
Beshallach 2015 

Sermon 
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Today we read about the final victory of Israel and God over the Egyptians. After letting the 
slaves go free, Pharaoh has a change of heart again and, seeing that Israel has no intention of 
coming back, he orders his chariots to pursue Israel. The implications are clear: the slaves will 
be slaughtered and perhaps they will allow the survivors of the onslaught to remain as slaves. 
Once and for all Pharaoh will show Israel and the world that they must fear Egyptian power.  
 
Of course, we know that there is a great escape and a great victory. Israel leaves Egypt never to 
return and the Chariots of Egypt are destroyed in one moment. Israel sings a victory song, in 
gratitude for a God that has saved them from slavery and from certain death. The Israelites 
realize that they are in the presence of a great miracle, perhaps the greatest miracle ever in the 
history of the world, and they sing and dance in celebration. 
 
In spite of the great victory, Judaism has never really celebrated the destruction of Egypt. We 
are commanded in the Torah to never despise an Egyptian because we were once strangers in 
their land and they welcomed us. We should learn to welcome a stranger because we know 
what it is like to be a stranger in a strange land.  God rebukes the angels in a later Midrash for 
singing as Egyptians are dying in the sea. God reminds the angels that the Egyptians are also 
God’s children and when they are dying, there is no reason to celebrate. 
 
In our modern times, many translators of Hebrew and scholars are hesitant to criticize 
Egyptians. We live in a world where the first treaty with Israel of an Arab state is the treaty 
negotiated at Camp David, Maryland, between Egypt and Israel.  In spite of the many changes 
of government in both countries, the peace treaty still holds and there is great cooperation 
between the two countries. Today we really don’t talk about our victory over Egypt, we talk 
about victory over Mitzrayim; we use the Hebrew word for the ancient country of Pharaoh and 
slavery.  
 
Mitzrayim is an interesting word. The root of the word in Hebrew means “A narrow place” a 
place of restrictions, where we are not free to move about. In modern times the term 
MItzrayim refers to any place where we are restricted and unable to move. Mitzrayim is a place 
of slavery and injustice. Mitzrayim is the place from which God saves us. In modern times any 
place that restricts our movement and tries to enslave us is a Mitzrayim from which we need to 
be liberated. 
 
My colleague, Rabbi Bathsheva Meiri or Ashville, NC wrote this week that “While God displayed 
for the Israelites God’s presence and might in the plagues wrought on the Egyptians … God also 
knew of their tendency to doubt – our human tendency to doubt and be afraid. While 
Mitzrayim is narrow and holds us back, it is nevertheless comfortable, safe, known.” 

 



It is no surprise that by the end of our Parsha, the Israelites are already longing to be back in 
Egypt. “Why did you bring us into this wilderness?” they ask Moses.  The people are afraid of 
the wild land of the wilderness. Where will they find food and water? They yearn for the land of 
the whip and slavery, where Israelite babies were thrown in the river the place where men and 
women were separated and baby girls could live but baby boys had to die, our ancestors 
yearned to leave the wilderness and go back to Mitzrayim, The narrow place. The wilderness 
turned out to be dark and scary, so the people longed for what they had lost, they longed for 
what was “comfortable, safe and known.” 
 
As I always say, when a question is asked in the Torah, the question is not just directed to 
Moses in the book but the question is also our question.  We too ask ourselves why we are in a 
wilderness. Why are we so far from what is comfortable and known?  
 
Rabbi Meiri writes, “We are always on the brink of leaving one Mitzrayim or another; a way of 
being that repeatedly holds us back. The story that we aren’t good enough to have what we 
truly want; the belief that our lives aren’t making a difference. And we are always engaged in a 
battle between our longing to leave that “Mitzrayim” behind and our fear of what might 
happen if we do. Despite our dissatisfaction, we stay in relationships and jobs because that’s a 
narrow place we know well. How can we know that it would be better if we took the leap and 
left?” 
 
Like the proverbial man who prays to win the lottery but neglects to buy a ticket, we hope and 
pray to be free from habits and from the people and places that make us miserable, but we 
never really make the move to do anything differently. On Selichot night, we read the story of 
the man who hated peanut butter sandwiches but made them each day for his own lunch. We 
complain that we want our life to be different from what it is now. We yearn to be free from 
the narrow places that define our life and restrict our dreams and hopes. But we are also afraid 
of what might be out there. We are afraid that we are not up to finding our own way or we are 
setting ourselves up for failure. We come back to Mitzrayim, because it is still a known part of 
our lives, it is safe. It is comfortable. We forget the problems of where we are because we are 
more afraid of the future and the problems we may encounter there.   
 
It is, of course, impossible for me to stand here and tell anyone what they should do when 
faced with the decision to move forward or to stay behind. I can tell you that once I made the 
difficult decision to move on and it led me into seven years of uncertainty as I wandered 
through the world wondering how my life would turn out. It only ended in the summer of 2013 
when my wandering led me to Birmingham and to this incredible congregation. I can look back 
and see how much I learned from my days in the wilderness now, but during those years of 
wandering, things did not look so pretty. My children often ask me if I made a wrong decision 
when I first left Florida eight years ago. Unlike our ancestors, I have never looked back. I have 
trusted in God to lead me where I needed to be. God led me here, not by the easy way, but 
through the many hard and difficult lessons that come when one wanders in the desert. My 
years in the desert made me a better Rabbi; it opened my heart to understand all those who 
have to choose between Mitzrayim and the Midbar/the desert.  



It is never easy to cast off the shackles that constrain us in life. And it is not always better in the 
wilderness, at least not right away. Our ancestors needed to learn how to stand up for 
themselves and how to rely on God before they were ready for a promised land of milk and 
honey. The path out of slavery is always long, hard and winding.  Parshat Beshelach teaches us 
that with faith we can be free, but freedom is neither easy nor cheap. The price is hard work, 
uncertainty and struggle.  But that is the only path that will lead us to the Promised Land. 
 
May God help liberate us from that which constrains us and may God protect and care for us as 
we struggle through the desert on our way to find what God has promised, a land of milk and 
honey, a land of hope and dreams, and land where we can find freedom and peace as we say … 
Amen and Shabbat Shalom 

 

 

 


