous of all biblical miracles: the parting of the Red Sea. But its depiction will look quite different from the one in Cecil B. DeMille’s 1956 classic “The Ten Commandments.” In the earlier movie, Charlton Heston as Moses parted the sea into two huge walls of water, between which the children of Israel crossed on a temporarily dry seabed to the opposite shore. Pharaoh’s army of chariots chased after them only to be drowned when Moses signaled for the waters to return.

Mr. Scott has said that his new version of the story will have a more realistic and natural explanation of what happened and won’t rely on Moses to bring forth God’s miraculous intervention. He has decided to have the waters “part” as the result of a tsunami caused by an earthquake. Before a tsunami strikes, coastal waters often recede, leaving the seabed dry before the giant wave arrives. 

But there are problems with this version of the story, too. The period during which coastal waters draw back before a tsunami usually lasts only 10 or 20 minutes, too little time to get all the children of Israel across the temporarily dry seabed. Also, there would have been no way for Moses to know that the earthquake and tsunami were going to happen, unless God told him. That’s fine, but then the story would retain some element of the miraculous.

There is a much better natural explanation for how a temporary path across the Red Sea could have been revealed. It involves the tide, a natural phenomenon that would have fit nicely into a well-thought-out plan by Moses, because Moses would have been able to predict when it would happen. 

In certain places in the world, the tide can leave the sea bottom dry for hours and then come roaring back. In fact, in 1798, Napoleon Bonaparte and a small group of soldiers on horseback were crossing the Gulf of Suez, the northern end of the Red Sea, roughly where Moses and the Israelites are said to have crossed. On a mile-long expanse of dry sea bottom exposed at low water, the tide suddenly rushed in, almost drowning them.

In the biblical account, the children of Israel were camped on the western shore of the Gulf of Suez when the dust clouds raised by Pharaoh’s chariots were seen in the distance. The Israelites were now trapped between Pharaoh’s army and the Red Sea. The dust clouds, however, were probably an important sign for Moses; they would have let him calculate how soon Pharaoh’s army would arrive at the coast.

Moses had lived in the nearby wilderness in his early years, and he knew where caravans crossed the Red Sea at low tide. He knew the night sky and the ancient methods of predicting the tide, based on where the moon was overhead and how full it was. Pharaoh and his advisers, by contrast, lived along the Nile River, which is connected to the almost tideless Mediterranean Sea. They probably had little knowledge of the tides of the Red Sea and how dangerous they could be.

Knowing when low tide would occur, how long the sea bottom would remain dry and when the waters would rush back in, Moses could plan the Israelites’ escape. Choosing a full moon for their flight would have given them a larger tidal range—that is, the low tide would have been much lower and the sea bottom would have stayed dry longer, giving the Israelites more time to cross. The high tide also would have been higher and thus better for submerging Pharaoh’s pursuing army.

Timing would have been crucial. The last of the Israelites had to cross the dry sea bottom just before the tide returned, enticing Pharaoh’s army of chariots onto the exposed sea bottom, where they would drown as the returning tidal waters overwhelmed them. If the chariots were expected to arrive before the tide came back in, Moses might have planned some type of delaying tactic. If the chariots were expected to arrive after the tide came back in, he could have gotten the Israelites across and then, at the next low tide, sent a few of his best people back onto the temporarily dry sea bed to entice Pharaoh’s chariots to chase them.

The Bible mentions a strong east wind that blew all night and pushed back the waters. Ocean physics tells us that wind blowing over a shallow waterway pushes back more water than a wind blowing over a deep waterway. If a wind did by chance fortuitously blow before the Israelites crossed the Red Sea, it would have had more effect at low tide than at any other time, uncovering even more sea bottom. 

Such a wind would surely have been assigned to divine intervention, and over the centuries, as the story of the Exodus was retold, that aspect would have overshadowed Moses’ careful planning to take advantage of the low tide. But Moses couldn’t have predicted the suddenly beneficial wind, so he couldn’t have based his plan on it. His timing had to be based on a tide prediction.

When Napoleon and his forces almost drowned in 1798 at the northern end of the Gulf of Suez, the water typically rose 5 or 6 feet at high tide (and up to 9 or 10 feet with the wind blowing in the right direction). But there is evidence that the sea level was higher in Moses’ time. As a result, the Gulf of Suez would have extended farther north and had a larger tidal range. If that was indeed the case, the real story of the Israelites’ crossing wouldn’t have needed much exaggeration to include walls of water crashing down on the pursuing Egyptians. 

One more piece of evidence is worth citing. As it turns out, my suggestion that Moses could have planned to cross the Red Sea at low tide isn’t entirely new. The ancient author Eusebius of Caesarea (263–339 A.D.) cites two versions of the story of the crossing of the Red Sea as related by the Hellenistic historian Artapanus (80–40 B.C.). One version, told by the people of Heliopolis, is similar to the account in the Bible. But in the second version, told by the people of Memphis, “Moses, being acquainted with the country, waited for the ebb and took the people across the sea when dry.” 

If the tide was indeed involved in Moses’ “parting” of the Red Sea, it has to qualify as the most dramatic and consequential tide prediction in history. 

Dr. Parker is the former chief scientist of NOAA’s National Ocean Service and is currently a visiting professor at the Stevens Institute of Technology. He is the author of “The Power of the Sea: Tsunamis, Storm Surges, Rogue Waves, and Our Quest to Predict Disasters.”
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