
What Moses Believed ...

By LT. COL. EDGAR ERSKINE HUME

Editor’s Note: This is the second of a series on Moses as

a military leader, by Lt. Col. Hume, of the U.S.A. Medical Corps.

PURE WATER
It is probably incorrect to think

of the camps of Moses as having
been distressed for a shortage of
water. We are told that at the
time of Exodus the mountain sides
of the Sinai desert must have had
a deep soil, where not a shrub
exists today. This is true of many
other parts of the world. Having
seen the bleak treeless rocky hills
of Macedonia, I can hardly visu-
alize the landscapes described by
the classic poets. If there were
deep soil and trees in what is now
desert, there must have been wa-
ter in small streams and wells.
The countryside was in those days
fertile, with rich pastures.

There are accounts of but two
instances of absolute want of wa-
ter during the wanderings of the
Israelites in the wilderness, but
those two, from our early school-
days, have colored our whole con-
cept of the picture. Both are as-
sociated with miracles and both
occurred within a year of the time
that the Jews left Egypt. There-
after there was no serious short-
age until forty years later.
' An army in the field today uses
such measures as boiling or chlori-
nation of drinking water to avoid
water-borne diseases, such as dy-
sentry, cholera and the typhoid
group. But this implies a know-
ledge of disease as caused by liv-
ing micro-organisms. Moses could
have sought only to provide
against gross contamination.
Hence his orders on the subject
contemplated the prevention of
the pollution of waters such as
by the dead bodies of animals or
human beings.

'

Wells were carefully safe-
guarded, as one might expect in
a nation of nomadic shepherds.
This was so in Abraham’s day.
“Isaac digged again the wells of
water, which they had digged in
the days of Abraham his father,
for the Philistines had stopped
them” (Gen. xxvi 18). Moreover
Jacob had a great stone placed
over the mouth of the well to pro-
tect it against pollution (Gen. xxx j
2). The wells were places of so- <
cial gatherings. |

We may not infer that it is
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natural for primitive people to
keep their water supply pure and
free from contamination, as one
familiar with the filthy practices
of certain oriental peoples may
testify. The Greeks and Romans
were, like the Jews, far above oth-
er peoples of antiquity in this re-
spect.

The earthenware vessels still
used for water in the East are dif-
ficult to cleanse. I have seen them
in common use in Macedonia by
the armies of several countries,
for they keep water cool better
than any other contrivance,
thanks to the evaporation from
their porous surface. The Jews
required such vessels to be broken
when they had become “unclean”
by contact in any way with un-
clean things (Lev. xi 32). “When
a man dieth in a tent. . . every
open vessel which hath no cover-
ing bound upon it, is unclean”
(Num. xix 14, 15). This is a re-
markable example of hygiene as
taught by the Mosaic Code, as
usual through appeal to religion.
To thei Israelites “uncleanV meant
“unholy”; to us it means infected.
Food and drinks thus exposed
would generally become contami-
nated by flies after they have
come in contact with the dead
body.

It is probable that milk was
protected indirectly in the same
way. Milk was used fresh and so
the modern problems incident to
its collection and transportation
did not exist. There are no laws
concerned directly with milk, ex-
cept as concern foods in general,
even in land “flowing with milk

and honey.”

ses was commanded, before the
Divine manifestation on Sinai
took place, “to sanctify the peo-
ple today and tomorrow, and let
them wash their clothes” (Exod
xix 10). Thus was bodily purifi-
cation intimately conjoined to
spiritual preparation. In one chap-
ter the injunction “he shall wash
his clothes and bathe himself in
water” is repeated no less than
ten times (Lev.xv). The impor-
tance that was attached to clean-
liness of the hand may be judged
from the frequency with which it
is used as a poetical metaphor. “I
willwash my hands in innocency;
so will I compass Thine altar, O
Lord,” exclaims David in Psalm
xxvi 6. “And he that hath clean
hands shall be stronger and
stronger,” says Job (xvii 9). Be-
fore the consecration of Aaron
and his sons, before their investi-
ture with priestly garments, it
was ordered that they should wash
with water (Exod. xxix 4). The
ceremonial abolutions were many
and later this element of the Law
was considerably expanded.

The proverb “Cleanliness is next
to Godliness” is derived from the
dictum at the conclusion of the
Mishnah (treatise Sotah), which
literally translated means, “Out-
ward cleanliness leads to inward
purity.” The Mosaic law contains
numerous references, always with
the background of religion, to the
washing of the entire body (Ezek.
xvi 4) and of the clothing (Gen.
xxxv 2; Exod. xix 10-14). There
are other minute directions con-
cerning personal hygiene. The
washing of the body and of the
clothing is stressed today when it
is necessary to bring home to
primitive peoples the mode of
transmission of certain diseases.
During the typhus fever epidemic
Serbia in and after the World
War, we prepared a series of col-
ored posters designed to teach
just this to the people. They had
long been used to the presence of
lice, and that washing of the body
and of the clothing could in any

PURE AIR
Moses had no problem like that

confronting many military com-
manders of today in war and in
peace, concerning overcrowding.
He had ample space for the thir-
teen camps into which his main
body was divided, like the regi-
ments or battalions of a large
modern camp. He did not have to
provide for ventilation in very
cold weather, for he was marching
through tropical country.

On the other hand Moses knew
the value of pure air. The “breath
of life” was no meaningless ex-
pression (Gen. ii 7). Camps were
placed where practicable, on hills
where there was a current of air,
and of course there was also the
military advantage of being able
to view the surrounding country.

PURE SOIL
Moses required cleanliness in

and about his camps. As usual
a religious significance was given
to this: “For the Lord thy God
walketh in the midst of thy camp,
therefore shall it be holy, and no
unclean thing shall be in it” No
modern military commander per-
mits his camp to be kept other
than clean, but it has not always
been so, for in some of the camps
of the middle ages and even of
comparatively modern times, filth
was everywhere and inescapable.

The law of Deuteronomy (xxiii
12, 13) that concerns the disposal
of body waste is one of the most
remarkable in the entire Code.

PURE BODIES
Personal cleanliness is stressed

throughout the Mosaic Code. Mo-
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way aid in the campaign against
the dreaded typhus fever, was
hard for them to believe.

The value of exercise in promot-
ing health is often stressed. The
Jews in their long wandering in
the wilderness had times of inac-
tivity but had ever to be ready
for sudden demonds on their phy-
sical strength. General Moses had
what we might now call “setting-
up exercises” for his men to keep
them fit.

Cleanliness of mind was equally
stressed and in later pagan days
was recognized in the phrase mens
sana in corpore sano. What we un-
derstand by modem concept of
hygiene, is indeed no new thing.

Moses may have noted the bad
effects of close in-breeding dur-
ing his people’s first-hand deal-
ing with flocks and herds, and
thus have acquired the basis for
his “table of kindred and affinity.”
It is interesting to observe that
Moses himself was the issue of
one of these prohibited marriages,
that of a man with his aunt. Mod-
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em eugenics teaches us in sci-
entific terms the dangers of in-
breeding.
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