Lesson 1 — Introduction

Goals:

e Introduce and practice skills of comparing two parallel sets of pesukim and asking
the key questions of what is repeated, what is different, and why.

e Introduce and practice skills for reading the mefarshim, including, finding the
textual question, understanding the difference between peshat and midrash, and
beginning to distinguish between the approaches of Rashi and Ramban.

e To see how the first pesukim of Sefer Shemot introduce the theme of the entire
sefer.

Activity:

1. Have students break down perek 1 in to sections. They should come up with 1-7
(entrance and growth of Israel in Egypt), 8-14 (slavery), and 15-22 (murder of boys). Do
now: Complete the table on this worksheet:
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2. Review the last events in Beresheet making sure to recount that Yaakov and all of his
family go to Egypt (perek 46), they live and prosper in Goshen (47:27), Yaakov blesses
his children before his death (perakim 48-49), Yosef dies (perek 50:26).

Now have someone read the first parashiya in Shemot (pesukim 1-7). This should raise
the question of why Shemot, which we expect to continue from where Beresheet left off,
instead goes back in time and repeats the list of who came to Egypt.

Furthermore, it is evident from the parallel opening (Beresheet 46:8 and Shemot 1:1 and
closing pesukim (Beresheet 46:27 and Shemot 1:5) that Shemot is a shortened summary
of the Beresheet pesukim. If so, why are the shevatim repeated in a different order?

First we will address the repetition. Have students prepare Rashi and Ramban in hevruta
and write answers to the questions. The students should come to the understanding that
Ramban’s explanation is the peshat because it better explains the context of the pesukim.
However, Rashi is still significant, first, because he is addressing the main question.
Second, because the lesson he is teaching, that Hashem recounts Israel often because he
loves them, is true. The midrash uses the textual question here as an opportunity to teach
an important lesson, but we should make sure not to confuse that with the peshat.
Ramban here explicates a proper approach to understanding midrash.




3. To explain the difference in order, focus students’ attention on the order of the
mothers. Beresheet first lists Leah and her maidservant and then Rachel and her
maidservant. In other words the order follows the family structure of each wife and the
maidservant under her. Shemot, on the other hand, first lists the two wives and then the
two maidservants. This does not follow a family structure but rather a hierarchical class
status. This is a first indication that we should no longer perceive the tribes as a family
but rather as a nation where the breakdown by national hierarchy takes precedence over
family origin. The designation of the tribes as a “nation” becomes explicit in pasuk 9.
Ask: To whom does 5872 22 refer in pasuk 1 and to whom does it refer in pasuk 7? First
it refers to only the named tribes, literally the children of Israel. After the tremendous
growth it refers to the entire Israelite nation.

(The listing of the children of Bilhah before those of Zilpah creates a chiasm: Leah,
Rachel, Rachel, Leah. There is also a chiasm in the number of tribes listed in each pasuk:
4-3-4)

To summarize, the first seven pesukim appropriately introduce all of Sefer Shemot,
which will recount in great detail the physical and spiritual birth of a nation. The story of
redemption after slavery must begin, as Ramban says, with their arrival to Egypt.
However, Sefer Shemot subtly changes the order of the arriving tribes precisely in order
to highlight that shift from family to nation.

Further discussion:

1. If students do not already have a background about how to understand midrash then
bring in the important Rashbam on Beresheet 37:2 and the Rambam’s three groups of
interpreters in his introduction to Perek Helek.

2. Every nation has a story about its beginnings. These histories can shed much light on
the character and values of that nation. As a homework project, research the origin stories
of any country or group and think about what it says about that country’s character.

Further Resources:
Yonatan Grossman, “The List of Those Descending to Egypt as an Introduction to Sefer
Shemot,” at http://www.vbm-torah.org/parsha.59/13shemot.htm.




