Torah Tidbits

Beshalach, January 25, 2002

The image we have of the Jewish people leaving Egypt is one of a nation fleeing from Pharaoh in great haste, so quickly that their own bread did not have time to rise.

Yet, the first words of this weeks portion read, “Va-yehi beshalakh pharaoh et ha-am, which literally means when Pharaoh sent out the people.  Notice: the people did not escape, rather Pharaoh sent them.

What does it mean that Pharaoh sent the people?  Hezkuni understands that this phrase means that not only did the Jews escape, but Pharaoh also sent out with them the dregs of society.  Pharaoh actually sent out some people, albeit not the Jewish people.  

An alternative reading becomes clear upon looking at the entire pasuk.  The text states that God did not take the Jewish people on the most direct route because he was afraid that they would return to Egypt once they experienced war.  But by that logic, the Jewish people never should have left Egypt in the first place.  After all, as soon as they left the Egyptians chased them to war upon them.  Indeed, they say to Moshe we would rather have been slaves in Egypt than die in the dessert.

Perhaps Beshalach Pharaoh implies that the Jews only left because Pharaoh actually sent them out.  Pharaoh was so disgusted with his bad fortune on account of the Jews that he actually expelled them from the land.  It was in this context that God attempts to lead them as far away from Egypt as possible, lest they return to the land of their youth.

