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Rereading Exodus

(#2) Did Not Know Joseph: #DontMuteDC Edition

As the story of Exodus begins, a new Pharaoh appeared on the scene, who “did not know “Joseph” (Ex 1:8-10):

A new king arose over [0LW]UD\LP], who did not know Joseph. He said to his people, “Look, [the <LVUDHO�LWH] peo-
SOH�DUH�PRUH�QXPHURXV�DQG�VWURQJHU�WKDQ�ZH��&RPH�OHW�XV�GHDO�VKUHZGO\�ZLWK�WKHP��VR�WKDW�WKH\�GR�QRW�LQFUHDVH��
RWKHUZLVH��LQ�HYHQW�RI�D�ZDU��WKH\�PLJKW�MRLQ�RXU�HQHPLHV�LQ�ÀJKWLQJ�DJDLQVW�XV�DQG�ULVH�XS�IURP�WKH�JURXQG�µ�

This is when the trouble begins, and this not knowing eventually becomes Pharaoh’s destruction.

In “Rereading the Plagues,” David Silber writes:

Pharaoh’s “not knowing” carries with it a sense of ingratitude, as 
-RVHSK�ZDV�WKH�VDYLRU�RI�KLV�QDWLRQ��LW�DOVR�VXJJHVWV�FDOORXVQHVV�DQG�
a lack of sensitivity, and the Torah implies that it is not just an intel-
OHFWXDO�ODSVH�EXW�D�PRUDO�GHÀFLHQF\��
 — p.56, Go Forth and Learn: A Passover Haggadah

In a similar spirit, not knowing the contributions of enslaved and otherwise 
oppressed people to U.S. history “carries with it a sense of ingratitude.” 
Moreover, such ignorance, in a day when the facts are readily available, 
“suggests callousness and a lack of sensitivity.” As in the Exodus story, 
WKLV�LV�´QRW�MXVW�DQ�LQWHOOHFWXDO�ODSVH�EXW�D�PRUDO�GHÀFLHQF\�µ

In this context, knowledge of, and gratitude for, some contributions of op-
pressed people in United States, is an act that may help, in a small way, to 
UHYHUVH�VRPH�RI�WKH�PRUDO�GHÀFLHQF\�RI�FRXQWU\·V�FROOHFWLYH�QRW�NQRZLQJ�

This speech, from journalist Maria W. Stewart (1803-1879), previously 
enslaved, seems a good place to begin:

White Americans have gained themselves a name like the names of the great men who are in the earth, while we 
have been their principal foundation and support.

:H�KDYH�SXUVXHG�WKH�VKDGRZ��WKH\�KDYH�REWDLQHG�WKH�VXEVWDQFH�

:H�KDYH�SHUIRUPHG�WKH�ODERU��WKH\�KDYH�UHFHLYHG�WKH�SURÀWV�

:H�KDYH�SODQWHG�WKH�YLQHV��WKH\�KDYH�HDWHQ�WKH�IUXLWV�
— address delivered at the African Masonic Hall in Boston (Feb 27, 1833)

More of Maria Stewart’s speech available through 9RLFHV�IURP�$�3HRSOH·V�+LVWRU\�RI�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV 
https://peopleshistory.us/watch. See also, e.g: Zinn Education Project,  http://www.ZinnEdProject.org
Clarence Lusane. The Black History Of The White House. San Francisco, CA: City Lights, 2010

The biblical Joseph will appear again 
later in our exploration of Exodus. For 
now, key things to know are 

• Joseph, is son of Jacob/Yisrael 
DQG�5DFKHO��JUDQGVRQ�RI�,VDDF�DQG�
5HEHFFD��JUHDW�JUDQGVRQ�RI�$EUDKDP�
and Sarah. 

• Joseph's jealous brothers sold him 
into servitude (Gen 37ff).

• Once in 0LW]UD\LP, Joseph was 
imprisoned for 13 years, became a 
highly-placed leader, and eventually 
facilitated his clan's settlement, with 
Pharaoh's permission, in 0LW]UD\LP� 

As Exodus opens, generations have 
passed, and what was once an extended 
family of 70 has been "fruitful, increased, 
EHFRPH�VWURQJ���QRZ�ÀOOLQJ�WKH�ODQG. 
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What are some effects of "not knowing Joseph"
historically and in contemporary society?

How can we address our country's not-knowing?
What about local knowledge?

Our own knowledge gaps?

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

From “Chocolate City” to #DontMuteDC 
In 1975, the funk band Parliament released the album, “Chocolate City.” Its title song references the DC’s status as a 
majority Black city and honoring its Black culture and leadership:

There’s a lot of chocolate cities, around
We’ve got Newark, we’ve got Gary
Somebody told me we got L.A
And we’re working on Atlanta
But you’re the capital, CC

...The last percentage count was eighty
You don’t need the bullet when you got the ballot
Are you up for the downstroke, CC?
Chocolate City
Are you with me out there?
-- George Clinton

Since the 2010 US Census, however, the District has gained nearly 100,000 new residents, many of whom “don’t know 
-RVHSK�µ�7KDW�LV��PDQ\�GRQ·W�NQRZ��RU�FRQQHFW�WR��'&·V�KLVWRU\�LQ�JHQHUDO�DQG��PRUH�VSHFLÀFDOO\��WR�´&KRFRODWH�&LW\�µ�
$VSHFWV�RI�ORFDO�FXOWXUH��LQFOXGLQJ�GUXPPHUV�DQG�RWKHU�VWUHHW�PXVLFLDQV��EHFDPH�IRFDO�SRLQWV�IRU�FRQÁLFW�EHWZHHQ�UHVL-
dents and businesses -- often, but not exclusively, pitting longer-term DC folks against newer ones.

,Q�������D�EDWWOH�HUXSWHG�RYHU�PXVLF�DQG�SXEOLF�VSDFH�DW�DQ�LQWHUVHFWLRQ�RI�ORQJ�VWDQGLQJ�FXOWXUH��H[HPSOLÀHG�E\�D�FRUQHU�
VWRUH�SOD\LQJ�*R�*R�ORXG�PXVLF��DQG�QHZ�OX[XU\��H[HPSOLÀHG�E\�UHODWLYHO\�QHZ�FRQGR�UHVLGHQWV�FRPSODLQLQJ�DERXW�
QRLVH��-XOLHQ�%URRPÀHOG��WKHQ�D�+RZDUG�8QLYHUVLW\�VHQLRU��FUHDWHG�WKH�KDVKWDJ��'RQW0XWH'&��DQG�D�PRYHPHQW�FHOH-
brating DC’s signature music developed.  Results so far: 

• UHWXUQ�RI�PXVLF�WR�WKH�FRUQHU�
• GHVLJQDWLRQ�RI�*R�*R�DV�´RIÀFLDO�PXVLFµ�RI�'&�
• FROODERUDWLRQV�ZLWK�6PLWKVRQLDQ�DQG�'&�3XEOLF�/LEUDULHV�WR�SUHVHUYH��'RQW0XWH'&��DQG�*R�*R�UHODWHG�PDWHULDO���
• attention to education needs around the store (Shaw neighborhood) and to health care east of the river (home to 

many of the activists).

Cross River Dialogue participants have been active in #DontMuteDC, especially community leader Ronald Moten, who 
is now spearheading creation of a Go-Go Museum east of the river. -- https://www.dontmutedc.com
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