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ISR sl 15 gy et ‘3 by JDH - You shall remember that you were a slave in Egypt. Whenever the
Torah wishes 1o impress upon us the mitzvah of having compassion and sympathy for the op-
pressed in society, it reminds us of our similar helplessness and lowly status during our bondage
in Egypt. The most defenseless elements in society are usually the slaves, proselytes, widows, '
and orphans, and we are repeatedly enjoined by the Torah to be sensitive to their plight. The
stranger, in particular, personifies the helpless one who has no family or friends to intercede on
his behalf. For this reason, as the Talmud indicates, the Torah exhorts us in thirty-six Scriptural
references to treat the stranger kindly (Bava Metzia 59b).

tion for Lh&teachmgnimm,pass:nn_w.b,lgh is 50 pervasive in Jewish jaw, 1t sharpened the Jex Jew's

{ ethical sensitivity and moral awareness. The Midrash has R. Nehemiah say this explicitly: The
Egyptian hondage was of great value for ws, since it served to implant within us the quality of kindness

#nd mercy (Mechilta Derashbi Ex, 13:3). Oursisa smgularly ethical culture, which expresses itself
through a heightened regard for human rights and dignity. :
To [hlS day, even Jews who are alienated from rehgious practice seem more responsive than |

Genules to causes which affect mankind. There are crimes which come harder to a Jew than to
others. This may sound chauvinistic, but it is statistically true. Murder and physical violence
were unheard of among Jews in the past, and are still proportionately rare among those who
have any roots in their heritage. Embezzlement and cheating in financial matters may entice
Jews vulnerable to the temptations of money and riches; but rarely homicide, which occurs so

. frequently in other cultures. However, to the extent that a Jew becomes estranged from Jewish

values, he begins to behave in a manner prevalent in the dominant culture.

Our Sages regard compassion as the distinguishing characteristic of the Jewish people. The
Egyptian experience sought to transform the Jews into a people to whom compassion would be
a necessity, not merely a capacity.

There are two words which are often used interchangeably, but are not synonymous:

me_:g_gh,m and rachaman. Merachem is verbal in form, a participle, and accordingly places empha- :
sis on the deed. The person described as a merachem, then, is one who performs many charitable

acts. He may ai times be cold and unfeehng in each situanion he hesitates, deliberates whether
o respond compassionately or not. He does nevertheless manage to perform many deeds of

7:7! compassion. Rachaman, on the other hand, is an  adjectival form describing ap augibute a char-

6

Y

acteristic, The rachaman is a person who has oniy one chou:e—to act compassionately His ar-

titude flows nz namrally from his personahty

The Jewish pecple Rave beeh described as rachmanim bnei rachmanim, a people from whom
compassion and communal responsibility flow naturally. In its detailed legal development, the
halachah is the embodiment of this sensitivity. A person who is uncertain how to act in face of
human need may readily engage in rationalization and be diverted by self-serving consider-
ations. But the halachah directs him to act with compassion and gradually transforms him into
a rachaman, a person who spontaneously responds with compassion.

In retrospect, this seems to be the dorninant lesson to be derived from the Egyptian servi-
tude. It taught the Jew ethical sensitivity, what it truly means to be a Jew. It sought to transform
the Jew into a rachaman, one possessing a heightened form of ethical sensitivity and responsive-
ness. (Reflections, Vol. 1, pp. 190-193)
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