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The Book of Exodus opens by naming the 11 sons who descended into Egypt with Jacob, reiterating our ancestral identity 
before continuing the narrative. What follows depicts an all too common phenomenon in human history. “The children of 
Israel were fruitful and swarmed (ּצ֛ו רְׁ שְׁ  yishretzu) and increased and became exceedingly strong, and the land was filled וַיִּ
with them. A new king, who did not know Joseph, arose over Egypt.” (1:7-8) It is noteworthy that the same word is also 
used when HaShem creates the insects and small water animals (ץ רֶׁ  The reference to vermin in this new paradigm is .(שֶׁ
obvious. Alas, we have always had a pernicious tendency to dehumanize people who differ from us. When resident 
aliens flourish and begin to threaten the status quo, jealousy augmented by fear of being replaced turns lethal, as history 
continues to illustrate. There has been much speculation about the identity of this new king. One theory suggests that if 
Joseph had arrived during the reign of the Hyksos, a Semitic people, his rise to power is plausible. After expelling the 
Hyksos, the new, native dynasty reacted sharply against anything associated with foreign rule. The Egyptians had always 
maintained cultural boundaries, but the trauma of the Hyksos occupation produced full-blown xenophobia. The 
Israelites were not only a potential threat, they were a reminder of past humiliation. However, because there is no 
definitive proof of Hyksos interacting with Israelites, we have debated for centuries if this was a new king in a new 
dynasty, or the same king with a new outlook. Either way, this king refuses to recognize Joseph, setting the stage for the 
Israelites’ enslavement and redemption and inspiring a wealth of commentary ranging from historic pragmatism to 
midrashic creativity. Talmud Tractate Sotah 11a states: “… he [Pharaoh] was like someone who did not know him 
[Joseph] at all. Although he certainly knew Joseph and his accomplishments, he acted as if he didn’t.” A debate between 
Rav and Shmuel in Midrash Shemot Rabbah elaborates: “The rabbis say: ‘Why does it call him a new king? Was it not 
Pharaoh himself?’ But the Egyptians said to Pharaoh: ‘Come, let us confront this nation.’  He replied, ‘You are fools. Until 
now we have been eating from what is theirs, how can we confront them? Were it not for Joseph we would not be alive.’ 
Because he did not heed them, they dethroned him for 3 months, until  he said to them: ‘Anything that you want, I am 
with you.’ Then they restored him; therefore it is written: ‘A new king arose.’” But Exodus 12:40 says that the Israelites 
were in Egypt for 430 years. Welcome to the world of midrash, where the TaNaKh’s incongruities and contradictions 
become opportunities to teach, inspire, and warn. Our more pragmatic commentators find other ways to bridge this 4 
century gap: For Rashi, who uses midrash within the framework of chronological consistency, there are multiple 
pharaohs during these 430 years. Ibn Ezra, who rejects midrash that violates logic and chronology, agrees with Rashi and 
argues that the Israelites were only enslaved gradually, closer to the time of Moses’ birth. The Ramban (Nachmanides), 
who tries to harmonize history, message, and mysticism, agrees with Ibn Ezra about the king, but argues that the 430 
years begin earlier, with Isaac’s birth. In short, Torah time and linear time operate simultaneously in Jewish thought, and 
both serve the message the texts are trying to convey. Here, the message from the outset is that names matter. Shemot, 
the name of our parashah and the Hebrew name for the Book of Exodus, means names. It is noteworthy that neither 
Pharaoh nor his daughter, his taskmasters, and his advisers are named. Like Amalek, Caesar, or King of Babylon, 
Pharaoh is a prototype or concept. Even without midrashic embellishment, the Pharaoh of Exodus is the embodiment of 
forgetfulness, fear, heartlessness, exploitation, and obstinance – the polar opposite of Joseph’s trusting, collaborative, 
benevolent Pharaoh. Midrash universalizes the story, teaching us that despots forget, oppression is cyclical, and 
redemption requires a leader like Moses, who is willing to speak truth to power whatever the cost to himself. As we read 
in our Pesach Haggadah, every generation produces a force that tries to annihilate us. “A new king, who did not know 
Joseph, arose in Egypt” is a powerful, timeless message. It explains how a minority becomes resented, feared, and 
exploited through skillful manipulation of memory. It begins with forgetfulness. “Forgetfulness leads to exile, while 
remembrance is the secret of redemption,”  a saying often attributed to the Baal Shem Tov, teaches that exile is a form of 
spiritual forgetfulness, while remembering our roots leads to redemption. Indeed, Judaism is about remembering, 
belonging, and acting. The Book of Exodus is far more than the story of the Israelites’ descent into slavery and HaShem’s 
miraculous deliverance. It is the story of a small group of downtrodden newly freed slaves becoming a people whose 
names matter. As the memory of Joseph fades, his descendants become a faceless mass that Pharaoh’s decrees target 
collectively. It will take a long time to recover their memory, their agency, and their trust. As we know all too well, this is 
never a smooth process. Ours is a story of fear, doubt, nostalgia, rebellion, and forgetfulness (assimilation) – but also of 
remembering, returning, and reclaiming. As our Haggadah reminds us, “In every generation a person should see himself 
as though he personally came out of Egypt.” This is the living memory that maintains our identity. We will aways argue, 
question, and stray. After all, we are Yisra-el – God-Wrestlers, secure in HaShem’s eternal covenant. We challenge, and 
sometimes we even turn away, but we know in our hearts that teshuvah is always possible.  
 
Shabbat shalom! 


