
Response, Resistance, Repair, Rescue

After a respite, at the close of  49 stages/days, it's time to put whatever 
we've learned so far into action. And to aid in that process and suggest 
more hope ahead, here are a few further stages. 

The number 50 belongs to the festival pause. 

The rest of  these stages are numbered "51," an important number for DC...
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Models of  Response and Resistance 

From Privilege, Activism 

Asked how people raised in privilege could hope to be good activists, or-
ganizer/educator Marshall Ganz replied: 

“Wasn’t Moses raised in Pharaoh’s house?”
-- From a 2015 Facebook crowd-sourcing: Joelle Novey, DC area
    Ganz is senior lecturer at Harvard's Kennedy School of  Government; 
    former staff  of  United Farm Workers, political trainer and campaigner

Vision and Action

At least one Yisrael-ite, Yocheved, launches her child into the Nile to evade 
the death-order for male babies. This shows some degree of  faith in her 
Mitzrayim-ite neighbors, trusting that someone will rescue the child that she 
cannot raise because of  the edict. Moreover, at least one Mitzrayim-ite, 
Pharaoh’s daughter (named Batya, in midrash), does in fact rescue a child 
from the Nile, also refusing to dehumanize the other, and recognizing the 
humanity of  the baby and his family. 

Perhaps there were more Yisrael-ites launching babies into the river and 
more Mitzrayim-ites rescuing them. But even if  these two women were 
unique in their world, their example teaches that some on either side of  a 
class-divide or conflict can see humanity in the other.... and that such vision
is necessary for the overturning of  oppression.
-- based loosely on a sermon at Tifereth Israel in Columbus OH, 2016

Is This Resistance?

In contrast to the many small acts of  women who appear early in Exodus 
(and then largely disappear), Moses’ first act as an adult, a big dramatic one,
did nothing -- to all appearances in the text and commentary -- to overturn 
oppression in the long run and illustrates one danger of  dehumanizing act-
ors in an oppressive system. (Exodus 2) 

Over the centuries, many explanations have been offered for Moses’ killing 
of  the Mitzrayim-ite, most seeking to justify him (many by imputing cruel 
capital offenses to the man he killed), some calling Moses out for anger or 
immaturity, and others identifying this action as the reason Moses later dies 
without entering the Land (cannot find a source for this, and I’ve asked 
around with no success; so perhaps I remembered wrong). 
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Leaving commentary aside for now, let’s look at the action and the language
of  the text itself: 

• Moses “had grown up” (in the palace) and now meets his kinsfolk/
kinsmen (the Hebrew means “brothers”); 

• Moses’ very first act in the world of  his “brothers,” is a violent 
one;

• Moses’ attempt to mediate between or judge his own people is 
rebuffed;

• “Then the matter is known!” is sometimes interpreted to mean the 
Yisrael-ites were informants; 

• Whatever the reasons for his behavior, the result for Moses is his 
own mini-exile. 

A stranger to one’s brothers, now estranged from one’s upbringing, 
immersed in confusing and dangerous politics with no one to help navigate.
How common is this circumstance!
-- inspired in part by (long ago) Torah discussions at Fabrangen Havurah 

Is THIS Resistance?

Just two verses after the above drama, Moses, a complete stranger to 
Midian, helps unknown sisters water their flocks amid harassment: 

Is this a model of  standing up for justice no matter what? 

Or is it an interloper instantly intervening, for better or worse, in a local 
power struggle, possibly destabilizing the neighborhood? 

One lesson to take away from the young adulthood of  Moses might simply 
be how pervasive and complex is the effect of  that millstone and how diffi-
cult it is to act with any efficacy within an oppressive system.... especially on
one’s own.... 

School for Departure

Passover can be approached as an experience of  the ability and power to 
change anything -- beginning with the switch from fermented products to 
Passover’s unleavened diet: 

Think of  a fire drill: Where is your exit? And where will everyone meet up 
once you all get out?

Passover is like a fire drill, because we still have oppressive situations in our 
world, and we all need to be ready for life saving actions. 
-- 2010 Passover preparation blog, Amy Brookman, DC area
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In a similar vein, the Highlander Folk School, founded in 1932, has helped 

incubate grassroots organizing, from desegregation in the labor movement, 

through the Montgomery bus boycott, to prison justice in Central Appala-

chian today. The school brings together participants often separated in the 

outside world, due to legal or de facto segregation, and offers inter-genera-

tional opportunities to refine thinking, hone skills, and develop a commun-

ity similarly committed to the essential, perhaps dangerous, work ahead. In 

these ways, Highlander Education and Research Center serves as a model 

“school for departure” to inspire new approaches to joint liberation.  

Perhaps Moses’ Midian stay was also a “school for departure,” under the 

guidance of  his new family: his wife Zipporah, who is apparently able to 

face down God to save her family (see the weird incident at the lodging, 

Exodus 4:24-26), and his father-in-law Jethro, who later helps turn chaos 

into a system of  community justice (Exodus 18). 

Crossers-Over

Pharaoh gives midwives Shifra and Puah a direct order to kill Yisrael-ite baby

boys. They refuse and have a story ready (more on this later) when he sum-

mons them again, demanding to know why they defied him. 

We meet the midwives in Exodus 1:15. The expression describing them -- 

m’yalleldot [midwives] ha-ivriyot [Hebrew] -- is ambiguous in Hebrew: It can 

mean either “Hebrews who are midwives” or “midwives to the Hebrews.” 

Given the context, it seems that the latter reading would mean Mitzrayim-ites
serving Yisrael-ite women in birthing. Both possibilities are oft-pursued.

Resisting Conventions 

There is a lesson here, however the phrase is parsed: The word “Hebrew 

[ivrit]” probably comes from the root for “crossing over,” and the midwives,

whatever their background, live up to that name: 

...it might be said that no matter their origins, they were in their es-

sence Ivriyot. These courageous women were at odds with their sur-

roundings much as Abraham and other Ivrim in the Bible were at 

odds with theirs. As we have seen, the prevailing culture in Egypt 

imposes its conformity among oppressors and oppressed alike. The 

oppressed are cowed into a state of  silent suffering, and the op-

pressors become gradually inured to the degradation and ultimately 

to to the murder of  unwanted foreigners. The midwives stand as Iv-

riyot, steadfastly resisting the corrupt conventions that have taken 

hold of  their society. 

-- Judy Klitsner, Subversive Sequels in the Bible, p.58  
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Pharaoh summons midwives who are already at work among Yisrael-ite wo-
men. Given how unlikely it would be for only two midwives to attend so 
many births, some commentary sees Shifrah and Puah as “head midwives,” 
with many underlings. So what was going on with all these midwives? 

● Perhaps Shifrah and Puah were part of  a large, oppressive welfare-
type system, of  a piece with the taskmasters. 

• Maybe they’d been going along to get along, in a tough 
system, and then had a change of  heart when Pharaoh 
demanded outright baby killing. 

• Maybe they had always been doing their best to keep the 
midwives they supervised from dehumanizing mothers and
babies in their care, “resisting the corrupt conventions of  
their society.” 

● Then again, maybe, just maybe, they were part of  a whole network 
of  genuine crossers-over, Yisrael-ites and Mitzrayim-ites who never 
bought into palace propaganda. 

(the kernel of  this teaching is from a participant-led session of  
“Kol Isha,” a group which explored spirituality from a woman’s 
perspective for many years at Temple Micah, DC; early 2000s.) 
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