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“REQUESTING” THE EGYPTIANS’
PROPERTY

Why does God command the nation to request
from the Egyptians their property?

What is the significance of leaving Egypt “with
great wealth”?

Where is it mentioned that the people left Egypt
wealthy, and why is this repeated four times?

Did the nation act unethically by requesting from
the Egyptians their property with no intention of
returning it?

Abram had already been promised at the Covenant
between the Parts that the nation of Israel would
leave Egypt wealthy. Ultimately, the wealth that the
nation took with them from Egypt was acquired by
requesting clothing and vessels of silver and gold
from the Egyptians - which of course the people had
no intention of returning.

In several different places, the Torah devotes a
number of verses to the subject of leaving Egypt
with great wealth. This repetition indicates that this
is a significant point and a vital aspect of the process
of redemption. We will expand upon this below; we
will also discuss the ethics of the nation’s seemingly
devious strategy for attaining the wealth and explain
why it was necessary.
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“Please
Speak” -
A Request,
Not a

Command

A. The Command to Request the
Vessels before the Plague of the
Firstborn

Please speak in the ears of the oy KaxIN2T
nation, and let each man request XD LA KL
from his fellow man and each nxn K 3
woman from her fellow woman g0 "25 Amyn
vessels of silver and vessels of gold.  rnw) .am o
(Ex. 11:2) (3,X7

Asking the Egyptians for their property seems to be
a minor point within the broader narrative of the
exodus from Egypt. Yet God commands the nation to
request the vessels, as opposed to letting the nation
decide itself whether to do so.

Generally, the Torah uses the following phrase to
indicate a command: “Speak to the children of Israel...”
Here however there is a small yet significant change:
“Please speak in the ears of the nation.” The word
“please” changes the command to a request.! The
phrase “in the ears of the nation” is also unusual - it

1 The phrase “Please speak” does not appear anywhere else
in the Torah. However, it does appear twice in the Prophets,
where it indicates pleading. In one case, Tamar pleads with
Amnon: “And now, please speak to the king, for he will not
keep me from you” (Il Sam. 13:13). The same phrase is used
by Hezekiah’s ministers to ask Rabshakeh not to weaken the
nation by speaking in Hebrew within earshot of the people:
“Please speak in Aramaic to your servants, for we understand
it, and do not speak the Jews’ language to us in the ears of the
nation” (Il Kings 18:26).
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seems to indicate that the nation must be encouraged
and persuaded to do so.?

This understanding of the verses is somewhat
puzzling. Itisnatural for slaves on their way to freedom
to want to take their former masters’ property. Here
however, the text describes the opposite: the idea
to take the Egyptians’ property comes from God,
not from the nation. Moreover God does not simply
command them to do so - He asks Moses to ask the
nation to request vessels from the Egyptians. The
midrash states:

"Please speak in the ears of opn "ix2 X3 V27
the nation, etc.” - the school 417 °27 MK - 7w
of Rabbi Yannai said: Please is N98 N3 PN ok
only used for requests; God -nx ,wpa b
said to Moses: Please, | ask 1 M2 wripa
of you, go and tell the nation ,7antwpaz:mwnb
of Israel: Please, | ask of you, 5xwhomhmox1>
request vessels of gold and xw,m3m mwpaa
silver from Egypt..> They said 52 qp3 %52 omwnn

2 The phrase “speak in the ears of” appears in a number of other
places in the Torah to indicate that the message conveyed has
been absorbed and accepted: “And God said to Moses, ‘Write
this as a memorial in the book and put it in the ears of Joshua”
(Ex. 17:14); the Sifri notes: “’And Moses spoke all of the words
of this song in the ears of the nation’ - this teaches us that it
sunk in to their ears’” (Sifri on Deut. 32:44 [piska 29]).

3 We will discuss the reasons for this unusual request below,
including the explanation suggested later in this midrash:
“So that the tzaddik [Abraham] would not say: ‘And they shall
enslave them and torture them’ (Gen. ch. 15) - this He fulfilled
for them; ‘and afterward they shall leave with great wealth’ -
this He did not fulfill for them...”
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Break in the
Dialogue
with
Pharaoh

to him: If only we ourselves
could leave.

This is likened to a man who
was bound in a prison, and
people said to him: tomorrow
you will be taken out of the
prison and given a great deal
of money, and he says to them:
Please, | ask of you, take me
out today and | shall not ask
for anything more. (Brachot
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According to this midrash, the people’s desire to leave
Egypt was so strong that they were willing to forgo
the promise of leaving with great wealth. God had
to plead with them to request property from the
Egyptians. Why is it so important to God that the
nation leave with the Egyptians’ property? Aren’t
there other ways for God to give the nation wealth?

This point becomes even more puzzling when
we consider the context in which God’s request
appears:

Following the plague of darkness (Ex. 10:21-23)
Pharaoh is still unwilling to free the Israelites, and
he drives Moses out of his presence. But before he

L O e e N e

4 Below we will discuss other explanations for the nation’s
passive role in devising the plan to request the Egyptians’

property.

N6N

does so, when Moses is still standing before him® and
warning him of the Plague of the Firstborn, the Torah
interrupts the scene to describe Moses prophecy
regarding the Plague of the Firstborn (Ex. 11:1-8). This
prophecy contains two verses which seem out of
place. One states God’s command to request property
from the Egyptians (11:2); the other describes the
Egyptians’ attitude toward the nation and defines
Moses’ status in the eyes of both the Israelites and
the Egyptians (11:3):

And God saidto Moses, “Onemore 7/ Hx /71 90K,
plague I shall bring upon Pharaoh  xa2x T pa) Ty
and Egypt, and afterward he will o¥nbn ey

5 1bn Ezra writes regarding this point:
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“And God said” - this verse should have begun with the
section, “And Moses said, ‘Thus said God,”” but in between
them came the section, “One more plague”... (Ibn Ezra on
Ex. 11:1)

Similarly, Nahmanides writes, quoting Rashi:

K¥W ST D 90K T8 385 YTy — TN ) Ty wn DK 7 K
7OP (%7170 7127 PVaw) 12930 1K 13178 R 100 1KY D KD a0
Ty PO K> ke men Hawa ayas Hw po5ea 010 >as orer 1Oy

ORTARYD KOW P20 XY
“And God said to Moses, ‘One more plague’” - this was
said to him as he stood before Pharaoh, for we know
that when he left [Pharaoh] he did not see his face again;
this is Rashi’s interpretation. And our sages said that God
jumped upon him, so to speak, entering Pharaoh’s palace
on Moses’ behalf, so that his statement: “I shall not see
your face again” would not be found false (Shemot Rabba
18:1). (Nahmanides on Ex. 11:1)

Rashbam, Rabbi Yosef Bechor-Shor and Hizkuni (ad loc.)
suggest similar explanations.
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release you from this; when
he releases you, he shall surely
drive you out from this. Please
speak in the ears of the nation,
and let each man request from
his fellow man and each woman
from her fellow woman vessels
of silver and vessels of gold.” And
God gave the nation favor in the
eyes of the Egyptians, and the
man Moses was also very great
in the land of Egypt in the eyes
of Pharaoh’s servants and in the
eyes of the nation. (Ex. 11:1-3)
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Why does this prophecy appear in the middle of
Moses’ conversation with Pharaoh? The mention of
Moses’ prophecy regarding the Plague of the Firstborn
can be interpreted in two ways:

1.

Moses might have received the prophecy at that
very moment, as Pharaoh prepared to drive him
and Aaron out of his presence.

Moses may have heard this prophecy beforehand,®

6

Ibn Ezra explains that the prophecy regarding the Plague of the
Firstborn was actually given to Moses when he left Midian:

ST 2T YK 713 YK 7T DU Z 0K P33 T A0 O»a 10,

(33,77 Mnw) 7753 T2 DKM X T Y pIna 7125
...And the section of “One more plague” was inserted here to
teach [that this was said in the name of God], for he said “Thus
says God.” And when was this said to him? When he left Midian,
[where it is written] “Behold, | shall kill your firstborn son” (Ex.
4:23). (Ibn Ezra on Ex. 11:1)
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Requesting
the Vessels
and the
Plague of the

Firstborn

and it is mentioned here as a preface to the
statement beginning “Thus said God.” This
introduction serves to remind us that Moses is not
speaking on his own initiative; he is transmitting
God’s words.

But why does the directive to request the Egyptians’
possessions (verse 2) appear here? How is it related
to Moses’” dialogue with Pharaoh? This prophecy was
meant for the Israelites alone and it clearly should
not be mentioned before Pharaoh!”

However, the prophecy regarding the nation’s requesting the
Egyptians’ property was not given here; it was mentioned
much earlier, during the encounter at the burning bush.

According to the explanation that the prophecy of the Plague

of the Firstborn was given at the last moment, before the
command that “You shall not see my face again” - what need
is there for the prophecy regarding the nation’s request for
the Egyptians’ property? The second explanation - that Moses
received these two prophecies at two different times - is
even more baffling: why are the two prophecies joined here if
Moses only needs one of them at the moment?

Ibn Ezra continues to explain that a connection was forged
between these two prophecies at the burning bush:

TP IRE RAK RS 1D 313 DW NIKD TNY 003 190 K123)
And when the time of the Plague of the Firstborn came,
he was commanded by God at Mount Sinai that each man
would request of his fellow man... (Ibn Ezra on Ex. 11:1)

While this connection is not explicitly stated in the text, it is
alluded to:
VOX)I2IP3 Ty TR 1NRDDI 553 ooyn n mam T R
01990 X9 020 Y3 M) D% Y3 1T 07 1 D PN -000K M9 13
0222 5 onRw) Mo 371721903 93 A3 Mg s e oK)
¥ 1Y D7) D102 )
And | shall reach out My hand and strike Egypt with all of
the wonders that | shall do within it, and afterward he
will send you out. And | shall give the nation favor in the
eyes of Egypt, and it will be that when you leave you shall
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Giving Favor
and the
Plague of the

Firstborn

The next verse (3) adds further details that are
irrelevant to the current dialogue between Moses
and Pharaoh:

And God gave the nation favor oymnnx’mm
in the eyes of Egypt, and the oy ,0n¥n *»pa
man Moses was also very great T mwn v
in the land of Egypt in the eyes o™¥n yIxa XN
of Pharaoh’s servants and in the pv9 12y *rpa
eyes of the nation. (Ex. 11:3) Opery

This point is related to the fact that the nation
will later request property from the Egyptians® - it

not leave empty-handed. And each woman shall request
from her neighbor and from those who dwell in her house
vessels of silver and vessels of gold and clothing; and you
shall place them on your sons and daughters, and you shall
take advantage of Egypt. (Ex. 3:20-22)

Still, our question remains: why does the Torah juxtapose
these two prophecies while Moses stands before Pharaoh?

8 As God states during the encounter at the burning bush: “And
I shall give the nation favor... and each woman shall request
from her neighbor..” (Ex. 3:21-22), and subsequently: “And
they requested from the Egyptians... and God gave the nation
favor in the eyes of Egypt and they requested from them..”
(Ex. 12:35-36). Ibn Ezra suggests a similar explanation: “The
text states that God fulfilled his promise to Moses - ‘and I shall
give the nation favor.” And the reason for ‘And so too the man
Moses’ is that many of [the Egyptians] agreed to lend [their
property] out of respect to Moses” (Ibn Ezra on Ex. 11:3).

The following midrash makes a similar point:

DPTOXIY D TP DM 931 = 7MY NIKD TR 1K 2K DxeY
M0 AR TE50 KIK 277 MyN NIKD TR TP ARG K7 0K DN
71 5% 095 o Db 11, 5xmerh DAk oy oo v
K9, 393190 25, na5n 6, h aKw 2N 3 e D oK
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“And let each man request from his fellow man and each
woman from her fellow woman” - and were the Egyptians
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explains why the Egyptians agreed to give over their
belongings to the Israelites. But this description of
the Egyptians’ favorable view of the nation can also
be interpreted independently of their requesting the
Egyptians’ property.” Nahmanides writes:

For the people of Egypt did omwn swix i xow
not hate them for the plagues, ,mana%yomx o
but continued to love them manxoMaDoDMYN

the Israelites’ fellow men, that the text should say, “Each
man request from his fellow man and each woman from
her fellow woman”? Rather, this teaches us that after the
plagues the Egyptians became as friends and admirers of
the nation of Israel so that they would [agree to] lend them
their belongings. The Israelite would say to the Egyptian,
“My beloved friend, lend me this vessel, or this article
of clothing, this silver vessel and this gold one,” and the
Egyptian could not refuse him, for as it says: “And God gave
the nation favor in the eyes of Egypt..” (Pesikta Zutreta
(Lekach Tov) on Ex. ch. 11, siman 2)

This midrash addresses the commentators’ question (see
the end of Ibn Ezra’s commentary on Ex. 11:1) regarding the
discrepancy between God’s command at the burning bush:
“And each woman shall request from her neighbor and from
those who dwell in her house,” and the command in chapter
11: “And let each man request from his fellow man and each
woman from her fellow woman.” This discrepancy was a
result of the closeness that developed between the people of
Israel and the Egyptians, and the Egyptians’ admiration of the
nation.

9 Had the verse describing the Egyptians’ admiration (verse 3)
preceded the one describing the request for property (verse 2),
the two verses could have been understood simply as relating
to the same topic, as Ibn Ezra interprets them (see note 7).
Indeed, as we shall see below, there is a connection between
the two points. However, since the verse describing the
request for property appears first, the fact that the Egyptians
favor the Israelites seems to stand alone as an independent
point (as Nahmanides points out in response to Ibn Ezra’s
commentary - see note 10). We will discuss this issue below.

~ 1] ~



and favor them, saying: We, om»pa 0 oKe
too, the wicked, perpetrate 3oy MN:AOKS
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At this point there is a significant change in the
Egyptians’ attitude towards the Israelites. Not only
do they not hate them for the plagues - they respect
them and feel that their enslavement is unjust.

Pharaoh, on the other hand, has not changed his
feelings towards the Israelites so he drives Moses out
of his presence.

Verse 3 might serve to emphasize the contrast
between the people’s changed attitude toward Israel
with Pharaoh’s own stubborn hard-heartedness that
motivates him to drive Moses and Aaron out of
his presence. The placement of verse 3 now seems
appropriate - this contrast should be stressed during
Moses’ warning to Pharaoh regarding the Plague of
the Firstborn.

At this point, the only remaining question is

10 Later in his commentary, Nahmanides explains that the
Egyptians’ admiration of the Israelites is unrelated to the
request for the vessels: “And one cannot interpret ‘And God
gave the nation favor in the eyes of Egypt’ to refer to favor
[which allowed them to] request, for now, during the promise
[regarding the propertyl, it does not say ‘And God gave...””
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regarding the placementof verse 2, which mentions the
command to request property from the Egyptians.

B. Requesting the Property
during the Haste of Leaving

Egypt

Later in the chapter, the nation fulfills God’s request
by requesting the Egyptians’ property. After the Plague
of the Firstborn, in an ambiance of urgency and
pressure as the Egyptians are described as hurrying
to “send them out of the land, for they said, ‘We shall
all die”” (Ex. 12:33) and as the Israelites leave in such
haste that their bread has no time to rise (Ex. 12:34),
the request regarding the vessels is mentioned:

And the Children of Israel did as wy Sx» D
Moses said, and they requested %M mwn 1212
from the Egyptians vessels of qo3 *‘7; onynn
silver and vessels of gold and o am 5,
clothing. And God gave the nation . nx ) ’m
favor in the eyes of Egypt, and ©yn »va oyn
they requested from them and nx by ooxem
they took advantage of Egypt. 217 mnw) .00¥n
(Ex. 12:35-36) (-

However, according to Rav Sa’adia Gaon, the request
actually took place earlier™

11 The original Hebrew verse indicates this by placing the subject
before the verb (“VeHashem natan”), which Rashi understands
as expressing the past perfect tense:
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“They did” - beforehand, as Moses 1> ,ix - "wy”
commanded them. en oo vy

Still, this does not explain why the Torah chose to
mention the request for the vessels at this point
when it could have been mentioned beforehand™ or

“And Adam had known [veha’adam yadal [his wife Eve]” -
before the events mentioned above; before he sinned and was
driven out of the Garden of Eden. (Rashi on Gen. 4:1)

Mizrachi comments:
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For were it not so, it should have been written “And Adam
knew [vayeda ha’adaml,” as it is the usual way of the text
to list the actions one after another with a vav prefixed
to them. Such as “And she became pregnant,” then “And
she gave birth,” then “And she said, ‘I have brought forth,’”
then “And she gave birth again,” and then “And Abel was.”
But “And Adam had known [veha’adam yadal, in which the
subject precedes the verb, indicates that this is telling of
previous events, similar to “And Joseph had been taken
down to Egypt [veYosef hurad Mitzrayimal,” which returned
to an earlier matter. So too “And the snake had been cunning
[vehanachash haya arum]” - it was cunning already, but this
was mentioned in order to teach us teach us the reason
that the snake came upon them, as [Rashil commented
there. (Mizrachi on Gen. 4:1)

See the continuation of his commentary for further discussion.
Malbim and HaKtav VeHaKabbala discuss similar aspects of
the verse in Exodus.

12 Ba’alei HaTosafot comments on this point:

7277323 yh 13mab B i - 7ovnn OxeM e 3273 Wy ke sy
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afterward (as part of the description of the nation
leaving Egypt with wealth and property).

In fact, the placement of this verse reveals the
importance of this point: despite the impatience on all
sides for the nation to leave Egypt, the Israelites still
did not forget to request the Egyptians’ property.

That the command to request the Egyptians’
property is mentioned during Moses prophecy
regarding the Plague of the Firstborn and that it is
carried out during the Israelites’ hasty departure
from Egypt, emphasizes the importance of requesting
the property.

C. Description of Requesting the
Property at the Burning Bush

The commandment to request the Egyptians’ property
appears in God’s speech to Moses at the burning bush

ey e
“And the Children of Israel did as Moses said, and they
requested from the Egyptians” - it should have been

written earlier, by “Please speak in the ears of the nation,”
since it is written there: “And God gave the nation favor,
etc.” But since the Egyptians’ vessels of silver and vessels
of gold were bundled in the Israelites’ sacks, and when the
Egyptians came to ask about their vessels, [the Israelites]
said to them, “’They are bundled in our sacks, wait and
we will unpack them and return them to you,” and [the
Egyptians] said, “We shall not wait that long,” as it says:
“And the Egyptians urged the people to leave,” and this
is why “And the Children of Israel did” is written near
“bundled in their garments” (Ex. 12:34). (Ba’alei HaTosafot
on Ex. 12:35)
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(Ex. ch. 3). After God commands Moses: “And now, go
and 1 shall send you to Pharaoh, and take my nation,
the Children of Israel, from Egypt” (Ex. 3:10), Moses
asks God: “When | come to the Children of Israel
and say to them, ‘The God of your forefathers has
sent me to you,” and they shall say to me, ‘What is
his name? What shall I say to them?” (Ex. 3:13). In
response, God presents Moses with a number of signs
(“I shall be as I shall be,” “I have surely come to their
aid”?). Later, God describes the stages of the process
to Moses: Moses will speak to the elders and go with
them to Pharaoh, they will request permission from
Pharaoh to serve God in the wilderness for three days,
Pharaoh will refuse, God will bring the plagues upon
Egypt, Pharaoh will agree to let the nation leave, and
finally:

And | shall give the nation favor in
the eyes of Egypt, and it will be that
whenyou leave you shall not leave
empty-handed. And each woman
shall request from her neighbor
and from those who dwell in her
house vessels of silver and vessels
of gold and clothing; and you
shall place them on your sons
and daughters, and you shall take
advantage of Egypt. (Ex. 3:21-22)
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13 See our lesson on Parashat Vayeshev for further discussion of
the sign: “I have surely come to their aid,” which was passed
down from Joseph.
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“And
afterward
they shall
leave with

great

wealth”

Why is
Leaving with
Property so

Important?

As part of the nation’s liberation from Egypt, they
will be favored by the Egyptians which will result
in the Egyptians agreeing to lend the Israelites their
belongings.

Why is this such a crucial aspect of the process of
redemption?

D. The Promise of Wealth at the
Covenant between the Parts

This matter is emphasized further at the Covenant
between the Parts when God reveals both the nation’s
enslavement and their subsequent liberation and
great wealth:

And He said to Abram, “Know
surely that your descendants will
be strangers in a land that is not
theirs, and they shall be enslaved
and tortured, for four hundred
years.And thenationunderwhom
they labor | shall judge as well,
and afterward they shall leave
with great wealth. (Gen. 15:13)
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The matter of “leaving with great wealth” is apparently

not just a secondary benefit of leaving Egypt - it

14 As Nahmanides explains - the Egyptians changed their
attitude toward the Israelites and recognized the injustice
they had perpetrated, and therefore did not hate the nation
for bringing the plagues upon them.
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Reservations
about Taking
the Property

seems to be a fundamental stage in the journey of
the nation from enslavement to redemption. It is
part of a historical paradigm, which is the reason it
is mentioned during each step of the redemption:
at the Covenant between the Parts (the vision), at
the burning bush (the message), during the warning
regarding the Plague of the Firstborn (the turning
point), and finally, at the heart of the hasty exodus
from Egypt (the realization).

Once again, the question arises: why is requesting
the Egyptians’ property central to the process of
redemption?

Not only do we feel that taking the Egyptians’ property
should be dwarfed by the enormity of the redemption
itself, but the very fact that it is mentioned at this
uplifting moment is discomfiting:

A. The redemption itself is so enormously significant
- why would anyone be thinking of money at this
point?®

B. The focus on property seems somewhat greedy and
unnecessary. Is material wealth so important that

15 As mentioned in the midrash quoted above:

DK P,D™ DK FP33 N3N 1 0TKD wn anyya Kyaw X a5 oK
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They said to him: If only we ourselves could leave. This is
likened to a man who was bound in a prison, and people
said to him: tomorrow you will be taken out of the prison
and given a great deal of money, and he says to them:
Please, | ask of you, take me out today and | shall not ask
for anything more. (Brachot 9a-b)
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God needed to promise it to Abram hundreds of
years earlier? Was this what Abram was concerned
about upon hearing that his descendants were to
be enslaved in a strange land for four hundred
years?® Is the promise “And afterward they shall
leave with great wealth” meant to comfort Abram
for the slavery his descendants are destined to
endure? Does the wealth somehow compensate
for the slavery?”

16 This is especially puzzling when we consider the context in
which Abram is promised that his descendants will be wealthy.
The Covenant between the Parts took place immediately after
Abram graciously refused to accept the property offered to
him in the wake of the war with the four kings:

D7D 77 DX D72 Va0 £77 MR W) wos 2 1 033K i 0T Tom )
D312 TP D) 93 T T LN DX J) DY 73 1199w D 1 9 T i

D) TIOTIYT I WIKN KO) T2 W
And the king of Sodom said to Abram, “Give me the people,
and take the property for yourself.” And Abram said to the
king of Sodom, “I have raised my hand to the Lord, the
highest God, Maker of the heavens and the earth; from the
thread to the shoelace, I shall not take from anything of
yours, for you shall not say, ‘I have made Abram wealthy.””
(Gen. 14:21-23)

17 A similar question arose in the wake of the Holocaust with
regard to accepting reparations from Germany: while the
Jewish people certainly “deserve” the money, can Germany
truly make amends for their actions with money? Could
this money ever make up for our loss? On the ninth of Tevet,
5712 (1952), approximately ten months before the Israeli
government signed the Reparations Agreement, Menachem
Begin said the following in a speech before the Knesset:
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C. The fact that God commands the nation to use
deception to fulfill His promise is troubling.
Shouldn’t the nation be given its wealth in an
honest and ethical way?® Furthermore, this is
described twice as “taking advantage of Egypt”:
“And you shall take advantage of Egypt” (Ex. 3:22);
“And they took advantage of Egypt” (Ex. 12:36). This
intensifies our discomfort regarding the nation’s
actions.” If taking the Egyptians’ property was

Dy nnswnioy
You have accepted, as the foundation of the negotiations,
a message by which this money will be given to you “to
purify the soul of unending suffering.” All of the nations
of the world will know: this is the basis upon which you
accept this money, “as payment in return for unending
suffering.” How they shall disdain us, how they shall scorn
us! What have we become? Your reservations will be written
in Hebrew - who will read them? In the eyes of the nations
there will be only one fact: you sat at the same table with
the murderers of your people, you conceded that they are
capable of signing an agreement, capable of upholding an
agreement, that they are a nation - a nation among the
family of nations.

18 For instance, the nation might have demanded repayment
from Pharaoh for their years of slavery, and if he refused they
could have taken what they deserved by force - as actually
occurred at the Red Sea, according to Rashi:
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“And Moses caused the nation to journey” - he moved them
against their will. For Egypt decorated their horses with
jewelry of gold and silver and precious stones, and Israel
found them in the sea, and their spoils from the sea were
greater than the spoils from Egypt... therefore, he had to
move them against their will. (Rashi on Ex. 15:22, quoting
the midrash)
19 Indeed, the Jewish people were criticized for this throughout
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The Nations’
Criticism of

Israel

justified - why wasn’t it done it an honest and
straightforward way?

E. The Ethics of Requesting the
Egyptians’ Property

The third question raised above - regarding the
morality of requesting the Egyptians’ property
without intention of returning it - is troubling and is
discussed by most of the commentators.

The Talmud in tractate Sanhedrin (91a) records an
accusation made by the Egyptians against the Jewish
people. In the time of Alexander the Great, the
Egyptians claimed that the nation of Israel had stolen
their property:
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history; see tractate Sanhedrin 91a quoted below.
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Once more® the people of Egypt brought the people
of Israel to court before Alexander of Macedonia.
They said to him: “For it says, ‘And God gave the
nation favor in the eyes of the Egyptians and they
requested’ - give us the silver and gold that you
took from us!”

Geviha ben Pesisa said to the sages: “Give me
permission and | shall go debate them before
Alexander. If they defeat me - say to them: ‘You have
defeated the simplest among us,” and if | defeat
them, say to them: ‘The Torah of our teacher Moses
has defeated you.”” They gave him permission and
he went to debate them.

He said to them: “Where do you bring your evidence
from?” They said to him, “From the Torah.” He said
to them: “I, too, shall bring you evidence from none
other than the Torah. As it says: ‘And the people of
Israel settled in Egypt four hundred and thirty years.’
Give us our wages for six hundred thousand [people]
whom you enslaved in Egypt for four hundred and
thirty years.”

Alexander of Macedonia said to them: “Answer him!”
They said to him: “Give us three days’ time.” He gave
them time; they looked and did not find an answer.
Immediately they left the fields they had sown and

20 This incident is related as one of a series of episodes in which
the nations of the world made claims against Israel.
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“Requesting”
has Two
Meanings in the
Bible

the vineyards they had planted and fled. (Sanhedrin
91a)

Geviha ben Pesisa responds that the Egyptians owe
the Israelites wages for many years of slavery”
However, the question remains: if the Egyptians did
indeed owe the Israelites their wages, why didn’t the
nation officially demand payment for their slavery?
Why do they take the Egyptians’ wealth dishonestly?

1. REQUESTING THE VESSELS AS PAYMENT FOR
SLAVERY

Our uneasiness is based on the assumption that
“and each woman shall request [vesha’ala] from her
neighbor” indicates “hash’ala,” borrowing? - ie,
taking temporarily with intention to return. However,
many commentators explain that this verse should be
read as “she’ela,” asking for or requesting” something
without any expectation of return or repayment.
According to this interpretation, the Israelites were
not acting dishonestly.* Rashbam writes:

21 However, Geviha ben Pesisa does not present the Israelites’
taking of the Egyptians’ property as repayment for slavery. He
merely asserts that the Egyptians cannot make claims against
Israel as the Israelites have a parallel claim against them that
clearly outweighs the Egyptians’ demand.

22 For instance: “If a man borrows [yish’all from his fellow man”
(Ex. 22:13); see also 1l Kings 4:3, 6:5.

23 See: “Let my life be given to me as my petition [she’elatil, and
my nation as my request” (Esther 7:3). See also note 26 for
additional examples cited by various commentators.

24 According to this interpretation, the phrase “Vayenatzlu et
Mitzrayim” is not translated as “And they took advantage of
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“And each woman shall request mwx oKWY
from her neighbor” -asacomplete - ”mown
and total gift, for [it is written: M3 mnna
“And | shall give the nation favor”; »mw ,mbm
this is similar to: “Request of me nny”  [213]
and | shall make the nations your :2n>,7opiin nx
inheritance” (Ps. 2:8). This is the mnx1nnxe”
simple understanding, and an /by ow
answer to the heretics.?” (Rashbam ) owa Sy ¥
on Ex. 3:22) oo

Rashbam brings evidence that the property was given
freely as a gift and not borrowed. The Torah explains
the Egyptians’ willingness to give the Israelites their
property by describing the Egyptians’ admiration
for them. Nahmanides’ interpretation, cited above,
explains that the Egyptians’ attitude toward the
nation changed and they felt obligated to repay the
people of Israel for their forced labor. Rashbam also
notes that the Hebrew root sh-a-I, which describes
the nation’s actions, appears several times in the

Egypt,” consistent with the modern use of the verb lenatzel.
Rather, it is interpreted in accordance with other instances of
the word in the Bible which mean “empty out” (the word is
translated by Onkelos as “verokinu [and they emptied out]”;
see Rashi on Ex. 12:36).

25 “And an answer to the heretics” - this refers to answering
Christian claims regarding the Israelites’ supposed unethical
behavior.

In a number of places in his commentary to the Torah, Rashbam
addresses Christian claims against the Jewish people. He
sometimes indicates this by writing “and an answer to the
heretics,” but not always. See also Elazar Touitou, “Peshat
UPulmus Anti-Notzri BePeirush HaRashbam,” Tarbiz 51, 5742.
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Payment for
Their Labor

Bible with the meaning “request.”®

However, a question remains: why do the Egyptians
agree to give their property to the Israelites as a gift?
There are a number of possible answers:

A. The Egyptians might have been eager to see
the Israelites leave and were willing to agree
to anything. This is why the nation asked the
Egyptians for their property specifically when they
were in the midst of leaving Egypt.” According
to this explanation, there is ethical justification

26 A number of other commentators agree with this
interpretation. See Rav Sa’adia Gaon: “’Request’ - receive as a
gift” (Rav Sa’adia Gaon on Ex. 3:22); Rabbenu Hananel: “Heaven
forbid that God would allow [the nation] to deceive others by
borrowing from them... and not returning to them. But the
word ‘request’ indicates that it would be given as a gift, as we
find by Gideon: ‘I shall ask [esh’all of you one request [she’elal,
that each man give me an earring from his spoils’ (Jud. 8:24)
and by Bathsheba: ‘One small request [she’elal | ask [sho’elet]
of you, let Avishag the Shunamite be given..’ (I Kings 2:20-21).
Hence a gift is referred to using the word she’ela” (Rabbenu
Hananel on Ex. 3:22, see also Rabbenu Hananel on Ex. 11:2);
Rabbi Yona Ibn Janah: “’And each woman shall request from
her neighbor’ - to give her a gift. And if one claims that this
phrase is not used to refer to gifts but rather to lending,
we shall say to him that Hannah’s words, ‘I have given him
[hish’iltihu]l to God,” cannot be interpreted as lending but as
a gift” (Rabbi Yona Ibn Janah, Sefer HaShorashim, p. 491). See
also Hizkuni on Ex. 3:22, Rabbenu Bahya on Ex. 11:2 and Kli
Yakar on Ex. 3:22.

27 This possibility was raised by Da’at Zekenim:
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For when the Egyptians urged them to hurry and leave, [the
nation] asked them [the Egyptians] to give them vessels of
silver and vessels of gold before they left, and they gave
them willingly because they feared the plagues.
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The Egyptians
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Property
Willingly

Exchange of
Goods

for taking advantage of the Egyptians in their
moment of weakness - in any case, the Israelites
were only taking what they rightfully deserved in
return for their labor?

B. The Egyptians changed their attitude toward the
nation of Israel, as the Torah states: “And God gave
the nation favor in the eyes of the Egyptians, and
the man Moses was also very great in the land of
Egypt..” They understood that they had treated
the nation unfairly and wanted to give them a
gift to compensate for their years of slavery in
Egypt. The text explicitly states: “And God gave
the nation favor in the eyes of Egypt and they
requested from them and they took advantage of
Egypt™ (Ex. 12:36).

C. Hizkuni, in his commentary to Ex. 11:2, raises
another interesting possibility: “Vessels of silver
and vessels of gold” - in place of Israel leaving
their homes and fields and tools, which they could
not take with them..” In other words, this was

28 Hizkuni explicitly states this:

TS5 NIy Mapw 10w - "0¥0 1K DY
“And you shall take advantage of Egypt” - by [taking] wages
for your forced labor. (Hizkuni on Ex. 3:22)
29 Rashbam writes:
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“Gave the nation favor” - to give them gifts, as it is written
in Parashat Shemot: “And | shall give the nation favor in the
eyes of Egypt.” (Rashbam on Ex. 3:22)
30 Similarly, Malbim writes:
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Further
Deception -
Leaving for

Three Days

an exchange: the Israelites would leave Egypt and
leave their homes and fields, and in return they
would receive property from the Egyptians which
could be taken with them.”

2. BORROWING THE VESSELS AS A DIVERSIONARY
TACTIC

However, some commentators® understand that the
Israelites did not receive the property as gifts - they
did indeed borrow them and they did so dishonestly.

Reading the parasha, one notices that this is not the
only devious act committed by the nation during
the negotiations with Pharaoh. Moses does not ask
Pharaoh to set the Israelites free; he merely requests
permission to leave for three days and worship God
in the wilderness:

And you and the elders of Israel pn  anx XD
shall come to the king of Egypt  0¥n 770 5% Sxe»
and say to him, “The Lord, God "m  v)x ommx
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For when they left the land they asked their neighbors and
those who dwelled in their homes to take their houses and
property, and in return for the value of the house they asked
for vessels of silver and vessels of gold which were more
appropriate to take with them, and this is what is meant by
“taking advantage of Egypt”... (Malbim on Ex. 3:22)

31 Thisinterpretation is based chiefly on common sense, although
it does not arise from the simple understanding of the text, as
neither “borrowing” nor “requesting” can be understood as
referring to an exchange.

32 See for example Seforno on Ex. 3:22.
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Strategic
Bargaining

with Pharaoh

of the Hebrews, has met with
us, and now, please let us go
three days’ journey into the
wilderness and make sacrifices
to the Lord, our God.” (Ex. 3:18)
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The conversation between Moses and Pharaoh
revolves solely around this request®, although God’s
plan clearly does not. God reveals His true plan to
Moses at the burning bush:

And God said, “l have surely
seen the suffering of My people
who are in Egypt.. And | shall
go down to save them from
the hand of Egypt and bring
them up from that land... And
now, go and | shall send you to
Pharaoh, and take My people,
the Children of Israel, out of
Egypt.” (Ex. 3:7-10)
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According to God, He plans to take the nation out of
Egypt and fully liberate them. Why, then, does He tell
Moses immediately thereafter to ask Pharaoh for only
three days’ absence to worship God in the desert?*

In verses 14-22 God prepares Moses for the practical
reality of negotiating with Pharaoh to ensure that

33 See Ex. 5:1-3, 7:16, 8:21-24, 10:8-11, 10:24-26.

34 For further discussion of this point, see Rabbi Elchanan Samet,
“HaHona’a BeMasa UMatan im Par’o,” lyyunim BeParashot
HaShavua, first series, Parashat Bo.
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The Divine Plan
through Natural

Means

he will agree to release the nation from Egypt. God
instructs Moses to ask Pharaoh to leave for only three
days, as part of the negotiation tactics.

Had they requested that Pharaoh set his slaves
free, his opposition would have been immediate and
understandable. But a three-day absence for religious
purposes is a fair request which Pharaoh is more
likely to agree to.

Israel’s very destiny as a nation rests on their
struggle for liberation from Egyptian slavery; in a
sense, they are fighting a war and in war one must
employ tactics that sometimes involve deceiving the
enemy.

Why does God need to employ such tactics? The
plagues have proven that He is certainly capable of
bringing disaster upon Egypt and forcing Pharaoh to
release the nation against his will.

Apparently there is significance in God’s plan being
carried out by natural means. Therefore, the exodus
from Egypt comes about through negotiations with
Pharaoh, as opposed to explicit miracles such as
the nation simply disappearing from Egypt or the
Egyptians suddenly dying, allowing the Israelites to
escape easily.”

35 Maimonides in his Guide for the Perplexed writes about the
opening verse of Parashat Beshalach, which reads: “And it was
when Pharaoh released the nation, God did not lead them
through the land of the Philistines although it was nearby, for
God said, “Lest the nation repent upon seeing war and return
to Egypt” (Ex. 13:17). Maimonides raises questions regarding
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Ultimately, Pharaoh’s stubbornness led to the need
for explicit miracles. However, Pharaoh was always
given the chance to choose the better path and
naturally regret his stubbornness®*® - and so Moses

this verse’s description of God’s abilities, such as: couldn’t
God have miraculously turned the nation into brave warriors?
These questions are the basis for Maimonides’ categorical
philosophical statement that God never causes miraculous
changes to human nature:
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For all miracles, although they change the nature of some
part of creation, the nature of humans will never be changed
by God in a miraculous way... and we do not say so because
we are of the opinion that changing the nature of a human
being is too difficult for the Exalted One; rather, it is possible
and it is... within His ability, but He did not and will never
wish to do so, according to the lawful foundations of the
Torah. And should he have wished to change the nature of
a human being into what the Exalted One wishes for that
person, then the message of the prophets and the entire
command would be nullified. (Guide for the Perplexed [Rav
Kapach ed.] 3:42)

Maimonides bases his statement on two arguments: A. God
miraculously changing man’s nature would damage the
“lawful foundations of the Torah” - the foundations of religion
such as free will, divine justice, reward and punishment, etc.,
B. Change of this kind would render the prophets’ message of
repentance irrelevant, which would support those who seek
to challenge the eternal significance of the Torah. One might
conclude from Maimonides that God avoids affecting the
situation “on the ground” by miraculous means; He prefers
that humans choose to do so out of their own free will, and
not due to Divine force.

36 The need for Pharaoh’s agreement will be further discussed in
next week’s lesson on Parashat Beshalach.

Borrowing
the Vessels -
Part of

the “Three

Days” Ruse

The Dual
Purpose
of the

Deception

only asks him to let the nation go for three days.

Why do the Israelites need to deceive the Egyptians
with regard to their property as well?

While enslaved, the nation of Israel”” cannot worship
God properly as they have no property with which to
do so. Therefore, their request to borrow gold and
silver vessels to worship in a more adequate fashion
does not strike the Egyptians as unusual or deceitful.
Borrowing the vessels was meant to strengthen
the illusion that the nation was only leaving for a
limited time and would return the vessels upon their
return.

In fact, this deception actually had two purposes:

A. To persuade Pharaoh to agree more easily to allow
the nation to leave Egypt.

B. To encourage the Egyptians to pursue the
Israelites when they discover the deception, thus
allowing God to complete His vengeance against
the Egyptians at the Red Sea.®

37 See Rabbi Elchanan Samet, “She’ilat HaKelim,” lyyunim
BeParashot HaShavua, second series, Parashat Bo.
38 See Derashot HaRan, Derush 11, and Hizkuni:
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“And each man shall request” - God fulfilled [the promise
that] “Afterward they shall leave with great wealth” through
borrowed [property]l and not through gifts so that the
Egyptians would be roused to chase after them. (Hizkuni
on Ex. 11:2; see also Seforno ad loc.)

Or HaChaim writes:
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3. BORROWING THE VESSELS AND LATER ACQUIRING
THEM AS SPOILS OF WAR

Seforno comments further on Ex. 3:22:

“And you shall take advantage “ovwn nx ooy
of Egypt” - although you willbe  Hapnw »a 5y ax -
given everything as a loan, and ,moxwn v Tom0n 51
you will be obligated to return ,Wrn> oavn wm
it, you will possess everything %3m195 mx upn M
legally when they chase after o> nx o2 p712
you to make war against you ow% o1 oromb
and take spoils from you... for Shw s> .ohw nx
the spoils of the pursuer belong a5 oom
to the pursued, so it is in all nmbn %3 3mam3
wars. (Seforno on Ex. 3:22)

The Israelites did indeed ask for the Egyptians’
property with the understanding that they would
return it. However, since the Egyptians chased after
them and attacked them and the Israelites triumphed
(with God’s help), they were awarded the Egyptians’
property as spoils of war.

4. SUMMARY OF THE ETHICAL ISSUE

We have raised three possible explanations for
the apparent ethical difficulty of “borrowing” the
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For by means of two fictions - that they spoke of leaving for
three days, and that they borrowed [the Egyptians’] vessels
- this caused [the Egyptians] to chase after them and they
were drowned in the depths. (Or HaChaim on Ex. 3:22)
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Egyptians’ property:®

First - it was not borrowing but requesting a gift
from the Egyptians, which the Israelites deserved as
payment for their years of slavery. In the aftermath of
the plagues, even the Egyptians understood that they
had treated the Israelites unjustly and they sought to
atone for it.

Second - the nation did indeed borrow the vessels,
which the Egyptians thought they intended to return.
This was meant to strengthen the impression that
they were leaving for only three days to worship God.
Deceptive tactics are permissible in times of war;
this particular ruse also encouraged the Egyptians to
pursue the Israelites and ultimately drown in the Red
Sea, thus receiving the punishment they deserved.

Third - the nation did borrow the Egyptians’
possessions and were obligated to return them, but
following the Egyptians’ death at the Red Sea the
Israelites were awarded the property as spoils of war.

39 However, there are other possible interpretations which were
not discussed here. Toledot Yitzhak writes:
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“And each woman shall request from her neighbor” - some
object that our forefathers were thieves, but it is not so,
for it is a mitzva, and God gives wealth to whomever He
wishes, and takes it from him and gives it to another.

Toledot Yitzhak is the commentary of Rabbi Yitzhak the son
of Rabbi Joseph Caro, uncle of Rabbi Joseph Caro who wrote
the Shulchan Aruch. His commentary presents the simple
understanding of the text, homiletic interpretations, kabbala
and philosophy.



THE PROPHECY OF SLAVERY AND REDEMPTION -
DIVINE JUSTICE

After examining the implementation of the request
for the vessels, let us return to the source of this idea
- God’s promise to Abram at the Covenant between
the Parts: “And afterward they shall leave with great
wealth.”

The prophecy of the nation’s enslavement and
subsequent liberation first appears at the Covenant
between the Parts. The main element of this covenant
seems to be the promise to inherit the Land of
Israel.*

40 The promise for descendants and the prophecy regarding
their enslavement seem to be God’s response to Abram’s
interruption of His speech. The chapter begins: “Do not fear,
Abram; | am your shield, your reward is great.” What is his
reward? At this point we are not told, nor does Abram ask -
he merely states that without children, any reward would be
worthless (Gen. 15:2-3). Following this, God promises Abram
descendants (v. 4-5) and picks up His speech to Abram from
where it left off: “And He said to him, ‘1 am God who took you
out of Ur Kasdim to give you this land to inheritit.”” Once again,
Abram interrupts and asks: “How will I know that | am to
inherit it?” God responds by making the covenant with Abram
(manifest through Abram’s passing a torch between halves of
slaughtered calves, etc). The covenant deals exclusively with
inheriting the land: “On that day God made a covenant with
Abram, saying, ‘To you descendants | will give this land...”” (v.
18-21).

This entire episode (passing the torch between the animal
halves, making the covenant) occurs in a prophetic dream of
Abram’s. In the first stage of this dream, before the covenant
is made, Abram receives the prophecy of the nation’s future
enslavement: “And a slumber fell upon Abram, and behold, a
terror, a great darkness fell upon him. And He said to Abram,
‘Know surely that your descendants will be strangers..and
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When Abram asks God, “How will 1 know that |
am to inherit it,”¥ God describes the future of his
descendants:

“.Know surely that your
descendants will be strangers
in a land that is not theirs,
and they will be enslaved and
tortured, for four hundred years.
And the nation under whom
they labor | shall judge as well,
and afterward they shall leave
with great wealth. And you shall
come to your forefathers safely;
you shall be buried in good old
age. And the fourth generation
shall return here, for the sins of
the Amorites have not yet been
completed.” (Gen. 15:13-16)
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they shall be enslaved and tortured..”” Some commentators
(see the Sages’ statements in Nedarim 32a and Rashi’s
comments) understand this prophecy as God’s response to
Abram’s question: “How will | know that | am to inherit it?”
In any case, the prophecy of enslavement is an introduction
to the main element of the prophecy - the promise to inherit
the land.

41 The commentators disagree over how to interpret Abram’s
question. Some view it as Abram requesting a proof or
guarantee that God’s promise will be upheld (Nedarim 32a);
our lesson relies upon this interpretation. However, others
understand that Abram did believe that God would fulfill His
promise, and was asking what right he had to inherit the land
(Rabbenu Bahya).

Similarly, other commentators explain that Abram believed
that he would inherit the land and was merely asking for
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God’s
Providence
Throughout
History

Timing of the

Inheritance

God’s answer to Abram does not include any specific
miraculous signs. It merely presents the manifestation
of Divine Providence throughout history: God steers
history in the way He sees fit. There is indeed a Judge
and justice is served; God examines human behavior
and guides the events of history toward justice, even
if we are not always able to understand how. This
Divine guidance will ensure that Abram’s descendants
inherit the land.

A.

42

43

Let us examine the verses in reverse:

Verse 16 states: “For the sins of the Amorites have
not yet been completed’- the nation’s time has
not yet come to inherit the land, since its current
inhabitants, the Amorites, have not yet committed
their share of sins and do not yet deserve to be
driven out of the land. While the inheritance
of the land has been promised to the nation of
Israel, this will be executed fairly, when the time
is right and the current inhabitants are deserving
of expulsion.®

details regarding the timing (Rabbi Yosef Bechor Shor). Still
others state that even though Abram did fully trust God’s
promise, he sought to ensure that it would be upheld even
when his descendants were unworthy of it (Nahmanides,
Seforno, Malbim).

The Covenant between the Parts warrants an extensive, in-
depth discussion, which is beyond the scope of this lesson.
Rashi explains this verse as follows: “For God does not demand
payment from a nation until it has completed its share [of
sins].” See also Radak’s comments ad loc.

Rashbam comments that “the fourth generation” does not
refer to the generations of the nation of Israel (according to
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Individuals

Punishing
the

Oppressors

Verse 15: “And you shall come to your forefathers
safely” - Abram is deserving of reward for his
faithful service to God; therefore, he will not
personally experience exile or slavery* This
demonstrates that God does not only affect people’s
lives through broad historic processes; rather, He
also rewards individuals for their actions.

Verse 14: “And the nation under whom they labor |
shalljudge” - a nation that enslaves another nation
will ultimately be held accountable.”” The verse
continues: “And afterward they shall leave with
great wealth.” Part of the execution of justice for
both sides is the fact that the Israelites leave with

44

45

this calculation the fourth generation did not merit to return
to the land of Israel). Rather, after the Amorites complete
their share of sins, the Israelites will be required to wait four
generations until they are allowed to enter the land, since
God always waits for four generations to see whether they
repent or continue to sin: “| visit the sins of the fathers upon
their children, and upon the third and fourth generations of
those who despise Me.”

This verse may serve as a proof against the interpretation that
God decreed that the nation would be exiled as a punishment
for Abram’s question, “How will I know that | am to inheritit.”
The Torah emphasizes that Abram is righteous and deserving
of reward. God promises Abram that the exile will not begin
during his lifetime; he will merit long life and live out his days
in peace and respect.

The commentators ask a question regarding free will: if God
wanted the nation of Israel to be enslaved, why does He later
punish those who enslaved them? The obvious answer is that
the oppressors did not act out of any desire to fulfill a Divine
mission. They acted out of malevolence, of their own free
will, and they are therefore deserving of punishment (see the
commentary of Nahmanides and Radak; see also Maimonides’
Mishne Torah, Hilchot Teshuva 6:3).
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Strangers in
a Land that is
Not Theirs

Slavery for
Reasons

Unknown

D.

E.

great wealth - the Egyptians must be punished for
their actions and the lIsraelites receive payment
for their years of slavery.* Thus, it is essential to
leave with property as it demonstrates that the
hand of God guides the course of history and that
He ultimately dispenses justice.

The first stage of this process is exile: “Know
surely that your descendants will be strangers in
a land that is not theirs” - in light of the above,
this is easily understood: as long as “the sins of
the Amorites have not yet been completed,” as
stated in verse 16, the nation of Israel cannot
inherit their land, and they will remain strangers
in another land.

“And they shall be enslaved and tortured”™ -
this is the most difficult phase of the process
to understand. The verse does not explain why
the nation must be enslaved. The commentators
suggest a number of explanations, which we will
list briefly: some search for a sin that the slavery
atones for (Abraham’s sin,® or the sin of selling

46 This is the interpretation offered by Hizkuni and Radak
47 It is important to note that in the traditional division of the

verse (according to its te’amim [cantillation]), the phrase “four
hundred years” does not describe only the period of slavery and
suffering; rather, it also includes the period of being strangers
in a strange land. The length of the period of slavery is not
defined and can only be calculated after the fact. According
to Rashi’s calculation, the period of being strangers began at
Isaac’s birth and the period of enslavement in Egypt lasted 210
years (see Rashi on Gen. 15:13).

48 The Talmud in tractate Nedarim states:

Joseph*). On the other hand, some explain that
the enslavement is not a punishment, but part of
the preparation for becoming the chosen people,*

P2 TP WWAK OTIIX WP 70 290 WPHK 1I7 K A 0T7 K
DYV NI, DD TRRNI KK TP 180 2000 W DG Db
SEKIY 7173 W PITTR DY IS 2290 1K SRIN D D P AN
933 NMN DI DT 13 WHSY 0K M Y3 7K °3 PIX 1037

o AP eI wadt D i K neown
Rabbi Abbahu said that Rabbi Elazar said: Why was our
forefather Abraham punished and his children enslaved in
Egypt for two hundred and ten years? Because he forced
wise and learned men to perform labor, as it says: “He armed
his trained servants, born in his house. And Shmuel said:
Because he questioned God’s judgment, as it says: “How
will I know that | am to inherit it.” And Rabbi Yohanan said:
Because he excluded them from coming under the wings
of the Divine Presence, as it says: “Give me the people, and
take the property for yourself.” (Nedarim 32a)

Similarly, Nahmanides links the Israelites’ enslavement to
Abraham’s descent to Egypt

Y WORa APTYT K KM M DT KB KEMIPIX 072K D, T
K D3 1K INWK 1XIMK D owa mioa? b m im0 11ns 1an
PN 5P MY P 0 K 032 Myb no orhera w3 b
32T YD 53N M0 TS 3PN DK O3 KO WK [, 3P 80

KM P oW LAY OPRI NS T 0K PIXD ORI Y
And know that our forefather Abraham unintentionally
sinned greatly by putting his righteous wife in danger of
sin out of fear that he would be killed; and he should have
trusted in God to save him and his wife and all that they
had, for God has the power to help and save us. So too
when, due to famine, he left the land regarding which he
was commanded at the beginning. [This too was] a sin that
he sinned, for God, through famine, [sought tol redeem
him from death. And for this deed, exile under Pharaoh was
decreed for his descendants; justice is served where there is
evil, and where [Abraham] sinned [i.e, Egyptl. (Nahmanides
on Gen. 12:10)

See note 44 for an objection to this interpretation.
49 See Abarbanel’s commentary.
50 Abarbanel suggests this explanation as well, as does Rabbi
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Moshe Alsheich:

KT, 5YT3 FIPT DT 1392 K 13 990K 711 99 Ko K5 oTapwe opon

L0 53p5 13 svw  mapwn Sy wran nom pbo
And the reason for enslaving them is so that they will leave
afterward with great wealth and profit, which is that the
impurity of the snake was cast off of them, so that they
would be prepared to receive the Torah...

According to Rabbi Alsheich, the “great wealth” does not
refer to material possessions; rather, the nation profited
spiritually from their period of enslavement. Furthermore, in
Deuteronomy, the Torah itself compares the slavery in Egypt
to an iron furnace:
M7 0P Aomaoyh 1 niab oo Sz man o Ky rph 0onK)
And God took you and brought you out of the iron furnace,
from Egypt, to be a nation of inheritance until this day.
(Deut. 4:20)
This metaphor is repeated in | Kings, where Solomon says:
D120 3 A3 DY XY W BT 7N Ty °
“For they are Your nation and inheritance, whom You took
out of Egypt from the iron furnace.” (I Kings 8:51)

An iron furnace refines gold and extracts its impurities (see
Rashi ad loc.). Why did the nation require purification in
Egypt? HaKtav VeHaKabbala explains:

,0M¥N3 OTPwS 7N W ManT SAEK YR 1 - 53 N
R opwien IKOM T35 WAL 27 W DRD TSN M2 37 05
PO KN 1K 1297 9K 93, aph N oW PN, e
it na ooy aph oyann v &5 mapw nba b maw o
AN OTapws 1 nYyn ek, o3 o v oy b oy oK
DwoI I TN SaPP 0K T T PPN AL kA mep mabn
“From the iron furnace” - for this was the true purpose
that God intended when He enslaved them in Egypt - to
purify them like gold in the furnace, where the impurities
are extracted and only pure gold is left. The worst of the
sinners died during the plague of darkness, and only those
who remained were chosen to receive the Torah. For had
He multiplied the Israelites and bestowed goodness upon
them without first enslaving them, they would not have
agreed to accept this Torah, which prohibits all of the
practices to which they were accustomed. Therefore, God
decided to enslave them under a terrible empire, and for
this reason they were purified and cleansed until they were
worthy of receiving the Torah willingly.
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The Promise
of Wealth -
Divine

Justice

worthy of receiving the Torah and settling the Land
of Israel. God’s answer to Abram is thus better
understood: Abram asks God, “How will I know
that I am to inherit it,” and God answers him that
the exile and enslavement are preparation for
inheriting the land.”

Abram does not need a promise for wealth, and even
the Israelites may not be interested in it But Divine
justice must be served. The Israelites leaving Egypt
with great wealth is part of God’s governing the
world with justice.

In Parashat Bo, at the peak of the intense conflict
between Pharaoh and Moses, the Torah mentions the
command to request the Egyptians’ property;

In the midst of the hasty exodus from Egypt, the
Torah mentions that the Israelites requested property
from the Egyptians.

Requesting the Egyptians’ property is not a minor
detail within the story of the exodus; it is fundamental
- and for this reason it is mentioned at every crucial
juncture of the story.

God’s justice will be done; God will judge the

According to this interpretation, the enslavement in Egypt
was a crucial stage in becoming a nation worthy of serving
God.

51 This issue deserves a more detailed discussion, but it is beyond
the scope of the present lesson.

52 As noted above, wealth cannot compensate for years of
terrible slavery, and perhaps the Israelites are preoccupied
with their imminent freedom and not even interested in it.

~ 4] ~



A Grant for

Freed Slaves

Egyptians for their oppression of the nation. The
Israelites left with great wealth, as they deserved in
return for their years of slavery - not because they
need the property, but because God needs justice
to be served. This idea is expressed in the following
midrash:

“Please speak” - Please is only X5 X1 px — 783317
used for requests; God said to 1> wmx ,Twpa b
Moses: Please, | ask of you, go  mwn> &1 2 witpn
andtellthenationofisrael,and mx 7> Jon mwpaa
let each man request from his  1xem Sxws oo
fellow man..5* To fulfill what — ©»p5 .y nxm wx
was said “And afterward they >wnxy :moxaw o
shall leave with great wealth” " w1212 Wy
(Gen. 15:14). God said that just K (T ,Y'D NWKI2)
as “Your descendants will be ow> xv1 7M1 wrIpn
strangers” was fulfilled, so vy omhy onprIY
too “And afterward they shall o»pr 75 7
leave with great wealth” will Wy 2 xy omoy
be fulfilled.>* (Pesikta Zutreta XnpDs) /5113 L1372
[Lekach Tovl on Ex. ch. 11, mow@wnpH)KMwY
siman 2) (22D K™

Hizkuni highlights a parallel between the biblical
laws of freeing a slave and the Israelites’ liberation

53 See note 8 for the continuation of this midrash.

54 The midrash quoted earlier (Brachot 9) explains this somewhat
differently, as God’s commitment to Abram in the wake of His
promise. This midrash relates to the promise not only as God’s
oath to Abram, but as a fundamental commitment which
must be honored.
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from Egypt:>

“You shall not leave empty- - "opn 10 XY
handed - for they will give you 3% vy o1
from three kinds.. similar to .own  mebwn
the slave’s grant. (Hizkuni on Ex. .72y npyn nnnT
3:22) (23,3 My i)

The Torah writes regarding the slave: “And when
you release him... you shall not release him empty-
handed” (Deut. 15:13).

Regarding the Israelites, it states: “And it will
be that when you leave you shall not leave empty-
handed” (Ex. 3:21).

Divine justice requires a freed slave to receive a
gift for his years of labor. The Israelites receiving the
Egyptians’ property is part of the manifestation of
Divine justice. When the Egyptians are unwilling to
give the Israelites their property honorably, out of
their own free will, God commands the lIsraelites to
take what they deserve in a less than honest way to
ensure that justice is served.”

55 Or HaChaim suggests a similar interpretation to Ex. 3:21:

KD (T= 7 0M27) 12 2T 1Y TP LAY 71 137 KD Y1 1390 KD

25 Payn Py op urown

“You shall not leave empty-handed” - here God alludes to

the law regarding a Hebrew slave, as it is written regarding

this: “You shall not release him empty handed; give him
generously” (Deut. 15:13-14). (Or HaChaim on Ex. 3:21)

56 See M.D. Kasuto’s commentary on Exodus, p. 27, and Nechama

Leibowitz, Iyyunim BeSefer Shemot, Parashat Va’era - She’ilat

HaKelim.
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REQUESTING THE VESSELS - SPIRITUAL FREEDOM

In summary, we will explain why the Israelites had
to actively take the Egyptians’ property by directly
requesting it from them.

The nation of Israel, after suffering hundreds of
years of slavery under Pharaoh, is suddenly liberated.
How can this liberation be expressed? How will they
truly feel that they are free? Will liberation from
physical labor be enough to turn them into a truly
spiritually free people?

Taking the Egyptians’ property is part of this
process:” although the Israelites left Egypt in a hurry,
they did not leave as slaves rushing to escape their
masters, heedless of their property. They left calmly,
with time to take something for themselves along
the way. They did not leave with nothing - they will
no longer be deprived lowly slaves but free people
with the means to build a new, decent life.

Most importantly, the Israelites were able to
demand property from the Egyptians. A slave would
never dare to ask his master for anything; the
Israelites’ asking the Egyptians for their property is a
psychological turning point. The relationship between
the Israelites and the Egyptians has utterly changed:

57 Fleeing Egypt as slaves would is a residual sign of slavery.
Therefore, God redeems them from Egypt in broad daylight
with an outstretched hand, and not in the middle of the night
(when the Egyptians drove them out). For discussion of other
stages of the process of leaving Egypt, see next week’s lesson
on Parashat Beshalach.
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the Egyptians are now willing to accommodate
the Israelites’ requests, and more importantly the
Israelites are willing to ask and take as “each man
from his fellow man and each woman from her fellow
woman,”® and perhaps they even feel that it is their
right to do so.

Now the Israelites are truly no longer the Egyptians’
slaves but their equals - the first step toward genuine
spiritual freedom.

AFTERWORD

Requesting the Egyptians’ property is mentioned
at every crucial stage of the exodus: the Covenant
between the Parts, the encounter at the burning bush,
the prophecy regarding the Plague of the Firstborn,
and the moments of the exodus itself.

This emphasizes the significance of this subject.

Requesting the Egyptians’ property was not a means
to becoming wealthy. Rather, it fulfills a crucial role
in the process of redemption in two ways:

1. Bringing Divine justice to the course of history.

2. Liberating the nation spiritually by requiring them
to demand property of their former Egyptian
masters and leave as truly free people.

58 Ex. 11:2. The midrash asks: are the Egyptians considered the
Israelites’ “fellow men”? It answers that the relationship
between the Israelites and the Egyptians has indeed changed
significantly. This change is the most significant step in the
process of the Israelites’ liberation.
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