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Anchors in a Time of Uncertainty 
Rabbi Scott Fox   |   Temple Israel Long Beach

Did We Have to Become Slaves in Egypt?  
Rabbi David A. Cantor   |   Temple Beth Shalom, Long Beach

I write to you now at a time of uncertainty. None 
of us know what the 
final outcome of the 
election will be and 
many of us are unsure 
of that outcome, 
regardless of the results 
of election day. This 
election season has been 
contentious, derisive, 
and divisive. Regardless 
of your political beliefs, I 
imagine you have read or 

heard words that were deeply unsettling in the past few 
months. For many of us, we have looked to a large group 
of people and found them acting in a way that was 
radically different than what we might have expected 
or hoped. And so, this is a time of uncertainty.

But our people has long lived with uncertainty. 
We are a wandering, loose amalgamation of families 
that call one another kin while sharing a checkered 
past and a consistent migration from one place to 
the next. Charting any group of Jews around the world 
needs a great deal of patience and intellectual dexterity 
as the historian places pins chronologically zig-zagged 
across the map. We are a people used to change and 
uncertainty, so I offer these three anchors pulled from 

This month we begin our study 
of Sefer Shemot, the Book of 
Exodus. We have finished with the 
narrative of Creation through Jacob 
and his children, and as we pick up 
the story his progeny have become 
slaves to Pharaoh in Egypt: this is 
the narrative we will follow for the 

remainder of our communal reading of the Torah.
 Why did we have to become slaves in Egypt? When 

Abraham was told, “Know well that your offspring 
shall be strangers in a land not theirs, and they shall 
be enslaved and oppressed four hundred years” 
(Genesis 15:13), why didn’t Abraham do something 
to prevent that from happening? Why not instruct 
his children and grandchildren 
to remain always in the Promised 
Land and never put themselves 
in a place where they would be 
subject to enslavement?

Just imagine: if Jacob had 
refused to answer Joseph’s call 
to come down to Goshen but 
insisted on remaining in Canaan, 
he and his children would still 
have survived. Joseph would have 
arranged for a regular caravan to 
supply his family through the famine, and when “[a] 
new king arose over Egypt who did not know Joseph” 
(Exodus 1:8), it would not have mattered much, as the 
Israelites would have been far away and not much of 
a threat. There would have been no slavery in Egypt. 

the traveling ancestors we share, regardless of bloodline.
First, remind yourself that you are a part of a 

family. As our people moved from one area of 
the world to the next we never lost sight of our 
greater relationship with one another. Throughout 
history we stayed in touch with other Jews through 
correspondence or reflection on texts, ideas, and 
teachings from glosses. This helped us remember 
that we were connected to one another, and able 
to support one another when needed. Who are the 
members of our support networks today? This is 
a time to turn to one another and seek comfort, 
companionship, and care. Know that our Jewish 
community is a critical part of that support network. 
We are here and hope to find every way we can to be 
present together during this time.

Second, learning is a source of joy and renewal. 
Even when there were no books present, our 
community has always had learning as a central 
part of our practice. The reason why the Talmud is 
so hard to follow is that it was carried in the minds 
of our people even when we couldn’t bring the 
page, free association allowed us to memorize it. 
Scholars in the past would turn the verses over and 
over in their minds, even as they might travel from 
one place to the next. The words of our tradition 
were a safe and stable soil on which to rest when 

the ground beneath their feet was moving. 
Rabbi Joseph Telushkin shares with us that when 

he is sad he does something possibly unexpected, 
he studies. During this time of uncertainty, I invite 
us to take the time to read, discuss and learn 
together. Whether we are cracking open a favorite 
novel or joining together for discussion at one of 
the many opportunities for Jewish learning in our 
worldwide Jewish community, which are available 
to us virtually because of the pandemic, including 
the many offerings in our greater Long Beach Jewish 
community.

Third, keep hope alive. I am surprised every time 
I get to the end of the Torah. I know that it’s coming, 
but I’m always a little taken aback when Moses dies 
before entering the land of Israel. All of this build up, 
our history - from the very beginning of time to the 
moment of redemption - stops abruptly and we go 
back and read again from the beginning of the Torah. 

This is a reminder that we are always in a place of 
in-between, there is never a moment of total arrival, 
and no matter what the near future holds, we have 
enough history to recognize that in the same way 
things can stretch back for thousands of years, so too 
can they stretch forward. This is not the end, and so 
we can always look to a future of new beginnings. I 
look forward to walking this future together.

There would have been no “groaning under the 
bondage” and no one who “cried out” (Exodus 2:23). 
There would be no need for God to send Moses to 
intercede with Pharaoh. No ten plagues. No crossing 
of the Sea of Reeds. And no theophany at Mount Sinai: 
there would be no need for the Children of Israel to 
accept God as their deity and redeemer, no need to 
receive the Torah. The Israelites would be doing just 
fine in Canaan with the unconditional covenants 
given by God to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.

The Exodus from Egypt is integral to everything 
we know as Judaism. Rashi (to Genesis 1:1) quotes 
R. Isaac in saying that “There was no need to begin 
the Torah until ‘This month shall mark for you 
the beginning of the months’ (Exodus 12:2),” the 

first commandment given 
to Israel and the beginning 
of the Exodus saga. Every 
holiday that we celebrate, 
both in the Amidah Prayer 
and the Kiddush over wine, 
is explained as zecher yetziat 
mitzrayim, a remembrance 
of the going out from Egypt. 
The “Ten Commandments” – 
aseret hadibbrot – begin with 
the introduction of God as “I 

the Lord am your God who brought you out of the 
land of Egypt, the house of bondage” (Exodus 20:2). 
The closing words of the Shema – said morning 
and night – are “I the Lord am your God, who 
brought you out of the land of Egypt to be your God” 

(Numbers 15:41). Numerous mitzvot are justified as 
being because we were slaved in Egypt. Why was it 
so important for us to have experienced slavery in 
Egypt?

There is a formula for successful change in an 
organization, first theorized by Richard Beckhard 
and David Gleicher, and later refined by Kathie 
Dannemille:

The insight of this formula is in the identification of 
dissatisfaction and resistance as the primary factors 
in preventing change from being successful: if there 
is low dissatisfaction and high resistance, it doesn’t 
matter how great the vision is or what first steps have 
been taken; for change to happen there must be an 
increase in dissatisfaction and a decrease in resistance. 
That is what happens to the Children of Israel when 
they find themselves to be slaves in Egypt. In Canaan, 
had God or Moses come to them and said “Let’s enter 
into a new covenant with God defined by obligations” 
there wouldn’t have been much interest: they were 
already in the Promised Land. But make them slaves? 
By the end of their time in Egypt the dissatisfaction 
become so great that despite the resistance (“May 
the Lord look upon you and punish you for making 
us loathsome to Pharoah and his courtiers,” Exodus 
5:21) the people were ready to follow Moses into the 
Wilderness, embrace God as their redeemer, and 
accept the Torah and mitzvot at Mount Sinai. 

Editor’s Note: This space was originally reserved for an interview with Rabbi Fox. After reading his November 2020 article for the Temple Israel newsletter, I felt the article struck 
the perfect note for this moment in time and should be shared with the entire community. While the Rabbi alludes to an unknown election outcome, the uncertainty of our times is 
nonetheless pervasive and worth addressing.

CHANGE =
DISSATISFACTION x VISION x FIRST STEPS

RESISTANCE


