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8-14. Pharaoh’s plot. The Egyptians were frightened by the
growth of Israel. The Jews were becoming too numerous,

too strong. They might overwhelm the natives — but they

1/110 were also too useful to be permitted to leave the country. It

PARASHAS SHEMOS

And these are the names of the Children of Israel who were coming to Egypt; with Jacob,

each man and his household came. 2 Reuben, Simeon, Levi, and Judah; 3 Issachar,
Zebulun, and Benjamin; 4 Dan and Naphtali; Gad and Asher, 5 And all the persons who
emerged from Jacob’s loins were seventy souls, and Joseph was in Egypt. ¢ Joseph died, and
all his brothers and that entire generation, ? The Children of Israel were fruitful, teemed,

enemies, and wage war against us and go up from the land,”
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THE GRADUAL DECLINE OF JEWISH IDENTITY

Sefer Shemos opens with the seemingly unremarkable words “These are
the names of Yisrael’s sons who came to Egypt with Yaakov, each man
with his family” (Shemos 1:1). This verse is very nearly an exact replica
of a statement that appears earlier in the Torah’s narrative, in sefer
Bereishis: “These are the names of the Israelites who came to Egypt:
Yaakov and his sons” (Bereishis 46:8). How do the two statements differ
from one another, and what does the Torah wish to convey to us in re-
peating this concept here?

A close comparison of the two statements reveals that there are two
subtle distinctions between them.

® First, the verse in sefer Bereishis simply informs us that “Yaakov and
his sons” came to Egypt, whereas the verse in sefer Shemos adds that
Yisrael’s sons came to Egypt “with Yaakov” — they came with a single-
ness of purpose and with a strong sense of unity and identity.

The second distinction is that the statement in sefer Shernos con-
tains the added phrase “each with his family.” This, too, communicates
the idea that Yaakov and his children comprised a tight-knit family unit
that clung together at all times — an important detail that is omitted in
the drier, more factual account in sefer Bereishis.

¥ Rashi completes the picture by pointing out that the verse in sefer
Shemos is historically set in the period of the Egyptian exile that fol-
lowed the deaths of Yaakov and all of his children. Thus the Torah here
bears witness to t} he fact that even in the absence of their elders, the
Jews retained a high level of Jewish identity and remained a clearly dis-

tinguishable ethnic community, set apart from mainstream Egyptian
society.

ingreased, and became strong — very, very much so; and the land became filled with them,

new king arose over Egypt, who did not know of Joseph. ® He said to his people, “Behold
the people, the Children of Israel are more numerous and stronger than we. '° Come, let us
outsmart it lest it become numerous and it may be that if a war will occur, it, too, may join our

,’ “tural writings typically speak of the “expiration” or the “e {
{, eration, but not of its “death.” This anomalous usage is an obvious indj-]
lcgtor of a deeper concept being conveved here.

was the first instance in history of what has become the
familiar pattern of anti-Semitism: The Jews are tao danger-
ous to keep and they are too important to lose. So Pharach
proposes a solution. He will harness the Jews by enslaving
them, so that the state will benefit from their talents without
fear that they will desert the country. As for gratitude for
Joseph's statecraft and the legacy of prosperity that he had
left the nation, that problem, too, was solved. A “new”
haraoh came to the fore who did not know of Joseph . Either

it was literally a new king, or an existing monarch with (
’ “new"policies, who found it convenient to “ignore” Jgseph’s

( monumental contributions to the country (Sotah 11a), prob-,;
“ably on the grounds that whatever the Jew Joseph had don’e
for Egypt was ancient history and no longer mattered. This
“what have you done for me lately” kind of anti-Semitism is

another familiar phenomenon of Jewish history.

'

As the narrative progresses, however, a subtle transition occurs. It
begins when the Torah informs us that “Yosef, his brothers, and that en-
tire generation died” (Shemos 1:6). From a purely literary perspective,

the stylistic usage employed here by the Torah is out of sync — Scrip—\

In the very next verse the Torah tells us that “the I[sraelites were
fruitful and they bred [vayishretzu], and their population swelled” (ibid.,

7). Here again the stylistic usage employed by the Torah is disturbing. |

The Hebrew word vayishretzu, they bred, is derived from the root word
sheretz, rodent, commonly used in reference to mice or rats. To apply this
term to the Jewish people’s population increase is tantamount to saying,
“The Jewish people multiplied like rats” — not-a very complimentary ex-
pression, to say the least.

~ The Torah’s uncharacteristically harsh literary style is reflected in
the verse's concluding phrase as well: “They became so numerous that
the land was filled with them” (ibid.). This is obviously a gross exagger-
ation. Egypt was an enormous country, and the Jews were a tiny minor-
ity. Even when one takes into account their astonishingly miraculous
birth rate of six children at a time {Rashi, Shemos 1:7), the Jews could
not have filled the land of Egypt. Why does the Torah suddenly digress
from its generally tight, literal style and allow hyperbole to worm its
way into the sacred text?

@ The commentators explain that in. these passages the Torah is
charting the gradual decline of Jewish_identity among the Jews in
Egypt. Initially the Jews lived within the narrow confines of the Goshen
ghetto, where Yaakov and his sons had settled upon their arrival in
Egypt from Canaan. There the Jews continued in the ways of their fore-
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fathers, dedicating themselves exclusively to divine worship. Goshen
was a hermetically sealed cultural greenhouse that shielded the Jews

from expos;_;;gg_mgpmthe spiritually damaging influences of Egyptian soci- |

ety.

Following the demise of Yaakov and his sons, the moral fabric of
Jewish society began to unravel. Traditional values erdded, especially
among the young, and newly married couples began to venture beyond

é.tl_lgngale of Jewish settlement to set up their homes alongside those of

Egyptians. Jews gradually integrated into mainstream Egyptian society, ,
excelling in every field of endeavor, simultaneously severing their tenu-
ous bonds with the ways of the patriarchs. This is what is implied in the
verse “Yosef, his brothers, and that entire generation died.” At this cru-
cial turning point in the history of the Jewish people, the unique code
of morality to which Yosef and his brothers so meticulously adhered
was smothered to death by the surging tide of assimilation.

more assimilated Jews assumed that their hatred resulted from Jewish
cultural differences. Traditionally, Jews bore little resemblance to their
neighbors. They were characterized by different dress, different laws,
and even a different language — sociologists today refer to this phe-
nomenon as “the dislike of the unlike.” Some Jews theorized that if
only they would abandon their foreign beliefs (though they main-
tained their unique dress, names, and language) and integrate into.the
non-jewish community, Egyptian society would welcome them with
open arms. To their bitter disappointment, however, just the opposite
. occurred — the more the Jews adopted the norms of their non-jewish
neighboré, the more they were hated.
7{ One greatly problematic element was that Jews excelled in their
»A prolessional fields of endeavor to such a degree that wherever Egyptians
turned, they would find a Jew. The verse “[The Jews] became so numer-
ous that the land was filled with them” reflects the Egyptians’ emo-
tional reaction to the waves of assimilated Jews entering mainstream

the couniry to such an extent that they now actually outnumbered the

i
Ah, senor, there are muchos, muchos Judios living here,” the driver

answered. (At the time, the Jewish community numbered thirty-five
thousand individuals.)

) “Fine, but do you happen to know how many there are?” the rabbi
asked. :

“Si, senor, I would say that there are at least four or five million of
them,” the driver said in all seriousness.

What gave the driver this impression? Wherever he went, he saw
Jews — the owner of his apartment building, the surgeon who had oper-
ated on his mother-in-law, the owner of the bank he used, the governor
of his province.... As far as he could see, Jews filled every important po-
sition! He was convinced that Jews comprised at least a quarter of Mex-
ico City’s population, when in actuality they constituted an infinitesi-
mally tiny minority. ’

Likewise, the Egyptians were convinced that the Jews had filled the
land and taken control of the country. It was as though Egypt had been
infested with them. This explains the Torah’s use of the

ayishretzu, they bred — it is voicing the Egyptian reacﬁon to the bewil-
dering social consequences of Jewish assimilation. )

derogatory term
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\ \ BEIS HALEVI

Praise Hashem, call out His name; publicize His deeds
among the nations. Sing out to Him; play |music] for
¢ Him.... He made His people very numerous, and made
them stronger than their enemies. He turned their
heart to hate His people, to conspire against His ser-
vants. He sent His servant, Moshe, [and] Aharon,
whom He had chosen.

Tehillim 105:1-2, 24-26

This psalm recounts the many kindnesses Hashem be-
stowed upon His people in taking them out of Egypt. Why,
then, does it mention that He turned their enemies’ hearts
against them, implying that were it not for Hashem’s inter-
vention, the Egyptians might have released the Jews earlier?

First, we must explain why Hashem incited the Egyp-
tians against Israel altogether. The Midrash comments:

“They rebelled against Hashem for they bore estranged
children; now the month [chodesh] will consume their
portions” {Hoshea 5:7].

When Yosef HaTzaddik died, the Jews violated
the covenant of milah. They said, “Let us be like the
Egyptians.” Thereupon the Holy One, blessed be He,
transformed the Egyptians’ love for them into hatred,

as it says, “He turned their heart to hate His people, to )
{

~N
conspire against His servants” [Tehillim 105:25], in”
fulfillment of “The new [chadash)* will consume their
_ portions”—this refers to a new king who promulgated
new decrees.

'

“They are good [to you] because of the aroma of your
oils” [Shir HaShirim 1:3]—Just as oil does not mix
with other liquids, Israel does not mix with the sons of
Noach. The Holy One, blessed be He, gave [the Jews]
Torah and mitzvos to distinguish them, as it says, “l am
Hashem, your God, Who has separated you from the
nations” [Vayikra 20:24].

N

Shemos Rabbah 1:8

%h@gever the Jews try to assimilate, Hashem renews
this separation by filling the hearts of the gentiles with hatred.
This incitement is ultimately to Israel’s benefit as it main-

tains the distinction between the Jewish people and other.

nations.
This is just what happened in Egypt: Hashem caused the™

Egyptians to be disgusted by the Jews. As the verse says,

“;.they were repelled by the children of Israel” (Shemos

1:12). This was not a punishment, for the Jews had not

sinned. Tt was a safeguard to preserve their unigueness.
Similarly, Yalkut Shimoni (399) comments:

“Hashem will smite the crowns of the heads of the
daughters of Zion with tzaraas; Hashem will empty out
their vessels” [Yeshayahu 3:17]—To make sure that
the Jews would not intermingle with the Babylonians,

Hashem “emptied out their vessels,” causing the Jewish
women to menstruate.The Babylonians therefore

shunned them, considering them impure.

= Here, too, as in Egypt, Hashem ensured that Jew and

gentile would not mix.

I&l Likewise, the Zohar on parashas Shemos says:

Hashem said, “What if [the Jews] would, Heaven for-
bid, assimilate among the nations? It would blemish all
realms of existence.” What did the Holy One, blessed
be He. do? He moved them here and there until they
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l'/z arrived in Egypt. He wanted them to live among a
tough people who would scorn their way of life and
dread intermarriage with them. The Egyptian men
were nauseated by them. The Egyptian women were
nauseated by them. Thus, they remained completely
holy.

*%ly, the Egyptians’ antagonism toward the Jews was
meant to keep the peoples apart and Tacilitate 5z Yistael's

Jfedemption. We now understand why Tehillim depicts thg-

turning of the Egyptians against the Jews as a manifestation

of Hashem’s kindness toward His people.
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stantly intensifying in countries such as Hungary and Ro-
mania. It defies logic. For just as natural phenomena dissipate
over time, the protracted length of the exile should have
abated the burst of anti-Semitism that began it. But_the
cause of the rise in anti-Semitism is just as we have de-
scribed. Fhe mote Jews try to bridge the natural gap betwet_m,.5

themselves and others by abandoning the distinctive mitzvos
of the Torah, the more Hashem must place an unnatural éag
between them. (Thanks to Hashem, our government allows
us to observe our holy Torah. May we retain our rulers’ favor
by upholding the Torah and its mitzvos.)
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REwrITING HISTORY

God punished the Jewish people in accordance with their sin, Since

Ner US;;&

they assimilated into Egyptian society and abandoned the moral code
that their fathers had institutgd; “a new king who did not know Yosef
fgse to power in Egypt” (Shéinos 1:8).

The commentators suggest two approaches to understanding this
verse: either a new king who had not known Yosef assumed the throne,
or the same king retained power, but he pretended not to know who
Yosef was.

Both interpretations are difficult to understand, for Yosef was to Egypt
what Abraham Lincoln is to the United States of America. Such a major in-
fluential personality in a nation’s history is not so easily forgotten. i

)(The Torah here is telling us that Pharaoh set out to rewrite Egyp-
tian history. He considered Yosef’s rise to power to be a blight on his na-
tion’s glorious past; that a Jew single-handedly prevented Egypt from
.being ravaged by famine was intolerable. Besides, he could not have
embarked on a campaign to make Egypt Judenrein when Yosef’s engrav-
ing graced the pages of every historical textbook. Hence he purged '
Yosef’s name from the chronicles of his nation’s past.
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A@ W ellsprings of Torah

i : id not know Joseph.”
“Now there arose a new king over Egyvpt who did not kn i’

{Exodus 1:8) o ‘
Had the new king known Joseph, his history and his past,

he would have known that all the attempts made to harm Joseph
—— whether by his brothers or by Potiphar — actually led to'his .

rise to fame and good fortune, and he would have been afraid

to oppress Joseph’s descendants, the Hebrews, lest, by oppress-

ing them, he would hasten their redemption and liberation.
—Imrei Esh
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[26] INTERVIEWER: Wtat can I do on a daily basis to
increase my gratitude to the Almighty?
;@ABBI ELIYAHU LOPIAN: “Do all that you can to

294 Consulting the Wise a . Q\)Sk\(\

express gratitude to other people for anything that they do for
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you. This will help you feel gratitude for the Almighty also.”

[Comments: Make a list of people who regularly do’ things
for you. Express your gratitude profusely and sincerely to these
people. “I thank you very much for...” Be especially careful to say
this to people whom you frequently forget to thank.

Every time someone thanks you for something, ask yourself,
“Whom can I thank for something done for me.” If anyone thanks
you in a creative manner, learn from that experience to be more
creative in thanking others.]
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