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New Pharaoh, New Year


 
Learning Jewish text is challenging. It has traditionally required a great deal of study, 
language skills, and personal experience to make sense of it. However, now, we live in a 
different time where all can and should be able to explore Jewish text at their own pace. While 
it certainly is important to have a teacher and there is nothing that can replace that, we’re not 
often ready for that type of attention. In addition, we live busy lives with many obligations and 
it can be challenging to dedicate that type of energy to learning and sharpening a new skill. 
Let’s make it clear though, it is absolutely true that learning Jewish text is a skill. In fact, 
learning Jewish text is as much about learning how to study as it is about the content itself. 
And that is the purpose and vision of this project. 

Just a thought on actually studying a Jewish text. The best thing to do is to take your time. 
Print it out, save the link, whatever, and read through it slowly. This won’t be an immediate 
satisfaction kind of thing. But you knew that didn’t you? Each time you sit down and learn, it’ll 
get better, you’ll understand more, and your knowledge will grow. I believe in you. 

The seven important steps to reading a commentary. I’ve identified seven important steps 
that I think are the best steps in order to read a text with a commentary. I’ve listed them 
below, but I’m going to try and walk you through them so you don’t have to remember. They 
might not be explicit below, but you can follow them exactly if that is your thing! That said, 
you might have questions: Do you have to follow them all exactly? No. Will they help? Yes. 
Still have questions? Email/DM me anytime. 

The steps: 
1. Read the verse in context.

2. Read the comment itself.

3. Put the comment into a category (word, grammar, context, filling in a gap, etc.)

4. Look up a proof text if there is one.

5. Reread the commentary.

6, Answer 2 questions: 1. What does the comment mean? 2. What does it mean to me?

7. Reread the verse with the expanded understanding!
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This month, we have the chance to start a 
whole new book of the Torah! It is nice that 
we get a chance to connect the first Rashi 
Club of 2018 with a 
new book. Perfect. 
We’re starting the book 
of Shemot or the book 
of Exodus. Let’s be 
clear though, Shemot 
d o e s n o t m e a n 
exodus , i t means 
“names.” In fact, the 
names of the books of 
the Torah in English 
have nothing to do with 
their names in Hebrew. 
The names o f t he 
books in Hebrew have 
to do with the first 
sentence of each book. 
In this case, the book 
of Exodus starts with a 
list of the names of 
Jacob’s children. The 
word for names is 
shemot, and hence the 
name.


Before we dig in to this 
week’s parasha, the 
weekly portion, let’s do 
a little background. 
Jacob’s family who’s 
d e s c e n d a n t s w i l l 
become the Israelites.   They enter the land 
of Egypt because of a famine in their land. 
They escape this hardship by heading to the 
most successful kingdom in the region, 
Egypt. Of course, we learn in the book of 
Genesis, that their prosperity is due to 
Jacob’s son, Joseph. 


After that first generation dies, the Torah 
tells us, there arose “a new king in Egypt 
who did not know Joseph.” There is some 
disagreement in the Talmud on whether or 
not it was literally a new king or just new 

decrees. For our reading, let’s stick with the 
surface meaning of text (which is called 
peshat) and understand that there was a 

new king who came 
into power. 


This new king looks out 
at his land and sees a 
l a rge and g row ing 
populat ion of non-
Egyptians within the 
land. This concerns him 
and he says what is 
written in the verses in 
the center of the page. 


Ok, now that we’re 
caught up, take a little 
while and read the 
verses, following our 
list of steps above. The  
“he” we read about first 
is our new, not so 
lovely pharaoh. Once, 
you’ve taken the time 
to read the verses, you 
can to take a look at 
the section in context, 
by clicking here.


So, Pharaoh sees this 
large group of non-
E g y p t i a n s a n d 
becomes concerned 
with his power and the 

fact that the Israelites might rebel. As a 
result, he decides to “deal shrewdly” with 
the Israelites by enslaving them. Real 
shrewd. Once enslaved and oppressed, we 
might imagine that Pharaoh’s concern would 
be abated. We find that the opposite is true. 
The more that the Israelites were oppressed, 
the larger their numbers grew. As this 
population expanded, Egyptians, not 
unreasonably, were afraid. If you were told  
in the news that insurrection was coming 
from a specific people, you’d be afraid too!


Exodus 1:9-12 

ל  ֹ֖אֶמר ֶאל־ַעּ֑מ5 ִהֵּנ֗ה ַע֚ם ְּבֵנ֣י ִיְׂשָרֵא֔ ט ַוּי
ְתַחְּכָמ֖ה ֑ל5  ָבה ִנֽ  י ָה֥ ּנּו׃ ב ְוָע֖צּום ִמֶּמֽ ַר֥
אָנה ִמְלָחָמה֙  י־ִתְקֶר֤ ה ִּכֽ ה ְוָהָי֞ ֶּפן־ִיְרֶּב֗
נּו  ינּו ְוִנְלַחם־ָּב֖ ְנֵא֔ ְונ5ַס֤ף ַּגם־הּוא֙ ַעל־ֹׂש֣
֙ ָׂשֵר֣י  ימּו ָעָליו  יא ַוָּיִׂש֤ ֶרץ׃ ְוָעָל֥ה ִמן־ָהָאֽ
י  ֶבן ָעֵר֤ ַען ַעֹּנ֖ת5 ְּבִסְבֹלָת֑ם ַוִיִּ ים ְלַמ֥ ִמִּס֔
ם  תֹ֖ ִּפ ־ ת ה ֶא עֹ֔ ְר ַפ ֙ ְל ת 5 נ ְּכ ְס ִמ
  יב ְוַכֲאֶׁשר֙ ְיַעּ֣נּו ֹא֔ת5 ֵּכ֥ן  ס׃ ְוֶאת־ַרַעְמֵסֽ
ל׃  צּו ִמְּפֵנ֖י ְּבֵנ֥י ִיְׂשָרֵאֽ ץ ַוָּיֻק֕ ִיְרֶּב֖ה ְוֵכ֣ן ִיְפֹר֑

9. And he said to his people, “Look, the 
Israelite people are much too numerous for 
us.  10. Let us deal shrewdly with them, so 
that they may not increase; otherwise in the 
event of war they may join our enemies in 
fighting against us and  rise from the 
ground.”  11. So they set taskmasters over 
them to oppress them with forced labor; 
and they built garrison cities  for Pharaoh: 
Pithom and Raamses. 12. But the more they 
were oppressed, the more they increased 
and spread out, so that the [Egyptians] 
came to dread the Israelites.

https://www.sefaria.org/Exodus.1.1-6.1?lang=bi
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I want to bring your attention to the last 
verse (verse 12). Take a moment and read it 
again, just to refresh your memory. 


There is a certain paradigm being set: the 
greater the oppression, the greater the 
growth of the people. So one question 
might be, how does it 
work that the increase 

of oppression has this result? Why is that 
the case? Let’s dig into Rashi’s comment 
and find out. Following our steps above, 
first, read the text. Next, think about what 
kind of comment this is and what category 
you might put on it. To me, this is Rashi 
filling in a gap in the text, illuminating 

something unexplained.  

We notice that Rashi is 
telling us which portion 
o f t h e v e r s e h e ’s 
interested in, which is 
c a l l e d , t h e d i b u r 
hamatihil, meaning “the 
starting word.” He tells 
us that everything in 
that was in the heart of 
t he Egyp t i an , t h i s 
c o r r e s p o n d e d t o 
something that resided 
in the Heart of the 
Divine. If God language is challenging for 
you, I ask you to do two things: One, try and 
understand the text through Rashi’s lens 
and, two, read it in a way that works for you!


Lets break that down. What is in the heart of 
these ancient Egyptians? We can imagine 
anger, fear, perhaps some malice, or maybe 
ignorance. To me, for a person to be 
capable of afflicting another and not already 
be a monster, they must have some 
seriously powerful emotions. My guess it’s 
fear, particularly because the Torah tells us 
that they “came to dread the Israelites.”


In response to what resided in the heart of 
the Egyptians, God increased and spread 
out the Israelites. In context, Rashi is 
telling us that the greatest fear of the 
Egyptians is coming true. The more they 
fought it, the more it came true.  

If we step out of context, for just a moment, 
lets imagine Rashi in his daily life. He is a 

French vinter, living in 
Christian Europe in the 
1100s. Not a great 
period in terms of the 
treatment of Jews. If 
we imagine ourselves 
in Rashi’s community, 
we might ask ourselves 
why we a re be ing 
oppressed and what 
will happen to us. Rashi 
i s t e a c h i n g h i s 
community that God 

cares what is happening to them, that their 
suffering is not in vain but that they will grow 
and benefit like the Israelites in the story. 


For us, there are a lot of ways we can 
understand this story and apply it to our 
lives. Let’s revisit the paradigm for a 
moment, the greater the oppression, the 
greater the growth of the people. We can 
also look it another way, which is the 
greater the trouble, pressure, struggle, 
a n d p o s s i b l y s uffe r i n g t h a t w e 
experience, the greater the potential for 
us to grow, expand, and become more 
than we were before. However, to be sure, 
not all suffering is made equal. I’m not 
making the argument that cancer has an 
upside or anything. There are things in life 
that are bad, that suck, and aren’t meant to 
be seen as good things. However, there are 
a great many things in our lives that do 
appear bad, but ultimately come to some 
good. This paradigm reinforces that 
concept.  

 Rashi on Exodus 1:12

וכאשר יענו אתו. ּבְכָל מַה ּׁשֶהֵם נֹותְנִין לֵב 

לְעַּנֹות, ּכֵן לֵב הַּקָּבָ"ה לְהְַרּבֹות ּולְהַפְִריץ:

AND AS THEY AFFLICTED THEM — 
With everything that they set their hearts 
upon afflicting them, so was the heart of 
the Holy One, blessed be God, set upon 
multiplying them and spreading them 
apart.
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Another takeaway is the relationship between our intention and the intention of the Divine. Our 
intentions matter and have consequences. Our intentions can reach to the depths of God’s 
heart. And, according to Rashi, those intentions are reflected back into our world. Said 
differently, the energy and intention we put out in the world has an impact on the 
universe and comes back towards us. We must be intentional with our thoughts and 
actions. It can be hard, but the effect on the world around us is real.


As with all things in life, this is a work in progress and I need your feedback! Reach out to me 
anytime at:


Email: rabbimarkiz@gmail.com

Facebook: facebook.com/rabbimarkiz

Instagram: @rabbimarkiz

Twitter: @rabbimarkiz


Note:

Hebrew and English texts are taken from sefaria.org and are not owned by me. Some 
translations have been changed by me.
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