
   
 

 
 

January 8, 2021 – 24 tevet, 5781 – Parashat Sh’mot 
 

Dear TBE Family and Friends, 

Read through the lens of current events, the opening chapters of the Book of Sh’mot (Exodus) provide a 
cautionary tale of the results of a civil leadership unwilling to stand up to a despotic autocrat, even as 
the destructive consequences of his decisions become increasingly obvious and costly.  Time and again 
over the coming weeks, we will see not only the Egyptian Pharaoh, but also his ministers posed with an 
option: They can liberate their Israelite slaves, an option which is admittedly distasteful (to them) and 
costly (to their economy). Or they can subject their population to a litany of increasingly intense 
retributive assaults that will cause considerable suffering.  In each instance the Pharaoh refuses to back 
down from his position. 

Read without the retrospective insight that the reader’s gaze naturally brings to the text, it is (relatively) 
easy to understand the Pharaoh’s obstinance.  His “heart is hardened,” that is to say, he becomes 
increasingly entrenched in his stance, staking his own reputation, his own sense of self and agency in 
staying the course that he has charted. 

But what of his ministers and advisors, those who can observe the increasing price that the sovereign’s 
intransigence is exacting on the population, the longer term destruction that he is unleashing.  Are they 
not also to some degree culpable in what befalls the people of Egypt?  Might they not, even without 
prophetic powers have predicted that the actions to which they were party, that they allowed through 
their silent complicity would end in tragedy? 

This should be a clarion call to each of us in our own day.  Silence in the face of tyranny is not without its 
price.  Acquiescence in hopes of personal reward or political gain comes with a steep price paid not only 
by those who cut such Machiavellian deals. 

May we as students of our own Biblical history not be bound to repeat it.  May our elected leaders and 
(their) advisors rise to our nation’s service and act in accordance with our highest ideals. 

Wishing everyone a Shabbat of rest and deeply needed healing, 

-- Rabbi Rachel Safman 

 


