
Larchmont Temple—CHEVRAH TORAH, 5781/2020-21 
DISCOVERING OURSELVES…UNDERSTANDING THE OTHER 

Through the human exchange, difference becomes a blessing…We must learn the art of conversation, from which truth emerges 
not, as in Socratic dialogues, by the refutation of falsehood, but from the process of letting our world be enlarged by the presence 
of others who interpret reality in ways radically different from our own…We will make peace only when we learn that God loves 
difference and so, at last, must we.     [The Dignity of Difference, Rabbi J. Sacks, pgs. 22-23] 
 

SHMOT—Exodus 1:1-22 
 

KEY KOSHI:  
WHAT do we learn from Israel’s initial entry into slavery in Egypt?   

HOW are the midwives our role-models for “freedom & justice for all”?  
P’SHAT… 

1] These are the names of the sons of Israel who 
came to Egypt with Jacob, each coming with his 
household: 2] Reuben, Simeon, Levi, and Judah; 
3] Issachar, Zebulun, and Benjamin; 4] Dan and 
Naphtali, Gad and Asher. 5] The total number of 
persons that were of Jacob’s issue came to 
seventy, Joseph being already in Egypt. 6] Joseph 
died, and all his brothers, and all that generation. 
7] But the Israelites were fertile and prolific; they 
multiplied and increased very greatly, so that the 
land was filled with them. 8] A new king arose 
over Egypt who did not know Joseph. 9] And he 
said to his people, “Look, the Israelite people are 
much too numerous for us. 10] Let us deal 
shrewdly with them, so that they may not 
increase; otherwise in the event of war they may 
join our enemies in fighting against us and rise 
from the ground.” 11] So they set taskmasters 
over them to oppress them with forced labor; 
and they built garrison cities for Pharaoh: Pithom 
and Rameses. 12] But the more they were 
oppressed, the more they increased and spread 
out, so that the [Egyptians] came to dread the 
Israelites. 13] The Egyptians ruthlessly imposed 
upon the Israelites 14] the various labors that 
they made them perform. Ruthlessly they made 
life bitter for them with harsh labor at mortar 
and bricks and with all sorts of tasks in the field.  
15] The king of Egypt spoke to the Hebrew 
midwives, one of whom was named Shiprah and 
the other Puah, 16] saying, “When you deliver 

ים   ל ַהָּבִא֖ ֶּלה ְׁשמֹו֙ת ְּבֵנ֣י ִיְׂשָרֵא֔ 1 ְוֵא֗
אּו:   יׁש ּוֵבי֖תֹו ָּבֽ ב ִא֥ ת ַיֲֽעֹק֔ ְיָמה ֵא֣ ִמְצָר֑
ר   ה: 3 ִיָּׂשׂשָכ֥ יהּוָדֽ י ִוֽ ן ִׁשְמ֔עֹון ֵלִו֖ 2 ְראּוֵב֣
ר:   י ָּג֥ד וְ ָאֵׁשֽ ן ְוַנְפָּתִל֖ ן: 4 ָּד֥ ן ּוִבְנָיִמֽ ְזבּוֻל֖

ים   ב ִׁשְבִע֣  ֶר�־ַיֲֽעֹק֖ י ֶיֽ ְצֵא֥ י ָּכל־ֶנֶ֛פׁש ֹיֽ 5 ַוְיִה֗
ִים: 6 ַוָּיָ֤מת יֹוֵס֙ף   ף ָהָי֥ה ְבִמְצָרֽ ָנֶ֑פׁש ְויֹוֵס֖

ל ַהּ֥דֹור ַהֽהּוא: 7 ּוְבֵנ֣י   יו ְוֹכ֖ ְוָכל־ֶאָח֔
ד    ִּיְׁשְר֛צּו ַוִּיְרּ֥בּו ַוַּיַֽעְצ֖מּו ִּבְמֹא֣ ל ָּפ֧רּו ַוֽ ִיְׂשָרֵא֗

ם:   פ   8 ַוָּי֥ ָקם   ֶר ץ ֹאָתֽ א ָהָא֖ ד ַוִּתָּמֵל֥ ְמֹא֑
ע ֶאת־  א־ָיַד֖ ֹֽ ר ל ִים ֲאֶׁש֥ ׁש ַעל־ִמְצָר֑ ֶל�־ָחָד֖ ֶמֽ

ם ְּבֵנ֣י   ה ַע֚ אֶמר ֶאל־ַעּ֑מֹו ִהֵּנ֗ ֹ֖ ף: 9 ַוּי יֹוֵסֽ
ָבה  ּנּו: 10 ָה֥ ב ְוָע֖צּום ִמֶּמֽ ל ַר֥ ִיְׂשָרֵא֔

אָנה   י־ִתְקֶר֤ ה ִּכֽ ה ְוָהָי֞ ה ֑לֹו ֶּפן־ִיְרֶּב֗ ְתַחְּכָמ֖ ִּנֽ
ף ַּגם־הּוא֙  ינּו  ִמְלָחָמ֙ה ְונֹוַס֤ ְנֵא֔  ַעל־ֹׂש֣

ימּו   ֶרץ: 11 ַוָּיִׂש֤ ה ִמן־ָהָאֽ נּו ְוָעָל֥ ְוִנְלַחם־ָּב֖
ם   ַען ַעֹּנ֖תֹו ְּבִסְב�ָת֑ ים ְלַמ֥ י ִמִּס֔ ָעָלי֙ו ָׂשֵר֣

ם ְוֶאת־  ה ֶאת־ִּפֹת֖ י ִמְסְּכנֹו֙ת ְלַפְרֹע֔ ֶבן ָעֵר֤ ַוִּי֜
ה   ן ִיְרֶּב֖ ֲאֶׁש֙ר ְיַעּ֣נּו ֹא֔תֹו ֵּכ֥ ס: 12 ְוַכֽ ַעְמֵסֽ ַרֽ

ץ ַוָּיֻק֕  ן ִיְפֹר֑ ל:  ְוֵכ֣ צּו ִמְּפֵנ֖י ְּבֵנ֥י ִיְׂשָרֵאֽ
ֶר�:   ל ְּבָפֽ ִים ֶאת־ְּבֵנ֥י ִיְׂשָרֵא֖ דּו ִמְצַר֛ 13 ַוַּיֲֽעִב֧

ה  ה ָקָׁש֗ ֲעֹבָד֣ ם ַּבֽ ֲר֨רּו ֶאת־ַחֵּייֶה֜ 14 ַוְיָמֽ

ת   ה ֵא֚ ה ַּבָּׂשֶד֑ ים ּוְבָכל־ֲעֹבָד֖ ֶמ֙ר ּוִבְלֵבִנ֔ ְּבֹח֨
ֶר�:  ם ְּבָפֽ ְב֥דּו ָבֶה֖ ם ֲאֶׁשר־ָעֽ ָדָת֔ ָּכל־ֲעֹב֣

ת   ִעְבִרֹּי֑ ת ָהֽ ְמַיְּלֹד֖ ִים ַלֽ ֶל� ִמְצַר֔ אֶמר֙  ֶמ֣ ֹ֨ 15 ַוּי

ית   ם ַהֵּׁשִנ֖ ה ְוֵׁש֥ ַאַח֙ת ִׁשְפָר֔ ם ָהֽ ר ֵׁש֤ ֲאֶׁש֨
ִעְבִרּ֔יֹות   אֶמר ְּבַיֶּלְדֶכ֙ן ֶאת־ָה֣ ֹ֗ ה: 16 ַוּי ּפּוָעֽ



the Hebrew women, look at the birthstool: if it is 
a boy, kill him; if it is a girl, let her live.” 17] The 
midwives, fearing God, did not do as the king of 
Egypt had told them; they let the boys live. 18] So 
the king of Egypt summoned the midwives and 
said to them, “Why have you done this thing, 
letting the boys live?” 19] 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.” 20] And God dealt well with the 
midwives; and the people multiplied and 
increased greatly. 21] And [God] established 
households for the midwives, because they 
feared God. 22] Then Pharaoh charged all his 
people, saying, “Every boy that is born you shall 
throw into the Nile, but let every girl live.”  

ן   ֲהִמֶּת֣ ן הּו֙א ַוֽ ָאְבָנ֑ ִים ִאם־ֵּב֥ ן ַעל־ָהֽ ּוְרִאיֶת֖
אן  ָ   ָיה: 17 ַוִּתיֶר֤ וא ָוָחֽ ת ִה֖ ֹא֔תֹו ְוִאם־ַּב֥

ר  ַהֽ  ֲאֶׁש֛ א ָעׂ֔שּו ַּכֽ ֹ֣ ים ְול ֱא�ִה֔ ְמַיְּלֹד֙ת ֶאת־ָה֣
ִים ַוְּתַחֶּי֖ין  ֶל� ִמְצָר֑ ן ֶמ֣ ר ֲאֵליֶה֖ ָ ֶאת־  ִּדֶּב֥

ִי֙ם   ֶל�־ִמְצַר֨ א ֶמֽ ים: [שני] 18 ַוִּיְקָר֤ ַהְיָלִדֽ
ר   ן ַהָּדָב֣ ן ַמּ֥דּוַע ֲעִׂשיֶת֖ אֶמר ָלֶה֔ ֹ֣ ת ַוּי ְמַיְּלֹד֔ ַלֽ

ְרן  ָ   ים: 19 ַוּתֹאַמ֤ ַהֶּז֑ה ַוְּתַחֶּי֖יןָ  ֶאת־ַהְיָלִדֽ
ים   א ַכָּנִׁש֛ ֹ֧ י ל ה ִּכ֣ ְמַיְּלֹד֙ת ֶאל־ַּפְרֹע֔ ַהֽ

ֶרם   ָּנה ְּבֶט֨ י־ָח֣יֹות ֵה֔ ת ִּכֽ ִעְבִרֹּי֑ ת ָהֽ ַהִּמְצִרֹּי֖
דּו: 20 ַוֵּי֥יֶטב   ֶדת ְוָיָלֽ ְמַיֶּל֖ ן ַהֽ ָּת֧בֹוא ֲאֵלֶה֛

ם ַוַּיַֽעְצ֖מּו   ֶרב ָהָע֛ ת ַוִּי֧ ְמַיְּלֹד֑ ים ַלֽ ֱא�ִה֖
ת ֶאת־ ְמַיְּלֹד֖  ְר֥אּו  ַהֽ י־ָיֽ י ִּכֽ ד: 21 ַוְיִה֕ ְמֹאֽ

ה   ו ַּפְרֹע֔ ים: 22 ַוְיַצ֣ ם ָּבִּתֽ ים ַוַּיַ֥עׂש ָלֶה֖ ֱא�ִה֑ ָהֽ
ָר֙ה   ן ַהִּיּ֗לֹוד ַהְיֹא֨ ר ָּכל־ַהֵּב֣ ְלָכל־ַעּ֖מֹו ֵלאֹמ֑

ת ְּתַחּֽיּון  הּו ְוָכל־ַהַּב֖  ַּתְׁשִליֻכ֔

 

 

  



REMEZ…                                                                                                                           
V. 6-10  Joseph died, his brothers & all his generation, but the Israelites were fertile, they multiplied and increased so greatly the land was 

filled with them. A new king arose over Egypt who did not know Joseph and said: Look, the Israelite people are more numerous 
than us. Let us then deal shrewdly with them, lest, in the event of war, they join our enemies against us. And rise from the land  

 Rashbam…VaYish’ritsu VaYirbu… They “crawled” all over the place, not dying in childbirth, so that “the land was 
filled with them” just as ”the Temple court was filled with the Presence of the Lord.” [Ezek 10:4] 

 Seforno…VaYish’ritsu VaYirbu… After the original 70 died, Israel tended toward the ways of sh’ratzim, reptiles, 
blindly following, running headlong towards the abyss. 

Zornberg…What we have is masses of insect-like conformists, without names or sense of purpose…Having abandoned their 
tradition and individuality, their assimilation project backfires…for Pharaoh no longer recognizes them as Joseph’s kin. 
 Rashi…Alah min Ha-Aretz… What is Pharaoh’s real fear? That they, the Egyptians, will be forced to leave their land. 
Seforno…They are so different from us in language & culture, they would certainly reveal they hated us if war broke out. 
 
V. 15  The king of Egypt said to the Hebrew Midwives, of whom the name of the first was Shifrah and the name of the other was Puah…  

R’Andrea Weiss…It is possible they were the heads of the midwives’ guild who collected the king’s 
taxes. It is significant that while Pharaoh’s name is absent, the women’s names are preserved. 
Nechama…The midwives…were Jewish. They belonged to that noble galaxy of Hebrew Heroines who 
risked their lives to save their people. The Phrase meyladot ha-ivriyot is to be understood as a noun modifier  
Rashi… “Shifra” is Yocheved, so called because she makes (mesaperet) the child pretty. “Puah” is Miriam, so 
called because she purrs (po-ah), coos to the child, as women do in order to pacify a crying infant. 
Antonelli…They may have been Egyptians who were midwives to the Hebrews: Shifrah delivering the 
child and Puah cutting the cord & caring for the baby.  Alternatively, they may have been Jews themselves. 
Shadal…They were Egyptians…otherwise how is it conceivable that pharaoh would order Jewish women 
to kill their own folk and imagine they would not divulge the whole plan. 

Josephus…The king…ordered that every male child born to the Israelites should be cast into the river…This office was, 
by his orders, to be performed by women who, as compatriots of the king were not likely to transgress his will. 
V. 17   The Midwives, fearing God, did not do as the King of Egypt had told them; they let the boys live.  

 Jacob Hai Pardo…If they were heathens it makes sense to state that they acted out of fear of God. But if 
they were Jewish why state they feared God. Surely every person loves his own people…  
Shadal… “fearing God” offers no proof that they must have been Jewish.  Whoever has a god will recoil 
from massacring innocent children, whatever nation he belongs to.  

Nechama…Shadal’s suggestion that whoever has a God will recoil from immoral acts is, to say the least, astonishing.  
Surely, we know the opposite is true.  Crimes against humanity are more likely to be perpetrated in the name of false gods, 
claimed by those zealots who hold their way as the only True God.   
 Ibn Ezra… “they let the boys live.” The verse has already told us they disobeyed the king’s order, thus, “they 

made them live” with all their might, even more than they would have had there been no decree.    
V. 18-19 So the king of Egypt summoned the midwives and said to them, Why have you done this thing letting the boys live? 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’ve given birth. 
R’Andrea Weiss…To a ruler so worried about a people swarming, Shifrah and Puah claim that the Hebrew 
women are…capable of giving birth by themselves, without the intervention of professionals. When he 
buys their excuse, the incongruous encounter between the king-of-all-Egypt and the midwives-to-the-
slaves exposes Pharaoh as a fool.  

 Antonelli…Not only did the midwives refuse to kill any babies, they also collected food and water for 
poor mothers to prevent any newborns dying of malnutrition. [Sotah 11b] 

Zornberg…The first to speak back to Pharaoh are the technicians of birth.  Emerging from the anonymous, silent 
masses, the midwives are not only named, but involved in a dialogue with Pharaoh. What compels them to speak 
up is their disobedience to Pharaoh’s decree.  Pharaoh’s tone is that of gezeyra/edict, surgical in its categorization of 
possibilities. Pharaoh commands them to “see”…but this kind of seeing—boy/girl—life/death, is essential to the 
mode of gezeyra. It is rooted in “cutting off”—separation; ordering the world by division, by difference. 



  
DRASH… 

Prof A. GOTTLIEB ZORNBERG…  
The midwives’ disobedience is described with an idiom that has never-before appeared 
in this form: “they feared God.” We recall that Abraham, after the trial of the Akeda, is called 
a “God-fearing person.” [Gen22:12]  The midwives, however, enact “fear of God,” 
conveying the sense of a moral deed…This act which generates life for the boy babies is, 
essentially, a refusal to see difference through Pharaoh’s eyes…As Or HaChayim 
suggests, the extremity of the edict forces a new moral vision upon the midwives, a 
radical choice between life and death.  Disobedience to Pharaoh becomes more than just 
a refusal to kill, it becomes a total dedication to nourishing life.  
And it is at this point that the first words of resistance in Exodus are spoken.  Against 
the absurd reproach of Pharaoh, against the unself-conscious brutality of Pharaoh’s 
question, “Why life?” they answer, “These women are [so] alive, even before the birth 
maid comes, they give life.”…Some radical confrontation is marked by these first words of 
protest against Pharaoh…[For] this is indeed the claim of the Hebrew midwives: Life 
happens irrepressibly.  It is beyond even your control. 
 
…What Stalinist Russia has in common with the Egypt that oppressed the Hebrew slaves 
is adumbrated in Vaclav Havel’s classic essay “The Power of the Powerless.”   
“The system reveals its most essential characteristic…the social phenomenon of self-preservation is 
subordinated to something higher, to a kind of blind-automatism which drives the system…and which will 
always triumph over the will of the individual.” 
In such a system, individuals must always “live within a lie…for they confirm the system—are the 
system.  All the slogans form the panorama of everyday life, as everyone in his or her own way is both a 
victim and a supporter of the system…“Living within the lie” is a token of the demoralized person…The 
system depends on it, deepens it, and is, in fact, a projection of it into society.” 
Living within the truth, on the other hand, is a moral act, generously responsible. 
…Havel is clearly portraying the political world of post-totalitarian Czechoslovakia.   
And yet, it is uncanny to notice the universal aspect of his description, an automatism in 
which “living within the truth” is driven underground.  This is, essentially, what Egypt 
represents…Pharaoh initiates his plot, which includes in its more desperate range 
submerging babies in rivers…Pharaoh issues uncompromising, unrealistic orders that 
leave no room for play…The effect of Egypt…on a social order is likewise to erode 
meaning, to eradicate purposeful communication in the interest of slogans—the auto-
totality of a perilously “narrow” society, of life within the lie. 
 
 
 
 
  



SOD…  

Congressman John Lewis … [The civil rights leader and congressman who died on July 17, wrote this essay 
shortly before his death.  It was published posthumously, NY Times, 7.30.20] 

While my time here has now come to an end, I want you to know that in the last days and hours 
of my life you inspired me. You filled me with hope about the next chapter of the great American 
story when you used your power to make a difference in our society. Millions of people 
motivated simply by human compassion laid down the burdens of division. Around the country 
and the world, you set aside race, class, age, language and nationality to demand respect for 
human dignity.  That is why I had to visit Black Lives Matter Plaza in Washington, though I was 
admitted to the hospital the following day. I just had to see and feel it for myself that, after many 
years of silent witness, the truth is still marching on. 

Emmett Till was my George Floyd. He was my Rayshard Brooks, Sandra Bland and Breonna 
Taylor. He was 14 when he was killed, and I was only 15 years old at the time. I will never ever 
forget the moment when it became so clear that he could easily have been me. In those days, fear 
constrained us like an imaginary prison, and troubling thoughts of potential brutality 
committed for no understandable reason were the bars. 

Though I was surrounded by two loving parents, plenty of brothers, sisters and cousins, their 
love could not protect me from the unholy oppression waiting just outside that family circle. 
Unchecked, unrestrained violence and government-sanctioned terror had the power to turn a 
simple stroll to the store for some Skittles or an innocent morning jog down a lonesome country 
road into a nightmare. If we are to survive as one unified nation, we must discover what so 
readily takes root in our hearts that could rob Mother Emanuel Church in South Carolina of her 
brightest and best, shoot unwitting concertgoers in Las Vegas and choke to death the hopes and 
dreams of a gifted violinist like Elijah McClain. 

Like so many young people today, I was searching for a way out, or some might say a way in, and 
then I heard the voice of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. on an old radio. He was talking about the 
philosophy and discipline of nonviolence. He said we are all complicit when we tolerate 
injustice. He said it is not enough to say it will get better by and by. He said each of us has a 
moral obligation to stand up, speak up and speak out. When you see something that is not right, 
you must say something. You must do something. Democracy is not a state. It is an act, and each 
generation must do its part to help build what we called the Beloved Community, a nation and 
world society at peace with itself. 

Ordinary people with extraordinary vision can redeem the soul of America by getting in what I 
call good trouble, necessary trouble. Voting and participating in the democratic process are key. 
The vote is the most powerful nonviolent change agent you have in a democratic society. You 
must use it because it is not guaranteed. You can lose it. 

You must also study and learn the lessons of history because humanity has been involved in this 
soul-wrenching, existential struggle for a very long time. People on every continent have stood 
in your shoes, through decades and centuries before you. The truth does not change, and that is 



why the answers worked out long ago can help you find solutions to the challenges of our time. 
Continue to build union between movements stretching across the globe because we must put 
away our willingness to profit from the exploitation of others. 

Though I may not be here with you, I urge you to answer the highest calling of your heart and 
stand up for what you truly believe. In my life I have done all I can to demonstrate that the way 
of peace, the way of love and nonviolence is the more excellent way. Now it is your turn to let 
freedom ring. 

When historians pick up their pens to write the story of the 21st century, let them say that it 
was your generation who laid down the heavy burdens of hate at last and that peace finally 
triumphed over violence, aggression and war. So, I say to you, walk with the wind, brothers and 
sisters, and let the spirit of peace and the power of everlasting love be your guide. 

 

Rev Dr. Martin Luther king, Jr.  
“You know, whenever Pharaoh wanted to prolong the slavery in Egypt, he 
had a favorite formula for doing it. What was that? He kept the slaves 
fighting amongst themselves. But whenever the slaves get together, 
something happens in Pharaoh’s court, and he cannot hold the slaves in 
slavery. When the slaves get together, that’s the beginning of getting out of 
slavery. Now let us maintain unity.” 

[excerpted from “I See the Promised Land,” Memphis, April 1968 
 
 

 
 
 


