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Pharaoh, the king of Egypt, calls the Jewish midwives, Shifrah and Puah, and orders
them to kill the newborn Jewish males. The midwives do not obey, and later tell
Pharaoh that the Jewish women give birth by themselves, unassisted. As a reward for
this, G-d gives them “houses”. Rashi explains that Shifrah and Puah are Yocheved and
Miriam, and “houses” refers to the priestly, Levite and royal dynasties (Source 1).

The Rebbe asks: Why doesn’t Rashi explain that the midwives were indeed called
Shifrah and Puah, and G-d’s reward was that he built them “houses” - large families?
We have an example from the conclusion of our Torah portion where the word “house”
is clearly used to mean “family” (Source 2).
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When Rashi explains a verse in a Midrashic manner, it is because there is some
difficulty in understanding the verse in the simple way. When reading this verse, two
simple questions arise: (a) how were only two midwives enough for the entire Jewish
nation? And (b) conversely, according to what the midwives told Pharaoh, that the
Jewish women give birth alone, why were midwives needed at all?

These questions demonstrate that we were not talking about ordinary midwives, and
the explanation of the Midrash makes this clear, as will be explained later.
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The Jewish women at that point in time did indeed give birth alone at home. The role
of the midwives was to provide moral support - to calm and reassure the mother
giving birth, that in case of emergency they would be there. But even for just the above
role, two midwives would not suffice for an entire nation. Therefore, it must be that
they were righteous women and very well-known, whose mere existence reassured
and strengthened the women in this special mission - to give birth to more Jewish
children. And these two women were Yocheved and Miriam.
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This question, however, remains, why does Rashi interpret the word “houses” as
referring to the priestly, Levite and royal dynasties?



In a reality where every woman gives birth to six at one time, the fact that a woman has
a large family does not constitute a special reward. They all had it. That is why Rashi
needed to use the interpretation of the midrash, that the reward is special dynasties.

In another talk, the Rebbe explains in greater depth that the principle of the reward
was measure for measure (Source 3). Through their actions, they not only assisted the
birth of a large number of children, they built the future of the Jewish nation. That is
why they received a reward of not only many children, but also the dynasties of the
priests, Levites and kings of the entire Jewish nation (Source 4).
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A. What's Wrong with the Simple Explanation?

Overview

When Jacob went down to Egypt together with his family, they numbered seventy people. After the
passing of Jacob and Joseph, the Israelites who lived in the land of Goshen multiplied and flourished,
and filled the land.

A new king who did not know Joseph arose to rule over Egypt. He fears that the Jewish people living in
his country will become an opposing armed force during a potential war, and therefore imposes hard
labor on them. But his plan does not succeed. Rather, “as much as they would afflict the Israelites, so
did they multiply and so did they gain strength.”

The astrologers predict that a Jewish boy will be born who will save the Jewish people. Upon hearing
this, Pharaoh rushes to take action: He calls the Jewish midwives (Shifrah and Puah) and orders them
to kill all the Jewish males who will be born. The G-d-fearing midwives do not obey his command,
and when they are asked by Pharaoh why they didn't obey, they reply that the Jewish women give
birth by themselves without any assistance.

Source 1 exodus 1321
The Problem Of The Egyptians
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The First Solution - Hard Labor
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storage cities for Pharaoh, namely
Pithom and Raamses. But as much as
the Egyptians afflicted the Israelites,
so did they multiply and so did they
gain strength, and the Egyptians were
disgusted with the children of Israel. The
Egyptians enslaved the Israelites with
back-breaking labor. They embittered
their lives with hard labor, with clay and
with bricks and with all kinds of labor in
the fields, all the work that they made

them do was crushing labor.
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The Egyptians hoped that the hard work they subjected the Jewish people to would take away their
desire for life, and suppress their population growth. When they saw that it didn’t work, they moved
on to the next step.

The Second Solution - The Midwives
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The king of Egypt spoke to the Hebrew
midwives, whose names were Shifrah
and Puah. He said, “When you are
delivering the Hebrew women on the
delivery stool, if you see that the baby
is a boy, kill him; but if it is a girl, let her
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Rashi:
Shifrah; This is Yocheved. She is 1

called Shifrah because she “improved”
(meshaperes) the newborn infant [by
setting its limbs].
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Puah: This is Miriam. She is called ,27m  Ae
Puah because she cooed (puah) and n3aTm Yy
talked to the newborn infant in the 77,792 AR
manner of women who soothe a moong ik gl

crying infant. S120 PR

Pharaoh calls the midwives, and orders them to kill all the males at birth. He focuses specifically on the
males because his astrologers told him that the leader who will be born and take the Jewish people out
of Egypt will be a male. But the plan is even more malicious than just eliminating the future redeemer:
By doing so he also reduces the birth rate by about fifty percent.

The Midwives Do Not Obey
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and the people multiplied and became
very strong. It was because the midwives
feared G-d, that He made houses for

them.
Rashi:

They have the skills of midwives
[Chayos]: This means that they are
as skillful as midwives. Our Rabbis,
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field, which do not require midwives.
Where are they compared to beasts?
“A lion cub” (Gen. 49:9), “a wolf who
devours” (Gen. 49:27), “the firstborn
of his ox” (Deut. 33:17), “a swift
gazelle” (Gen. 49:21). And whoever
was not compared to a beast as
above, was included by Scriptures in
the expression “and he blessed them”
(Gen. 49:18). Scripture states further:
“What is your mother? A lioness. . ”
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He made houses for them: The
houses of the priesthood, the Levite
family, and the royal family. These are
called houses, as is in the verse: And
he built the house of the L-rd and the
house of the king (I Kings 9:1). The
priests and the Levite family came
from Yocheved, and the royal family
came from Miriam, as is stated in
Tractate Sotah.

The midwives refuse to perform this egregious act. When Pharaoh summons them and asks, “Why
do you not obey?” They answer: “Jewish women do not need midwives. They give birth alone, so we
never have the opportunity to kill the boys.”

As a reward for this, G-d gives them “houses”: the priestly, Levite, and royal dynasties.

>> The Rebbe

Why Not Shifrah And Puah?
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At the beginning of the Torah portion we
read about the Hebrew midwives, named
Shifrah and Puah. Pharaoh instructed
them “When you are delivering the
Hebrew women on the delivery stool, if
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you see that the baby is a boy, kill him; but
if it is a girl, let her live. Nevertheless, the
Torah tells us that “the midwives, however,
feared G-d . . . and they let the boys live”
In reward for the midwives’ conduct, the
verse states that “G-d made houses for
them.”

This entire story appears simple and
straightforward. Yet, Rashi sees it
necessary to comment regarding the
Hebrew midwives and tell us that Shifra
and Puah weren'’t their actual names. Rashi
writes that Shifrah is actually Yocheved,
and she is called Shifrah because she would
“improve” - meshaper - the newborns
by cleaning them and straightening out
their limbs. Puah is actually Miriam, Rashi
continues, and was called Puah because
she would “coo” - puah - to the babies and
soothe them when they cried.

What compelled Rashi to depart from
the literal meaning of the verse that the
midwives were named Shifrah and Puah
and explain that these are only descriptive
titles, while their actual names were
Yocheved and Miriam?

The question is simple: What caused Rashi to explain the verses in a non-literal manner? Why
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couldn’t he accept that the names of the midwives were really Shifrah and Puah?

Why Not Large Families?

A similar question can be asked on the
next Rashi. Rashi explains that “G-d made
houses for them” refers to the “houses of
the priesthood, Levites, and royalty” that
later arose from their descendants. But
what compels Rashi to interpret this way?
It would appear more straightforward to
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explain “houses” as “families” as in the  WX” 22MdW M 717 %Y ,Nndwn
verse “each man and his house,” which QIPRaY - Y dem In
means family. The reward would be that  Tmya® 131 ,AyIon Wy 2apw
instead of being punished by Pharaoh, ORI NINDYNH
they merited to establish Jewish families.

Source 2 xodus11
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When talking about the Israelites going down to Egypt, the Torah writes (lit.) “a man and his house.”
It is clear to everyone that “his house” means his family, as Ibn Ezra succinctly explains.

Seemingly, here too the verse is simple and straightforward: as a reward for the midwives’ dedication,
G-d built them “houses” - He rewarded them with large families. Why should Rashi interpret the
word “houses” not as it is simply understood, but rather as priestly, Levite and royal dynasties?
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B. Why Were Midwives Needed?

Rashi always tries to explain the Torah in the simplest manner. When he uses a Midrashic
interpretation, it is always because there is a difficulty in understanding the verses in the simple
way, and by explaining the verse according to the Midrash this difficulty is resolved.

Below, the Rebbe explains the difficulties in the simple understanding of the verse that led Rashi to
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use the interpretation of the Midrash.

>> The Rebbe

How Were Two Midwives Enough?

The answer is as follows:

When the five-year-old student reads the
verse “The king of Egypt said to the Hebrew
midwives, whose names were Shifrah and
Puah; a simple question comes to his mind.

In the previous verses we read that “The
children of Israel were fruitful and swarmed
and increased and became very very strong.’
Rashi explains there that the women would
give birth to sextuplets. If so, how could there
be only two Hebrew midwives, Shifrah and
Puah?

How could only two midwives handle the
enormous number of births of the Jewish
people who were “fruitful and swarmed”?

This is all the more difficult to comprehend
considering that they would give birth to
sextuplets. One midwife wouldn't be enough
to handle such a birth, and at the very least
two midwives would have been needed for
each birth.
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When the beginner student continues and
studies the following verse he has a question
in the other direction.

Pharaoh called for the Hebrew midwives
and rebuked them for not implementing his
decree: “Why have you done this? Why have
you allowed the boys to live?” The midwives
answered him: “The Hebrew women are
not like the Egyptian women. They have
the skills of midwives (alternatively: they
are like animals that don't need a midwife),
and before the midwife has even arrived
they have already given birth” This raises
a different question: If the Hebrew women
have the skills of midwives—or, alternatively,
they don’'t need a midwife at all—and they
give birth before the midwife even arrives,
why then was there a need for any Hebrew
midwives at all?

The midwives’ response must certainly have
been factually accurate, because Pharaoh
could have investigated the matter. We see
the Egyptians’ investigative abilities later in
connection with Yocheved’s own pregnancy,
when the Egyptians counted nine months
and came to check if she had given birth. As
a rule, people don't lie about a matter that
can be checked.
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These simple questions demonstrate one thing to us: these were no ordinary midwives. On the one
hand, two midwives cannot handle millions of births. On the other hand, the midwives themselves told
Pharaoh that the Israelite women manage on their own without a midwife. This was certainly not a lie,
because Pharaoh had the ability to verify it. If so, what really was the role of these mysterious midwives?

This is why Rashi brings the Midrashic commentary that explains the reality in Egypt.
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C. Spiritual Leaders

>> The Rebbe

Reassuring The People

A simple answer can be given:

There was no practical need for Hebrew
midwives, as the Jewish women would give
birth without them. Nevertheless, they
served the role of calming and reassuring
the Jewish women, with the knowledge
that if the need arises for a midwife there
are Hebrew midwives available.

The Jewish women did indeed give birth on their own. The midwives played the role of reassurance,
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that if there would be any complications in birth they would be available to help.

Extraordinarily Righteous Women

However, considering that there was
an inordinate amount of births, and
extraordinary births of sextuplets, two
midwives shouldn’t have sufficed to
reassure the Jewish women.

It must be that the Hebrew midwives
weren't just regular women, but
extraordinarily righteous. Then, knowing
that they had such exceptional midwives,
the Jewish women could be reassured.
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Even just in the role of moral support, two midwives shouldn’t suffice for an entire nation. It must
be that these midwives were renowned as exceptionally righteous women, and their very existence
reassured the Jewish women as they pursued their special role of bringing more Jewish life into the
world.



St“dep';t'lg Thus, a straightforward reading of

the verses bears out that the Hebrew
midwives were exceptionally righteous
people. But we still don't know who
they were.

[t can't be that the midwives were
actually women named Shifrah and
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Puah, because we don’t know of any
righteous women by those names.
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Therefore, Rashi relies on the tradition
transmitted in the Midrash that the
midwives were Yocheved and Miriam,
who were called Shifrah and Puah as a
description of their actions. Rashi does
this because it is untenable to explain
that these were regular women named
Shifrah and Puah, as the midwives must
have been exceptionally righteous
women.

The Israelite women at that time did not need midwives. They managed on their own. They just
needed moral support - someone they could count on in case the birth got complicated. In many
cases, this moral support is not necessarily from a professional doctor or an experienced midwife
- but from a spiritual leader who gives encouragement and assurance that everything will be fine.

Yocheved and Miriam had both. They were expert midwives and also exceedingly righteous and
renowned among the Jewish people. Thanks to their experience and expertise, and especially their
spiritual power and influence among the Jewish women, they gave these women the confidence and
encouragement that everything would be fine, and encouraged them to continue having children.

Now it is all clear:
1. Since it was a spiritual power, two women were able to give encouragement to an entire nation.

2. Pharaoh ordered them to kill the children because he thought that they were ordinary midwives
who help with the birth process. They had to explain to him that it doesn’t work that way. The
Israelite women give birth alone, and their role is only encouragement and moral support. This
wasn't a lie, it was the reality.
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D. Measure for Measure

But we are still left with one question: Why does Rashi interpret the word “houses” not in its simple

meaning as “families,” but rather as the priestly, Levite and royal dynasties?

In conclusion, Rashi explains that the reward
the Hebrew midwives received was “houses
of the priesthood, Levites, and royalty.”

Rashi can't explain that “G-d made houses
for them” means simply that they established
families. This wouldn’t be an appropriate
reward for the actions of the midwives in
saving the male babies. Raising a family was
a natural part of life for all Jews, and at that
time it was even natural to give birth to
sextuplets.

It can’t be suggested that raising a family
was a special reward for the midwives
because it was expected that Pharaoh would
punish them and deny them this possibility.
As explained, Pharaoh had accepted the
explanation given by the midwives that the
Hebrew women are unique and give birth
without assistance, so there was no reason
for him to punish them.

Rashi is therefore compelled to explain that
the reward of “G-d made houses for them”
refers to “houses of the priesthood, Levites,
and royalty” Rashi brings support for this
interpretation from another verse in the
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In a reality in which every woman was giving birth to sextuplets, having a large family wasn’'t a
special reward. So what was the reward G-d gave the midwives?

It can't be argued that the reward was the very fact that Pharaoh didn’t punish them, because they
had offered a valid excuse, that they weren't actually present at the births! Rashi therefore must
employ the Midrash’s explanation that the reward was unique: priestly, Levite, and royal dynasties.

Reward That Corresponds To The Good Deed

In another talk, the Rebbe offers another in-depth explanation, as to why Rashi explains that the reward
they received was the special dynasties - it was measure for measure.

Measure for measure is a moral, social and legal principle that is considered fundamental in the Torah.
The essence of this principle is that G-d rewards people and behaves towards them in the same manner
in which they behave and act. Human courts should also judge and punish those brought before them in
a manner directly correlating with their actions, just as they behaved towards others.

Below are some examples:

1. The sin of the tree of knowledge: The snake was the most cunning of all the beasts of the field, and
used its cunningness to make Adam sin. It was therefore punished by becoming the most cursed of all
the beasts of the field, and his means of movement were removed from him. He wanted to get close to
the woman and talk to her, so G-d keeps him away from her and creates an enmity between him and
the woman, and also between their descendants. (Genesis 3:1-2)

2. Cain and Abel: The punishment of Cain, a farmer exiled from his home to become a wanderer, is
explained by the words of the verses “Now, you are cursed even more than the ground, which opened its
mouth to take your brother’s blood from your hand. When you work the ground, it will not continue to
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give its strength to you; you will be a wanderer over the earth” (Genesis 4:11-12). In the same way that
the ground received the blood of his brother who was murdered, and “suppressed” and covered up the
murder, so too will the ground not give him its crops. Therefore, immediately after the flood, a clear rule
was established in the Torah in reference to murder: “Whoever sheds the blood of man, through man
shall his blood be shed, for in the image of G-d He made man” (Genesis 9:6). Measure for measure, the
blood of the one who sheds man’s blood, will himself be shed.

3. The death of the firstborn: The Torah explains that the death of the firstborn in Egypt, due to the
cruelty and abuse the Jewish people suffered at the hands of the Egyptians, was measure for measure:
“You shall say to Pharaoh, ‘This is what G-d said, “My firstborn son is Israel.” Therefore, I say to you,
‘Send out My son so that he will worship Me, but if you refuse to send him out, I am going to slay your
firstborn son” (Exodus 4:22-23).

In the Talmud we learn that it also works on the positive side:
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Miriam waited for Moses for one hour
as it is stated: “And his sister stood at
a distance.” Therefore the Jewish people
delayed themselves in the desert for
seven days for her, as it is stated: “and
the people did not journey until Miriam
was brought back in”

Joseph merited to bury his father, and
there was none among his brothers
greater than he, as it is stated: “And
Joseph went up to bury his father, and
there went up with him both chariots
and horsemen.” In turn, no one had a
greater burial than Joseph, as Moses
himself was personally involved in

transporting his coffin.

Moses merited to be involved in the

transportation of Joseph’s bones, and

,17IR DX M2RP 127 oY
AT P1T3 TIOR3 PR
727 A0 Y1 MR
03 MY VYN PAR DY
N9 » 09D 03 207
POYNI XPW AOTR 113

SN RPR 12

MO MNPV 197 YN
131 9173 DRIWA PR
R wn NP MY
M My Ao” MmNy

i



Student’s
Pg. 14

Student’s
Pg. 14

there was none among the Jewish
people greater than he, as it is stated:
“‘And Moses took the bones of Joseph
with him” No one had a greater burial
than Moses, as G-d Himself performed
his burial, as it is stated: “And He buried

him in the valley”

Not only concerning Moses did the
Sages say this, but also concerning all
the righteous individuals, as it is stated:
“Your righteousness shall go before you
and the glory of the L-rd shall gather

you in.”

‘It was because the midwives feared
G-d, that He made them houses”
(Exodus 1:21). Rav and Shmuel disagree:
One says that G-d made the houses of
the priesthood and the Levites descend
from the midwives, and one says that
G-d made the houses of royalty descend

from them.

Source & tikutei Sichot, vol. 21, pp. 6-7 (Hebrew edition)

To underscore the advantage of this
explanation Rashi references Tractate
Sotah. The relevant Talmudic source
there directly follows a discussion of
the Mishnah’s teaching “people are
measured with the same measure that
they use” The Talmudic discussion
includes examples of rewards and

punishments that correlated with every
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Following this part, the Talmud says (Ibid 11b) concerning the midwives:
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detail of the person’s conduct.

This highlights the advantage of the
interpretation that “houses” refers to
the priestly, Levite, and royal dynasties.
This interpretation doesn’t only express
the greatness of the reward, it also
shows how the reward was measure for
measure, corresponding to the actions
of the midwives in every detail.

By allowing the male babies to live, the
midwives didn't only help establish
Jewish families, they helped build
most—if not all—of the generation of
the Exodus, the ancestors of the Jewish

people of all subsequent generations.

The midwives therefore received a
reward that was precisely measure for
measure. Not only did they personally
raise families, or bear children who were
priests, Levites, and kings, they merited
to establish “houses of priesthood,
Levites, and royalty” These special
dynasties exist within the Jewish people

for all time.
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