The Sanctity of the Individual: From the Tower of Bavel to the Midwives of Egypt
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1) Exodus1

1 Now these are the names of the sons of Israel, who came into Egypt with Jacob; every man came with
his household: 2 Reuben, Simeon, Levi, and Judah; 3 Issachar, Zebulun, and Benjamin; 4 Dan and
Naphtali, Gad and Asher. 5 And all the souls that came out of the loins of Jacob were seventy souls;
and Joseph was in Egypt already. 6 And Joseph died, and all his brethren, and all that generation. 7 And
the children of Israel were fruitful, and increased abundantly, and multiplied, and waxed exceeding
mighty; and the land was filled with them. {P}

8 Now there arose a new king over Egypt, who knew not Joseph. 9 And he said unto his people:
'Behold, the people of the children of Israel are too many and too mighty for us; 10 come, let us deal
wisely with them, lest they multiply, and it come to pass, that, when there befalleth us any war, they
also join themselves unto our enemies, and fight against us, and get them up out of the land." ix
Therefore they did set over them taskmasters to afflict them with their burdens. And they built for
Pharaoh store-cities, Pithom and Raamses. 12 But the more they afflicted them, the more they
multiplied and the more they spread abroad. And they were adread because of the children of Israel. 13
And the Egyptians made the children of Israel to serve with rigour. 14 And they made their lives bitter
with hard service, in mortar and in brick, and in all manner of service in the field; in all their service,
wherein they made them serve with rigour.
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15 And the king of Egypt spoke to the Hebrew midwives, of whom the name of the one was Shiphrah,
and the name of the other Puah; 16 and he said: "When ye do the office of a midwife to the Hebrew
women, ye shall look upon the birthstool: if it be a son, then ye shall kill him; but if it be a daughter,
then she shall live.'r7 But the midwives feared God, and did not as the king of Egypt commanded them,
but saved the men-children alive. 18 And the king of Egypt called for the midwives, and said unto
them: "Why have ye done this thing, and have saved the men-children alive?' 19 And the midwives said
unto Pharaoh: '‘Because the Hebrew women are not as the Egyptian women; for they are lively, and are
delivered ere the midwife come unto them.' 20 And God dealt well with the midwives; and the people
multiplied, and waxed very mighty. 21 And it came to pass, because the midwives feared God, that He
made them houses. 22 And Pharaoh charged all his people, saying: "Every son that is born ye shall cast
into the river, and every daughter ye shall save alive.'
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2) Rashi on Exodus 1:15

9w SHIPHRAH — This was Jochebed; she bore this additional name because she used to put the
babe after its birth into good physical condition (N19Wn) by the care she bestowed upon it (Sotah 11b)
nV19 PUAH — This was Miriam, and she bore this additional name because she used to call aloud and
speak and coo to the babe just as women do who soothe a child when it is crying (Sotah 1b).

NYI9 has the meaning of crying aloud, as (Isaiah 42:14) “I will cry (NV9KX) like a travailing woman
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3) Rashi on Exodus 1:21

n'na on7 wy't HE MADE THEM HOUSES — houses (dynasties) of the priesthood and the Levites
and of royalty which are all termed D'N2, “houses”, as it is said, (1 Kings 9:1) “and Solomon built the
house of the Lord and the house of the king”: “the house of the Lord” i. e. a dynasty of priests and
Levites — from Jochebed (Shifrah); and “the house of the king”, i. e. a royal dynasty — from Miriam
(Puah), just as it is stated in Treatise Sota
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4) Bereishit i1

1 And the whole earth was of one language and of one speech.

2 And it came to pass, as they journeyed east, that they found a plain in the land of Shinar; and they
dwelt there.

3 And they said one to another: ‘Come, let us make brick, and burn them thoroughly.” And they had
brick for stone, and slime had they for mortar.

4 And they said: ‘Come, let us build us a city, and a tower, with its top in heaven, and let us make us a
name; lest we be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth.’

5 And the LORD came down to see the city and the tower, which the children of men builded.

6 And the LORD said: ‘Behold, they are one people, and they have all one language; and this is what
they begin to do; and now nothing will be withholden from them, which they purpose to do.

7 Come, let us go down, and there confound their language, that they may not understand one
another’s speech.’

8 So the LORD scattered them abroad from thence upon the face of all the earth; and they left off to
build the city.

9 Therefore was the name of it called Babel; because the LORD did there aconfound the language of all
the earth; and from thence did the LORD scatter them abroad upon the face of all the ear
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5) Rashi on Genesis 11:1

D'TNX 0TI AND ONE SPEECH — They came with one plan, saying: “He has no right to select the
heavenly regions exclusively for Himself; let us ascend to the skies and make war upon Him”. Another
explanation (of D*TAX DT which is taken to mean “words referring to “One”): words regarding the
Sole Being (God) in the Universe. Another explanation of D*TAX DTl is: they spoke D*TN DT
“sharp” words; they said, “Once in every one thousand six hundred and fifty six years (the period that
elapsed from the Creation to the Flood) there is a heaven-shaking, just as there was in the days of the
Flood. Come. then, and let us make supports for it” (Genesis Rabbah 38).
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6) HaEmek Davar on Bereishit 11:4

One language: This caused one sin, that they agreed to live together in one group. This was against the
will of G-d, who said to fill the earth and multiply, to travel its length and width, for it was created to
be settled in.

Lest we be spread out on the face of the earth: We must understand why they feared some people
leaving for another land. This was certainly related to the “one speech” among them. They feared that
since not all human thoughts are identical, if some would leave, they might adopt different thoughts.
And so they saw to it that no one left their enclave. Anyone who deviated from the “one speech” that
was among them would be sentenced to burning, as it was done with our forefather, Abraham. What

emerges is that they decided to kill anyone who did not think as they did.
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7) Genesis 9:1
1And God blessed Noah and his sons, and He said to them: "Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth.

8) Pirke DeRabbi Eliezer 24:7
If a person fell and died they paid no attention, but if a brick fell they sat and wept, saying, "Woe upon

us! Where will we get another to replace it?


http://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/8173/jewish/Chapter-9.htm#v=1

