
1 

 

Parenting the Next Generation 

Shemot 2013 

Rabbi Yosie Levine 

The Jewish Center 

 

Like many of you, I’ve been following with great interest the unfolding saga of our fiscal cliff. I 

want to know what the deal’s impact will be – not only on my family – but on this community 

and on this nation.  

 

In thinking about the big picture, George Will wrote something this week that caught my 

attention: “Deficit spending once was largely for investments — building infrastructure, winning 

wars — which benefited future generations, so government borrowing appropriately shared the 

burden with those generations. Now, continuous borrowing burdens future generations in order 

to finance current consumption. Today’s policy erases the distinction between investing for the 

future and borrowing from the future.” 

 

We can debate how to assign the blame for the mess we’re in, but it’s a scathing allegation that 

surely requires our attention. Just what is our moral obligation to future generations? 

Philosophically, can we justify mortgaging the future of our children and their children to 

finance our perceived needs in the present? And if the answer is no, where do we go from here? 

 

Before we circle back to these larger issues, I want to do a little learning with you. And I want to 

start with the name of the greatest prophet in our nation’s history. Why is Moshe called Moshe? 

The Torah tells us. בת פרעה, the daughter of Pharaoh adopted him and she was the one who 

named him. 

  שמות פרק ב 

  ְמִׁשיִתהּו:(י) ַוּיִגְַּדל ַהּיֶֶלד ַוְּתִבֵאהּו ְלַבת ַּפְרעֹה ַויְִהי ָלּה ְלֵבן ַוִּתְקָרא ְׁשמֹו מֶֹׁשה ַוּתֹאֶמר ִּכי ִמן ַהַּמיִם 

 

She called his name Moshe, saying כי מן המים משיתהו – for I drew him forth from the water.  

Are we really to assume that not only did בת פרעה speak Hebrew, but that she used a Hebrew 

play on words to name her adopted son? It just doesn’t make any sense. How do we understand 

what’s happening here? 

 

What I’d like to suggest is that the story that we all know – the story of בת פרעה and a small child 

who confronts certain death – is actually a replay of a story that’s happened once before.  

 

Think back to the story of Hagar and Yishmael. Once you see these two stories side by side, I 

think you’ll agree that the parallels are unmistakable: 
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The Story of Pharaoh’s Daughter 

Exodus II 

(ה) ַוֵּתֶרד ַּבת ַּפְרעֹה ִלְרחֹץ ַעל ַהיְאֹר ְונֲַערֶֹתיָה הְֹלכֹת 

ֶאת  ַוִּתְׁשַלחַעל יַד ַהיְאֹר ַוֵּתֶרא ֶאת ַהֵּתָבה ְּבתֹו, ַהּסּוף 
  ַוִּתָּקֶחָה: ֲאָמָתּה

ַוַּתְחמֹל  ּבֶֹכה נַַערְוִהּנֵה  ַהּיֶֶלדַוִּתְרֵאהּו ֶאת  ַוִּתְפַּתח(ו) 
  ָעָליו ַוּתֹאֶמר ִמּיְַלֵדי ָהִעְבִרים זֶה:

(ז) ַוּתֹאֶמר ֲאחֹתֹו ֶאל ַּבת ַּפְרעֹה ַהֵאֵל, ְוָקָראִתי ָל, 
  ִאָּׁשה ֵמינֶֶקת ִמן ָהִעְבִרּיֹת ְוֵתינִק ָל, ֶאת ַהּיֶָלד:

(ח) ַוּתֹאֶמר ָלּה ַּבת ַּפְרעֹה ֵלִכי ַוֵּתֶל, ָהַעְלָמה ַוִּתְקָרא 
  ֵאם ַהּיֶָלד: ֶאת

(ט) ַוּתֹאֶמר ָלּה ַּבת ַּפְרעֹה ֵהיִליִכי ֶאת ַהּיֶֶלד ַהּזֶה 

ְוֵהינִִקהּו ִלי ַוֲאנִי ֶאֵּתן ֶאת ְׂשָכֵר, ַוִּתַּקח ָהִאָּׁשה ַהּיֶֶלד 
  ַוְּתנִיֵקהּו:

(י) ַוּיִגְַּדל ַהּיֶֶלד ַוְּתִבֵאהּו ְלַבת ַּפְרעֹה ַויְִהי ָלּה ְלֵבן 
  מֶֹׁשה ַוּתֹאֶמר ִּכי ִמן ַהַּמיִם ְמִׁשיִתהּו: ַוִּתְקָרא ְׁשמֹו

  

5 And the daughter of Pharaoh came down 

to bathe in the river; and her maidens 

walked along by the river-side; and she 

saw the ark among the flags, and sent her 

handmaid to fetch it 

6 And she opened it, and saw it, even the 

child; and behold a boy that wept. And she 

had compassion on him, and said: 'This is 

one of the Hebrews' children.' 

7 Then said his sister to Pharaoh's 

daughter: 'Shall I go and call thee a nurse 

of the Hebrew women, that she may nurse 

the child for thee?' 

8 And Pharaoh's daughter said to her: 'Go.' 

And the maiden went and called the 

child's mother. 

9 And Pharaoh's daughter said unto her: 

'Take this child away, and nurse it for me, 

and I will give thee thy wages.' And the 

woman took the child, and nursed it. 

10 And the child grew, and she brought 

him unto Pharaoh's daughter, and he 

became her son. And she called his name 

Moses, and said: 'Because I drew him out 

of the water.' 

The Story of Hagar  

Genesis XXI 

ַהּזֹאת ְוֶאת ְּבנָּה ִּכי 9א יִיַרׁש ֶּבן  ָהָאָמהר ְלַאְבָרָהם ָּגֵרׁש (י) ַוּתֹאמֶ 
  ַהּזֹאת ִעם ְּבנִי ִעם יְִצָחק: ָהָאָמה

(יד) ַוּיְַׁשֵּכם ַאְבָרָהם ַּבּבֶֹקר ַוּיִַּקח ֶלֶחם ְוֵחַמת ַמיִם ַוּיִֵּתן ֶאל ָהגָר 
  ַויְַׁשְּלֶחָה ַוֵּתֶל, ַוֵּתַתע ְּבִמְדַּבר ְּבֵאר ָׁשַבע: ַהּיֶֶלדָׂשם ַעל ִׁשְכָמּה ְוֶאת 

  ַּתַחת ַאַחד ַהִּׂשיִחם: ַהּיֶֶלדֶאת  ַוַּתְׁשֵל,(טו) ַוּיְִכלּו ַהַּמיִם ִמן ַהֵחֶמת 

(טז) ַוֵּתֶל, ַוֵּתֶׁשב ָלּה ִמּנֶגֶד ַהְרֵחק ִּכְמַטֲחֵוי ֶקֶׁשת ִּכי ָאְמָרה ַאל 
  ד ַוֵּתֶׁשב ִמּנֶגֶד ַוִּתָּׂשא ֶאת קָֹלּה ַוֵּתְבְּך:ֶאְרֶאה ְּבמֹות ַהּיָלֶ 

ַוּיְִקָרא ַמְלַא, ֱא9ִהים ֶאל ָהגָר  ַהּנַַער(יז) ַוּיְִׁשַמע ֱא9ִהים ֶאת קֹול 
ֶאל ִמן ַהָּׁשַמיִם ַוּיֹאֶמר ָלּה ַמה ָּל, ָהגָר ַאל ִּתיְרִאי ִּכי ָׁשַמע ֱא9ִהים 

  ם:ַּבֲאֶׁשר הּוא ׁשָ  קֹול ַהּנַַער

(יח) קּוִמי ְׂשִאי ֶאת ַהּנַַער ְוַהֲחזִיִקי ֶאת יֵָד, ּבֹו ִּכי ְלגֹוי ָּגדֹול 
  ֲאִׂשיֶמּנּו:

ֱא9ִהים ֶאת ֵעינֶיָה ַוֵּתֶרא ְּבֵאר ָמיִם ַוֵּתֶל, ַוְּתַמֵּלא ֶאת  ַוּיְִפַקח(יט) 
  ַהֵחֶמת ַמיִם ַוַּתְׁשְק ֶאת ַהּנַָער:

  ַהּנַַער ַוּיִגְָּדל ַוּיֵֶׁשב ַּבִּמְדָּבר ַויְִהי רֶֹבה ַקָּׁשת:(כ) ַויְִהי ֱא9ִהים ֶאת 

  (כא) ַוּיֵֶׁשב ְּבִמְדַּבר ָּפאָרן ַוִּתַּקח לֹו ִאּמֹו ִאָּׁשה ֵמֶאֶרץ ִמְצָריִם: 

  

14 And Abraham arose up early in the morning, and 

took bread and a bottle of water, and gave it unto 

Hagar, putting it on her shoulder, and the child, and 

sent her away; and she departed, and strayed in the 

wilderness of Beer-sheba. 

15 And the water in the bottle was spent, and she 

cast the child under one of the shrubs. 

16 And she went, and sat her down over against 

him a good way off, as it were a bow-shot; for she 

said: 'Let me not look upon the death of the child.' 

And she sat over against him, and lifted up her 

voice, and wept. 

17 And God heard the voice of the lad; and the 

angel of God called to Hagar out of heaven, and 

said unto her: 'What aileth thee, Hagar? fear not; for 

God hath heard the voice of the lad where he is. 

18 Arise, lift up the lad, and hold him fast by thy 

hand; for I will make him a great nation.' 

19 And God opened her eyes, and she saw a well of 

water; and she went, and filled the bottle with 

water, and gave the lad drink. 
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• For starters, the principle actress in each story is an Egyptian woman. And if you think 

back to Rashi’s comment when we’re introduce to Hagar for the first time, the parallel 

becomes even more striking. Citing the Midrash, Rash tells us that Hagar herself was  בת
 .the daughter of the Pharaoh with whom Avraham interacted generations earlier – פרעה

  

• Both stories involve a child whose life is threatened by water. In the case of Yishmael, in 

the Arabian Desert, he’s about to die for lack of water. In the case of baby Moshe, the 

only thing separating him from drowning in the Nile is a wicker basket. 

 

• In each case, and I’ve tried to highlight this for you, the child is interchangeably referred 

to as a ילד and a נער. Moshe is a baby but has some quality that borrows from 

adolescence. And Yishmael is a teenager, but clearly in some respects is but a helpless 

child. 

 

• The key verb in each story is שלח. Hagar casts her son into the brush; בת פרעה dispatches 

her maidservant to fetch the basket.  

 

• In both stories there’s a reference to an Ama. Hagar is called a maidservant. בת פרעה asks 

her Ama to bring her the child. 

 

• Crying figures prominently in both narratives. It’s the cry of Yishmael that evokes God’s 

response. And it’s the cry of Moshe that elicits בת פרעה’s compassion.  

 

• The Torah uses the language of opening in both stories. בת פרעה opens the basket to 

discover the crying baby. Hashem opens the eyes of Hagar so that she may see the oasis 

in front of her.  

 

Now I think literarily it’s fascinating to see the richness of the text and to pick up these layers of 

connection. But what does it all mean?  

 

For all the similarities between these two narratives, there remains one fundamental distinction. 

And that of course is ultimately how each character responds in their respective moment of 

crisis. 

 

As Rav Hirsch writes, Hagar’s response is morally objectionable. She can’t bear to see the pain 

of her son, so she casts him off and moves to a distance out of earshot. Where’s the compassion? 

Where’s the empathy? Where’s the desperate search for salvation? Where are the comforting 

words and the warm embrace of a mother being present for her ailing son?  

 

Surely this is a difficult, almost impossible moment for her, and I don’t mean to diminish this at 

all. But it’s worth noticing that she places her own needs ahead of the needs of her child.  

 

The Torah records the same story in our פרשה to highlight just how differently בת פרעה acts when 

faced with the same circumstances.  
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By all rights, this child in the basket in the reeds of the Nile is supposed to die. The baby is not 

actually hers, and yet ותחמול עליו – she takes pity on this abandoned soul. She adopts him and 

sees to it that he’s cared for.  

 

The Midrash writes: 

של חבירו כאלו הוא ילדו.ללמדך שכל המגדל בן  –ויהי לו לבן   

 

One who becomes a surrogate parent to a child that is not his, is considered to have sired that 

child.  

 

The word Moshe in Ancient Egyptian means son.  

 

As the Netziv explains, this is what בת פרעה means when she declares ן משיתהוכי מן המי  – I saved 

him – I drew him out of the water – I’m the reason he’s alive – so he’s mine. Hence the name 

Moshe – for he is now my son.  

 

By replaying the old story of Hagar and providing a different ending, the Torah is making a 

critical argument about what it means to be a mother or father.  

 

There’s biological parenthood and then there’s voluntary parenthood. 

 

The second category includes anyone who takes an active role in shaping and bettering the life of 

a child – whether or not that child shares any genetic connection.  

 

Success in this realm is not measured in biological terms. Hagar was the biological parent of 

Yishmael, and yet in putting her own needs ahead of her son’s she failed as a parent.  

 

 was a parent by choice and yet in one courageous and compassionate act she changed the בת פרעה

world. 

 

To be very honest with you, I find it a vexing challenge to talk about and learn about parenthood 

here at The Jewish Center. In a suburban setting with an overwhelming majority of nuclear 

families, it might be different. But I recognize of course that so many people in this room aren’t 

at a stage in life where they’re bringing up children. 

 

But I think the Torah is actually saying something quite profound about this very issue. 

 

There are two ways to conceive of contributing to the next generation. One involves a biological 

connection and one doesn’t; but what happens next isn’t altogether different. 

 

Parents of children deal with the issue more frontally, but it boils down to the same thing: 

 

Do we orient ourselves around ourselves or around something larger than ourselves? Are we 

consumers or are we investors?   
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So I ask you for a moment to think of the children in your lives. They could be individuals – 

nieces, nephews, grandchildren, neighbors – or they could be the children of our community. 

What are we doing to actively demonstrate our commitment to the future? What are we doing to 

put the needs of the next generation on their rightful pedestal?  

 

When we announced the launch of our teen minyan – which is meeting now – someone emailed 

me just to say: “I don’t have a teenager, but what a fabulous idea. Let me know how I can help.” 

 

Maybe it’s by supporting the shul’s youth department; maybe it’s by taking a leadership role in 

the tuition crisis and helping us make day school education sustainable; or maybe it’s by learning 

together with your niece along with Rabbi Fridman on a Saturday night here at The Jewish 

Center.  

 

Philosophers and economists can come up with all kinds of reasons and all kinds of justifications 

for when it may be acceptable to live today off the backs of a future generation. But the Torah’s 

view is clear: We privilege those who see the preciousness of little children; those who perceive 

that our greatest dreams and aspirations will live on in them.  

 

Whether we’re biological parents or parents by choice, each of us should be a פרעה בת . Each of 

us should recognize that there is no greater return on investment than the time and energy we 

devote to the future of our people.  

 


