Our Ancestors Were Thieves In Egypt
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Rabbi David Levin-Kruss

Shmot 11: 2

Now speak to the people of Israel discreetly, and let
each man request from his friend gold and silver
articles. Let each woman make the same request of

her friends.
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Shmot 12:35

The lIsraelites also did as Moses had said. They
requested silver and gold articles and clothing
from the Egyptians.
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What moral problems are there with the above saga?

In what way do the following quotations attempt to

Josephus Antiquities 2:14

solve the problem?

The Egyptians honored them with these gifts, in order to hasten their departure,
and others out of good neighborliness and the friendship they bore them. When

they went forth the Egyptians wept and suffered
treated them.

Devarim 15:12-13

remorse for the way they had

When your fellow Hebrew man or woman is sold
to you, he may serve as much as six years, but in
the seventh year you shall send him away free.
When you send him away free, do not send him
empty-handed.
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They were entitled to their freedom and, therefore, at the same time, to the
statutory farewell gratuity. The law or rather absolute justice demanded it.

Though the latter does not exists in the world,

the court on high sees to its

implementation, directing the course of events accordingly.

Sanhedrin 91a

On another occasion the Egyptians came in a
lawsuit against the Jews before Alexander of
Macedon. They pleaded: “Is it not written ‘They
requested silver and gold articles and clothing
from the Egyptians...Then return us the gold and
silver which you took!'...Gebiha b. Pesisa...went
and pleaded against them...”For it is written, ‘The
life that the Israelites endured in Egypt had thus
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lasted 430 years’ (Shmot 12:20). Pay us for the

work of six hundred thousand men whom you
enslaved for four hundred thirty years.”

U DTy DY N7 nn v
D'IYN] DNTAW'YY XA D'UY
NIV NINA YIINI NIY D'WY

Midrash Chemdat Hayamim

Why was this instruction given to the women?
Pharaoh had decreed that “every new-born
male be thrown into the Nile.” The daughters of
Israel bribed Pharaoh’s officials and the
Egyptians with their jewelry to look the other
way. The result was that they drowned some of
them and let others survive. That is why the text
does not read that “they threw every child.” The
Holy One blessed be He therefore gave
instructions that “every woman shall ask her
neighbor’ back for what had been taken in
bribes. No deception was involved. Only
restitution.
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(The above quotes were taken from New Studies in Shmot by Nechama

Leibowitz).

What qualities do the following three quotes share?

What qualities do the latter two share?

Breishit 47:23-25

Joseph announced to the people. “Today | have
lands for
Pharaoh. Here is seed grain for you. Plant your
fields. When it produces grain, you will have to

purchased your bodies and your

give a fifth to Pharaoh, The other four parts will

be yours, as seed grain for your fields, and as

food for you, your wives and your children.” “You

have saved our lives,” they responded, “Just let
us find favor in your eyes, and we will be

Pharaoh’s serfs.”
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Shmot 2:11-12

When Moses was grown he began to go out to his
own people, and he saw their hard labor. One day
he saw an Egyptian beating one of his fellow
Hebrews. Moses looked all around and when he
saw that no one was about he beat the Egyptian

and hid him in the sand.
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