Lesson 3 - 2)-I10:X 1O
The Anatomy of Redemption:
The Power of Individualism

Goals:

e Having analyzed the anatomy of oppression, this lesson reveals where the essence
of redemption comes from — individualism and courage to resist oppression.
Students will be able to identify the qualities of the midwives that made them
heros and search for parallels in the Holocaust and in modern times.

e Students will gain skills in reading the mefarshim and judging which one seems
like the peshat based on logical and textual considerations.

e Students will compare phrases in Beresheet with parallels in other parts of
Humash, identify similarities and differences, and search for the meanings of
those parallels.

Activity:

1. Read perek 1 again and write down the results of Pharoah’s decrees.

We saw last time that Pharoah instituted a number of succesively harsher decrees against
the Israelites. However, none of his decrees succeeded. Let us see why. Pharoah tries to
contain the threat of their growth through forced labor. However, this backfires and has
the opposite effect of bringing more growth. The midrash picks up on the word play
between 7127 19 and 727 12. See Rashi, source #1 on the worksheet.

After this failure, Pharoah increases the harshness of their labor and turns them from
forced laborers into slaves. Apparently this accomplishes little since Pharoah continues
on to the next decree against the male babies.

2. Have students prepare the worksheet.

Ask: What was Bnei Yisrael’s reaction to these decrees? Why doesn’t the Torah record
any resistance? Discuss. Ask: Does pasuk 7 sound positive or negative? On the one hand,
it is positive to increase. This pasuk uses language from Beresheet various blessing and
promises to Adam, Noah and Abraham in Beresheet.
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On the other hand, the pasuk also uses the word to swarm, reminding us of Beresheet
1:20: mn v9) X\Iv¥ DN 1N O7o-N MNN. This seems to indicate a negative aspect of
their growth. Just as a swarm of fish have no individual identity, the Israelites lost their
sense of individuality. They arrived in Egypt with names but have now become a
nameless mass. Perhaps this explains why Bnei Yisrael do not seem to rebel or resist
Pharoah’s decrees. (They do not cry out until 2:23. Note that X7 does occur in
Beresheet 9:7 after the flood when the world is so desolate that the extra command to
swarm is necessary. However, the result of this swarming may have been the loss of
individuality evident in the Babel story; see further below.) Discuss how the evils of
totalitarianism and communism go hand in hand with their attempts to equalize all of
humanity unlike in democracies where differences and freedom of speech are celebrated.
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4. Septuagint to Exodus 1:15
And the king of the Egyptians spoke to the Hebrews’ midwives, to one of them whose
name was Sepphora, and the name of the second was Phoua.

(Note: The Septuagint, also known as 2°vaw:i 01170, is the most ancient Jewish translation
of the Bible dating back to about 200BCE. This translation into Greek is significant
because it preserves many ancient Jewish interpretations. Also, the English names of the
biblical books, such as Genesis, Exodus..., come from the Septuagint.)
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3. Ask: How was the third decree of Pharaoh thwarted? By the midwives.

Ask: What information does the Torah tell us about the midwives?

What information does pasuk 16 add? Their names. Shifra and Puah are the only named
protagonists in this story, besides Pharaoh. Why does the Torah go out of its way to tell us
their names? Because having names reflects that they had a sense of their individuality,
that they could follow their own consciences to do what is right. Unlike the swarm of
Bnei Yisrael, they possess individuality that allows them to reject the King of Egypt’s
decree in favor of what they know is moral in the eyes of the King of Kings.

They are also called n°72977 m79%. How would you translate that?

This can either be “the Hebrew midwives” (see Rashbam, source #3) or “the midwives of
the Hebrews” (Septuagint and Abarbanel, sources #4 and #5). It seems more likely that
the midwives were not themselves Hebrews (they could have been non-Hebrew Semites,
not necessarily Egyptian), otherwise how could Pharoah expect them to comply.
Furthermore, the midwives refer to the Hebrews in third person in pasuk 19, “for they are
animal-like,” suggesting that the midwives were not part of them. (See further in Nehama
Leibowitz and Rabbi Shamah.) Compare this story to those of righteous gentiles who
risked their lives to save Jews during the Holocaust; see the sourcesheet on “Choosing to
Rescue” and “Links in a Chain.”

DONOR-N NN MTYIN NP — the midwives feared God. The word X7°n1 is an anagram of
Pharaoh’s command jn°&™1. The midwives rejected his decree by mixing up the letters
and doing the opposite.

As a group assignment, as class to figure out what it means that they feared God? Look
up Beresheet 20:11, 42:18, Devarim 25:18 and their contexts. What do they all have in
common? They all attribute fear of God, or lack thereof, to non-Jews (or Yosef who
pretended to be Egyptian). They all refer to situations in which a weak foreigner is
subject to the whims of the local powerful and only fear of God can prevent the powerful
from taking advantage of the weak.

4. To summarize, the perek begins with the named tribes arriving in Egypt as free citizens
and special guests of the king. As they transform from a family into a nation and multiply
greatly, they lose their sense of individualism and Pharaoh uses that vulnerability and his
subtle propaganda and political strategy to rob them of their human dignity. The
beginnings of redemption appear when the midwives return to bearing names and have
the individualism and courage to resist.

The last stage of oppression is thwarted by the individualism and courage of Moshe’s
mother, sister, and the daughter of Pharaoh, the subject of the next lesson.



Further discussion:

This part of the lesson is somewhat philosophical and subtle, but contains a fundamental
point. Please read the chapters by Rabbi Jonathan Sacks and Judy Klitsner who explicate
the subtleties that I cannot repeat here.

Compare Shemot perek 1 to Beresheet 9:1-8. Complete the worksheet by indicating all
words that appear in both the Shemot story and the Tower of Babel story.
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The tower of Babel story is about a civilization trying to make a name for itself by
building a tower. This civilization has one language, indicating total uniformity and have
one goal expressed by 11277, Their greatest fear is that they will disperse over the land, thus
trying to reject Hashem’s command to fill the earth. Ultimately, Hashem multiplies their
language and disperses them. Hashem’s plan is that people should be different and
societies should be diverse. When people lose their individuality, when they are of only
one mind, then that mind is usually bent on evil and self-serving ends. When people
recognize the dignity of difference, as Rabbi Sacks calls it, then they find the humility
necessary to worship Hashem who is the source of all the variety in nature.

Judy Klitsner argues beautifully that Shemot perek 1 is a parallel to the Babel story but
with a different ending. Here too the people lose their dignity of difference, become a
swarm. Here too Pharaoh, who claims divinity, tries to make an everlasting name for
himself through a building project. Both stories begin with names (the genealogy in
Beresheet 10 and Shemot 1-5), both continue with a stage of personal anonymity and




collective identity (Beresheet 11:1-9 and Shemot 1:8-14), and both end with a return to
names (Beresheet 11:10f. and Shemot 1:15). In the Shemot story, however, Hashem does
not need to disperse the people because the midwives stand out from among the crowd as
heros.
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