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Shemot - Message from Rabbi Peltz: 

 

Yesterday, I started my day virtually with the Middle School at Kellman Brown Academy. I was 

there to teach about this week’s Torah portion, Shmot. Before I began, Morah Eliana Seltzer led 

the class in reciting the Pledge of Allegiance, which was followed by the singing of HaTikvah. 

HaTikvah I sing every so often, but it had been a while since I recited the Pledge. Still, the words 

came easily from reciting it every morning in school as a young student. The original version of 

the Pledge was composed in 1892 by Francis Bellamy, a socialist Baptist minister. It has gone 

through a few revisions since then, most recently in 1954 when “under God” was added. What 

most struck me yesterday morning, however, was a word that has been in every version of the 

Pledge since 1892. We pledge our allegiance to a nation that we say is “indivisible.” The 

dictionary defines it as “unable to be divided or separated.” Yesterday morning that word seemed 

sadly ironic. But by yesterday afternoon, that description of our nation was tragically far from 

reality. Though Congress has now affirmed President-elect Biden’s victory, the trauma of 

yesterday’s insurrection will stay with us. The images of rioters breaking into the Capitol and 

desecrating its grounds are seared in our collective American memory. But we must be clear. 

Yesterday didn’t just happen. It was the culmination of the lies and combativeness of President 

Trump and his allies. Yesterday was a stark reminder of lessons that are as old as Torah: Words 

matter. The truth matters. Leadership matters. And, perhaps most importantly, things don’t 

always just work out for the best. If there is anything that Jewish history has taught is, it is that 

we must always be vigilant in standing up for our values. Most of us have been so fortunate to 

live our lives in a relatively calm and safe world. But this type of world is fragile, and it must be 

constantly tended to by each of us. We do this through the choices we make each day. 

 

The lesson from Shmot that I taught to the KBA students yesterday was about Shifra and Puah, 

the midwives who defied Pharaoh and saved the Israelite baby boys. Most translations and 

commentaries refer to Shifra and Puah as the “Hebrew midwives.” But the Don Isaac Abarbanel, 

a 15th century Portuguese scholar, translated the Hebrew phrase differently, as “Egyptian 

midwives for the Hebrews.” The difference is important. We can understand why Hebrew 

midwives would want to save Hebrew babies, but why would Egyptian midwives want to defy 

their Pharaoh and save the children of slaves? The Torah says it is because they feared God, 

which means that they understood that the values that come from God were more important than 

the commands of any human leader, even their own Pharaoh who was considered to be Divine. 

Seeing these midwives as Egyptians, and not Hebrews, makes their act of defiance even more 

impressive. Additionally, it provides an important contrast to Pharaoh. Pharaoh sought to divide 

the Egyptians from the Israelites by stoking fear. “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!”(Ex. 1:10). Pharaoh’s words and tactics have been echoed by demagogues throughout history 

to designate a group of people as “the other.” The midwives, however, in their refusal to treat the 

Israelites differently, reject Pharaoh’s divisive decree and instead, through their actions, proclaim 

their nation to be indivisible. 

 

The midwives’ efforts were not enough to stop the terrible slavery and persecution that the 

Israelites faced in Egypt. Still, their example is one that shines out to us today. Like much of the 

language in our sacred documents, both Jewish and American, the Pledge of Allegiance is 



aspirational. It is an expression of our highest ideals, and our personal commitment, to do what 

we can, each and every day, choice by choice, to move us closer towards this goal. 

Achieving these aspirations requires us to take responsibility, and to require accountability, for 

our actions. That is why all those responsible for the violence and desecration yesterday at the 

Capitol should be held accountable. We must make perfectly clear that what happened was 

inexcusable and unacceptable, and must never be allowed to be encouraged again. Once we are 

able to reinforce the boundaries of decency in our country, then we can once again continue the 

work of striving towards being “one nation, under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for 

all.” 


