
21 Tevet 5782 l Friday, December 24, 2021

Parshat Shemot
Saving a People

Phoebe Ana Rabinowitsch

This week’s parasha, Shemot, begins with the names of the sons of Israel who came to
Egypt with Jacob, each coming with his household. The Israelites were prosperous, even
after Joseph’s death, until a new king rose to power who “did not know Joseph” was
threatened by the many Israelites and their power. The new king oppressed them and
enslaved them . The people of Israel are in need of help, and our parsha presents two1

alternate models of how to resist oppression and help the oppressed.

י ְּבֵנ֥י יְִׂשָרֵאֽל׃ צּו ִמְּפֵנ֖ ץ וַּיָֻק֕ ֹ֑ ן יְִפר ה וְֵכ֣ ן יְִרֶּב֖ וְַכֲאֶׁש֙ר יְַעּ֣נּו אֹ֔תֹו ֵּכ֥
“But the more they were oppressed, the more they increased and spread out, so that
the [Egyptians] came to dread the Israelites.” (Exodus 1:12)

This statement causes me to wonder, what might it mean for an increasing minority
population to become the target for oppression? How might increasing population size be the
driving factor? The more they were afflicted, the more they multiplied, or it could mean that
the more they spread out all over the area, they appeared to be more numerous.

Pharaoh tells the midwives to kill male children and leave the female ones, but the midwives
let them live, as it states that they feared God . When Pharaoh asked why they let the babies2

live, they answered:

ֶדת ן ַהְמיֶַּל֖ ֶרם ָּת֧בֹוא ֲאֵלֶה֛ ּנָה ְּבֶט֨ ת ִּכֽי־ָח֣יֹות ֵה֔ ֹ֑ ת ָהִֽעְבִרּי ֹ֖ ים ַהִּמְצִרּי י ֧�א ַכּנִָׁש֛ ה ִּכ֣ ֹ֔ ְרןָ ַהְֽמיְַּלדֹ֙ת ֶאל־ַּפְרע וַּתֹאַמ֤
וְיָָלֽדּו׃

The midwives said to Pharaoh, “Because the Hebrew women are not like the Egyptian
women: they are vigorous. Before the midwife can come to them, they have given
birth.” (Exodus 1:19)

The verse states that the midwives fear God and cannot kill, but yet they tell Pharaoh that it
is the Hebrew women’s nature to give birth before the arrival of the midwives. The midwives
claim that they would like to obey and assist Pharaoh, but it is beyond their control. By lying
to Pharaoh, the midwives are able to act in accordance with their beliefs, and yet appear to
be obeying the law. Ibn Ezra comments:

כי כח חיים הרבה יש להם.לא עברנו על מצותיך כי העבריות אינן כמצריותותאמרנה.
The midwives said [to Pharaoh]. We have not violated your command because the
Hebrew women are not like the Egyptian women; they have greater vitality.

We know that Moshe was saved by being sent down the river and found by Pharaoh's
daughter and raised in the kingdom. Later in the parasha, Moshe witnesses a Hebrew slave
being beaten by the taskmaster and immediately acts out against it. Moshe’s response is3

both to the people and to God, questioning why this horrible act against humanity is allowed
to happen.

3 Exodus 5:19-22
2 Exodus 1:15-16
1 Exodus 1:8
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Moshe is saved by the midwives and his sister Miriam. Later, he is the one to stand up
against oppression of the Israelites, which he can likely only do in his unique role as an
outsider/insider between being raised as an Egyptian and really being an Israelite.

Each act served the purpose to save the Israelites from their death in that moment, but the
difference is working within the existing system or rebelling against it. Perhaps Moshe was
able to rebel because of the people before him who slowly and quietly saved lives. The two
approaches featured, namely, working within the system to serve the people like the
midwives, or  acting outside the system, like Moshe, do not need to be in contrast to one
another. Each situation for positive change might warrant a different response. What worked
well for one case was not what was needed in the other.
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