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The Power of Sisterhood in the Face of Oppression:  

The Cunning of Oppression versus the Cunning of Resistance 
 

In the light of the protests over systemic racial injustice, we examine Exodus 1-2 in which 
Pharaoh's subtle oppression is confronted by a coalition or sisterhood of courageous 
women  across racial, religious, and class divisions to save innocent children. These women 
in crisis when men were paralyzed by oppression took the lead and broke gender 
boundaries to introduce a new and unique female style of politics. This is the first story of 
righteous gentiles and it presages the courage and direct motivation of my wife's 
family's Puritan saviors in Holland during the Holocaust.  

 
Pharaoh’s Fear of the Other versus the Midwives’ Fear of the Lord  

 
The First Righteous Gentiles (Exodus 1) 

 
Composed by Noam Zion 

 
 

 
 
 
 

A. Fear of the Other and the Cunning of Oppression: Bible and Midrash 

B. The Cunning of Resistance:  Hebrew Women, Midwives, Moshe’s mother 

and sister, and Pharaoh’s Daughter and the Fear of the Lord 

C. Contemporary Righteous Gentiles Save Jews 
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A. Fear of the Other and the Cunning of Oppression  
 

1. Exodus 1: 1-16 – God’s Promise to Abraham Fulfilled or Resident Aliens Multiply?  
 
Now these are the names of the children of Israel coming to Egypt, 
with Yaakov…seventy persons,-Yosef was (already) in Egypt. 
 
Now Yosef died, and all his brothers, and all that generation. 
Yet the Children of Israel bore fruit, they swarmed, they became many, they grew mighty (in 
number)-exceedingly, yes; exceedingly; the land filled- up with them: 
 
Now a new king arose over Egypt, who had not known Yosef.  
He said to his people: 
“Here, (this) people, the Children of Israel, is many-more and mightier (in number) than 
we!  Come-now, let us use-our-wits against it, lest it become many-more, 
and then, if war should occur, it too be added to our enemies and make war upon us or go 
up away from the land!” 
 
So they set gang-captains over it, to afflict it with their burdens. It built storage-cities for 
Pharaoh-Pitom and Ra'amses. 
But as much as they afflicted it, so did it become many, so did it burst forth and they felt 
dread before the Children of Israel. 
  
So they, Egypt, made the Children of Israel subservient with harsh labor;  they embittered 
their lives with hard servitude in loam and in bricks and with all kinds of servitude in the 
field - all their service in which they made them subservient with crushing-labor. 
 
 

2. Ramban (13th C. Spain): Pharaoh’s Systematic, Stage by Stage, Deceit and 

Oppression -  “COME, LET US DEAL WISELY WITH IT” (Exodus 1:10) 

 

Stage 1: Pharaoh’s Propaganda – Netziv of Volozhin (1880s, Czarist Russia)   

The Egyptians treated us badly (Deut. 26:6) – does not means that they made our lives bad, 

but that they “bad-mouthed” us – painting us as villains.1   

 

Ramban:  Pharaoh’s Political Problem with Egyptian and Jewish Public Opinion:  

Pharaoh and his wise counsellors  did not see fit to slay them by the sword, for it would 

have been a gross treachery to smite without reason a people that had come into the land 

by command of a former king. The people of the country also would not give the king 

                                                           
1
 Joseph Goebbels, Nazi Minister for Public Enlightenment,  wrote in his diary on 27th March, 1942:  

"The Jews are now being forced eastwards… . A judicial sentence is being carried out against the Jews which is 
certainly barbaric, but which they have fully deserved. What the Führer prophesied in the eventuality of the 
Jews bringing about a new world war has begun to be realized in the most terrible fashion. In these matters, 
one cannot let sentimentality prevail. If we did not defend ourselves against them, the Jews would 
exterminate us. It is a life and death struggle between the Aryan race and the Jewish bacillus. No other 
government and no other regime could muster the strength for a general solution of this question.” 
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consent to commit such perfidy since he took counsel with them,  and all the more so since 

the children of Israel were a numerous and mighty people and would wage a great war 

against them. Rather, Pharaoh said he would do it wisely so that [the Egyptians would 

endorse his new policy and] the Israelites would not feel that it was done in enmity against 

them. 

3. Pharaoh’s Stage 2 of Genocide:  

Breaking the Spirit of the Hebrews through Enslavement:  

 

THE EGYPTIANS MADE THE CHILDREN OF ISRAEL SERVE WITH RIGOR (B’FEH-RAKH) (Ex.1:14) 

 

Ramban:  To deal with them wisely Pharaoh placed a labor levy upon them, as it was 

customary that resident aliens in a country contribute a levy to the king.  

 

4. Midrash (Exodus Rabbah 1,11) 
(1) Rabbi Samuel ben Nahman says: With rigorous tyranny. 
 
(2) Rabbi Elazar says: By gentle persuasion (B’Feh Rakh = Soft Talk).  Pharaoh 
assembled the Israelites and begged them as a favor to join him in brick-making. Following 
the royal example, each man set to with a will. At the end of the day, Pharaoh had each 
man's bricks counted, and then ordered that the same number should be made each day. 
And so they did to each Israelite, namely, the number of bricks they made on the first day 
became the prescribed number for each subsequent day. 2  
 
(3) Rabbi Yonatan says: Harsh labor means they reversed the labor assignment , so men 
were assigned women’s work and women were assigned men’s work. 
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B. The Cunning of Women’s Resistance (Midrash Rabbah Exodus  1:12) 

 

"In reward for the righteous women of that generation, Israel was redeemed from Egypt."  

 

You find that when Israel were in harsh labor in Egypt, Pharaoh decreed against them that 

they should not sleep at home nor have relations with their wives. 

  

Rabbi Shimon bar Halafta said: What did the daughters of Israel do?  

They would go down to draw water from the river and God would prepare for them little 

fish in their buckets, and they would sell some of them, and cook some of them, and buy 

wine with the proceeds, and go to the field and feed their husbands, as it is said, "In all the 

labor in the field." (Ex.1: 14) And when they had eaten and drunk, the women would take 

the mirrors and look into them with their husbands, and she would say, "I am more 

beautiful than you," and he would say, "I am more beautiful than you. And as a result, they 

would arouse themselves to desire, and they became fruitful and multiplied …. And all these 

multitudes [600,000 children of Israel left Egypt] are due to the merit of those mirrors which 

they showed their husbands to arouse their desire from the midst of the harsh labor. 

 
Lady at the Mirror by Paulus Moreelse (1632) 
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More Cunning of Oppression 

1. Exodus 1:15-16:  
of Pharaoh’s Stage 3 of Genocide:  
Medical Staff Enlisted in Surreptitious Infanticide 

 

Now the king of Egypt said to the midwives of the Hebrews 
  -the name of the first one was Shifra, the name of the second was Pu'a: 
When you help the Hebrew women give birth, see the supporting-stones: 
if he be a son, put him to death, but if she be a daughter, she may live.  
 

2. Exodus 1:22, 2:1-10:  
Pharaoh’s  Stage 4: Open Season for Vigilante Pogroms 

Now Pharaoh commanded all his people, saying:  
Every son that is born, throw him into the Nile, but let every daughter live. 
 
Ramban: Then Pharaoh charged all his people, Every son that is born, you - yourselves - shall 

cast into the river (Ex. 1:22). Essentially, Pharaoh did not want to charge his executioners to 

slay them by the decree of the king or to cast them into the river. Rather, he said to the 

people that whoever would find a Jewish child should throw him into the river. Should the 

child's father complain to the king or to the master of the city, they would tell him to bring 

witnesses, and then they will exact vengeance [for the crime].  

 

Now once the king's restriction was removed,[ i.e., the king let it be known that no one 
would be prosecuted for murdering Hebrews,] the Egyptians would search the houses, 
entering them at night, and indifferent [to the cries of the parents] , would remove the 
children therefrom. It is therefore said, And when she could no longer hide him (Ex. 2:3). 
 
 

3. No More Jewish Children -   Vilna, February 5, 1942: 

Testimony of the poet of the Vilna Underground, Abraham Suzkever, before the International 
Military Tribunal in Nuremberg, February 27, 1946 
 

Ex. 1:22 Now Pharaoh commanded all his people, saying:  

Every son that is born, throw him into the Nile, but let every daughter live. 

 

Today the Gestapo in Vilna announced: "FROM TODAY ON, NO MORE JEWISH CHILDREN 

ARE TO BE BORN."  The impact of the order on the ghetto is indescribable. Everyone cited 

the first chapter in Exodus in which Pharaoh had forbidden the birth of male children. The 

Pharaoh of the twentieth century is far more cruel - no births whatsoever! 

 

When I came to the ghetto later I found that my wife had had a baby in a ghetto hospital. 

But I saw the hospital surrounded by Germans and a black car standing before the door... 

In the evening when the Germans had left, I went to the hospital and found my wife in 

tears... When she had had her baby, the Jewish doctors of the hospital had already received 
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the order that Jewish women must not give birth; and they had hidden the baby, together 

with other newborn children, in one of the rooms. 

 

But when the Germans came to the hospital, they heard the cries of the babies. They broke 

open the door and entered the room. When my wife heard that the door had been broken, 

she immediately got up and ran to see what was happening to the child. She saw one 

German holding the baby and smearing something under its nose. Afterwards he threw it on 

the bed and laughed. When my wife picked up the child, there was something black under 

his nose. When I arrived at the hospital, I saw that my baby was dead. He was still warm. 
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More Cunning of Women’s Resistance:  
The Midwives and the Fear of the Lord 

 
1. Exodus 1:17- 21: Righteous Gentiles Resist 
 
But the midwives feared God, and they did not do as the king of Egypt had spoken to them, 
they let the (male) children live. 
 
The king of Egypt called for the midwives and said to them: 
Why have you done this thing, you have let the children live!  
 
The midwives said to Pharaoh:  
Indeed, not like the Egyptian (women) are the Hebrew (women), indeed, they are 
lively/hayot: 
before the midwife comes to them, they have given birth!  
 
God dealt well with the midwives because they feared God,…and the people became many 
and grew exceedingly mighty (in number).  
 

 
Nehama Leibowitz: Yiraat Elohim, fear of the Lord in the Torah, praises or condemns 
someone who opposes or does not oppose injustice to a member of another people or a 
minority or a stranger or someone helpless without protection. That is the test of 
whether someone has fear of God in their heart. Yiraat Elohim, fear of God in the Bible, 
is a demand made on all human beings created in the image of God. But if one does 
not have fear of God in their heart, the heart of the non-Jew, then the Torah considers 
that to be a betrayal of all their obligations. Therefore the interpretation that the 
midwives who feared God were Egyptians is to be preferred. (Nehama Leibowitz, Studies 
in Exodus) 

 
 

Shifra and Puah Award  (A Different Night Haggadah by Noam Zion) 
AL AXELRAD, the Hillel rabbi at Brandeis University in the 1960s, established this annual award for non-violent 
resistance to tyranny. He named it after the midwives who resisted and outsmarted Pharaoh and saved the 
Hebrew infants from drowning. (In Tel Aviv the old maternity hospital was located at the intersection of Shifra 
and Puah Street). 

 
 

 

3. Protesting Genocide: Pharaoh’s Daughter 

 

Exodus 2: 5-6 Now Pharaoh's daughter went down to bathe at the Nile, and her girls were 

walking along the Nile.  

She saw the little-ark among the reeds and sent her maidservant, and she fetched it. 
6   She opened (it) and saw him, the child, here, a boy weeping! 
She pitied him, and she said: 
One of the Hebrews' children is this! 
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Pharaoh’s Daughter as Traitor to  her Father – TB Sotah 12b; Exodus Rabbah 1 

When Pharaoh’s daughter’s maid servants saw that she wanted to rescue Moshe, they said: Our 
mistress, it is the way of the world that when a king makes a decree, even if no one in the whole 
world obeys it, nevertheless, his children and his household obey it. But you are violating the 
decree of your father! 
 

Ramban: It appears that this [decree to drown the Israelite children] lasted but a short time, 

for when Aaron was born [three years before Moses],  the decree was not yet in existence,  

and when [shortly after] Moses was born, it appears that the decree was revoked. [Why?] 

Perhaps it was through Pharaoh's daughter, who, in her compassion for the child 

Moses, said to her father that he should not act in that way.  

It may be that when it became known that this decree was enacted by the king, he revoked 

it, since it was all done dexterously by them in order that the crime not be known.  

 
Rembrandt, The Daughter of Pharaoh  

 

4. “When the Going  gets Tough” by Tikvah Frymer Kensky, Bible scholar 
 

"In every generation we [women] must look upon ourselves as if we (were the women who came out 

of Egypt:” The actions of the women of the Exodus story, the "righteous women of that generation;" are 

memorable and praiseworthy; but they are not extraordinary, not limited merely to a few heroines of 

the past. We all have seen the strength of women in adversity. Women fight to keep their families 

together in times of war, economic deprivation, and epidemics. Reticent dependent women "who never 

balanced a checkbook" turn into superwomen when they have to nurse ailing husbands or raise their 

families alone because of widowhood or divorce. All the strengths and talents that have been invisible - 

even to the woman herself - start coming to the fore. It is as if women are turned inside out by trouble: 

when the going gets tough, it seems women get going.  (Tikvah Frymer Kensky, Reading the Women of 

the Bible ) 
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C. Contemporary Righteous Gentiles Save Jews 

 

1. Who will be today's Midwives?  
 

On a Sunday morning in 1942 in Nazi-occupied Netherlands, a mysterious character 
nicknamed Fritz rode up on his bicycle with wooden wheels (instead of rubber tires) and 
entered the Calvinist Church. He ascended the podium and read aloud from the Bible the 
story of the midwives who saved the Hebrew babies and defied Pharaoh's policy of 
genocide. "Who is today's Pharaoh?" he asked. "Hitler," the congregation replied.  
"Who are today's Hebrew babies?" "The Jews."  
"Who will be today's midwives?" He left the church, leaving his question hanging in the air. 
During the war (1942-1945) many families from this little church hid Jews and other 
resisters from the Nazis under the direction of their local pastor, Domine Koers. 

 
 

The Wassink Family, Righteous Gentiles in Eibergen, The Netherlands 
 

The Wassink family recalls the hiding of Allied pilots shot down over their village along with 
local Dutch Jews including my father-in-law, Sallie Zion.  
Embroidery for that covred the secret hatch to the attic: “Blessed are you as you come out 
and as you go in” (Deuteronomy 28:6) and scale model of the original farmhouse. 
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2. Righteous Gentiles versus Wicked Gentiles:   
Saving Baby Nitzan from Wicked Rock Throwers        
Akiva Novick   August 25, 2014  Israel News 

 

Palestinians rescue settlers after West Bank attack (during Gaza War in August in which 
thousands of rockets shot at Israeli cities and thousands of Gazan civilians were killed in 
collateral damage in Gaza) 
 
A Jewish family driving through a Palestinian village in the West Bank on Saturday night was 
pelted with rocks by the residents of the village. But after losing control of their car and 
flipping over, they were surprised to find that the passersby that came to offer them their 
help were also Palestinians. Yedaya Sharhaton, 25, and his wife Hadassah, 24, were traveling 
with their one-year-old daughter Nitzan from Jerusalem to their home in Yatir, south of 
Hebron. 
 Shortly after midnight, while driving through the Palestinian village Beit Umar, Palestinians 
hurled large rocks at the family's car. One of the rocks, the size of a melon, broke through 
the windshield and hit Yedaya, the father, in the face as he drove. He lost control of the car 
that veered sideways, hitting the safety barrier, flipping over and landing in a ditch on the 
side of the road. 
 "We came home from spending Shabbat with Yedaya's parents," Hadassah said in 
recounting the moments of horror. "All of a sudden I heard a big boom, and we were hit 
with a lot of glass shards. The car flipped over. I was screaming like a madwoman until we 
landed on the roof, and then it became quiet. Our baby Nitzan was crying for a while and 
then she became quiet. I asked Yedaya, 'Are you okay? What about Nitzan?' - but he was 
confused and wasn't making sense." 
 
 While the family was trapped in the car, Hadassah noticed Palestinian passersby walking 
towards them, and became afraid. But there was no reason to fear. The Palestinians, who 
noticed she was frightened, calmed her down: "Lady, don't worry. We came to help you," 
they told her. "I have a baby in the backseat, take her," she told them.  They did as she 
asked and rescued baby Nitzan out of the car. Hadassah, who is a nurse, guided them on 
how to free the baby's hands from the safety belt and put her down in a way that would 
prevent further harm to her.  
  
Hadassah continued: "More and more Arabs arrived at the scene and asked if we needed 
help," she said. "One of them held Nitzan, who was pretty pleased about it. I was afraid, but 
I know how to distinguish between terrorists and human beings, and these were human 
beings." 
 
 An Israeli army force arrived at the scene and evacuated Yedaya in critical condition to the 
Hadassah Medical Center. Yedaya's father also arrived at the hospital: "This was an 
attempted murder, and a miracle happened here."  

 
 

 
 
 


