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Rereading Exodus

(#3) Did Not Know Joseph: “Adread” Edition

Returning to the new king who “did not know Joseph,” consider what happens a few verses later: Despite new burdens 
placed on the <LVUDHO�LWHV, they keep increasing and spreading out, and so Pharaoh and his people YD�\DNXW]X, which the 
Old JPS translates as “were adread” (Ex 1:12, see “from Exodus Chapter 1”).

This is a serious reaction. The Hebrew root, kutz, can mean “to be grieved, loathe, abhor, feel a loathing or abhorrence or 
sickening dread.” In addition to the archaic -- but poetically apt -- “adread,” other (mostly Christian) translations include: 

• greatly abhorred, 
• loathed, 
• came to dread, 
• were grieved, 
• were vexed by, 
• were distressed by, 
• couldn’t stand them, and 
• feared them worse than before. 

R. Daniel J. Moskowitz writes: 

Does the text mean to suggest that it was the memory of Joseph that had kept the Israelites safe from oppression in 
Egypt? In other words, was the hatred always there just below the surface, waiting for the opportunity to arise? 
-- “Pharaoh Didn’t Know Joseph,” http://www.MyJewishLearning.com

.
This is an important question to consider in a national as well as a local context.

In the Exodus tale, growing “dread” on the part of 0LW]UD\LP�LWHV�contributes to harsher treatment of the <LVUDHO�LWHV��and 
ÀQDOO\�WR�DWWHPSWHG�JHQRFLGH��,Q�WKH�8�6���SROLFLHV�DQG�SHUVRQDO�EHKDYLRU�IXHOHG�E\�:KLWH�6XSUHPDF\�KDYH�ORQJ�FRQWULE-
uted to a range of harsh treatment of people seen as non-white: from neighborhood disinvestment, economic and cultural 
displacement, to outright genocidal actions toward indigenous, Black and brown people.

While losing a favorite take-out restaurant or local hangout may seem a far cry from the harsh conditions of the Exodus 
story, these are not far removed from racist “dread” at all. 

According to a 2019 study by the National Community Reinvestment Coalition, the District of Columbia lost 20,000 
Black residents to economic displacement in the study period, 2000-2013. In addition, neighborhoods that were once 
majority Black are no longer so. This has many deleterious effects for remaining Black people. 

We see, for example, an increase in precarious incidents involving police in recent years: Police called on a young Black 
man who was texting someone while waiting his turn at the ATM, in his own neighborhood, which is becoming much 
whiter and wealthier than it once was. Police called on Black people entering their own residences or visiting others. 
Police called with noise complaints that escalated into nearly fatal incidents. 
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$V�ZKDW�ZDV�RQFH�´&KRFRODWH�&LW\µ�FRQWLQXHV�WR�DWWUDFW�QHZ�UHVLGHQWV�ZKR�´GLG�QRW�NQRZ�-RVHSK�µ�FRQÁLFWV�RYHU�PXVLF�
noise in the street, as in #2 above, are only the tip of the iceberg. 

NCRC’s report on displacement includes examples across the nation ���KWWSV���QFUF�RUJ�JHQWULÀFDWLRQ�

See on-line materials relating to “A Right to the City” exhibit at the Smithsonian’s Anacostia Community Museum. 
https://anacostia.si.edu/Exhibitions/Details/A-Right-to-the-City-6222

,Q�FRQMXQFWLRQ�ZLWK�´$�5LJKW�WR�WKH�&LW\�µ�:H�$FW�5DGLR�RIIHUV�D�ZHHNO\�EURDGFDVW�GLVFXVVLRQ�VHULHV��´*HQWULÀFDWLRQ�RU�
Displacement,” hosted by photographer Joseph Young.
https://www.mixcloud.com/Displacementfreezone/

We Act Radio, located in Historic Anacostia, is run by another Cross River Dialoguer, Kymone Freeman, who co-found-
ed the station. Displacement is a regular topic of programming and special events.
More at www.WeActRadio.com

The Talmud (B. Sotah 11a) records a brief disagreement between two rabbis about interpreting Ex 1:8: 

���2QH�VDLG�WKDW�3KDUDRK�ZDV�UHDOO\�QHZ��DQG
2) the other said that his decrees were made new....he behaved like one who did not know Joseph at all.  

,Q�WKLV�\HDU�RI�QDWLRQDO�HOHFWLRQV��ZH�PLJKW�SURÀWDEO\�DVN� 

• How much can a new ruler change?  
• How much are new rulings the product of other forces -- public opinion, advisors, economic pressures, etc.?  
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How much of what happens in Exodus
and in our communities today
is the result of a shift in rulers? 

How much is about "hatred always there
just below the surface, waiting for the opportunity to arise"? 

After nightfall, �����ǲ��Ƥ��ǣ���������������Ƭ������ǳ���������ǣ�
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