
Parshat Shemot 

The opening chapters of 
Exodus plunge us into the 
midst of epic events. 
Almost at a stroke the 
Israelites are transformed 
from protected minority 
to slaves. Moses passes 
from prince of Egypt to 
Midianite shepherd to 
leader of the Israelites 
through a history-
changing encounter at the 
burning bush. Yet it is one 
small episode that 
deserves to be seen as a 
turning point in the 
history of humanity. Its 
heroines are two 
remarkable women, 
Shifra and Puah. We do 
not know who they were. 
The Torah gives us no 
further information about 
them than that they were 
midwives, instructed by 
Pharaoh:  ‘When you are 
helping the Hebrew 
women during childbirth 
on the delivery stool, if 
you see that the baby is a 
boy, kill him; but if it is a 
girl, let her live’ (Ex. 1: 
16). The Hebrew 
description of the two 
women as ha-meyaldot 
ha-ivriyot, is ambiguous. 
It could mean “the 
Hebrew midwives.” So 
most translations and 
commentaries read it. But 
it could equally mean, 
“the midwives to the 
Hebrews,” in which case 
they may have been 
Egyptian. That is how 
Josephus, Abrabanel and 
Samuel David Luzzatto 

understand it, arguing that it is 
simply implausible to suppose 
that Hebrew women would have 
been party to an act of genocide 
against their own people. What 
we do know, however, is that 
they refused to carry out the 
order: “The midwives, however, 
feared God and did not do what 
the king of Egypt had told them 
to do; they let the boys live” (1: 
17). This is the first recorded 
instance in history of civil 
disobedience: refusing to obey 
an order, given by the most 
powerful man in the most 
powerful empire of the ancient 
world, simply because it was 
immoral, unethical, inhuman. 
 
The Torah suggests that they did 
so without fuss or drama. 
Summoned by Pharaoh to 
explain their behavior, they 
simply replied: “Hebrew women 
are not like Egyptian women; 
they are vigorous and give birth 
before the midwives arrive” (1: 
19). To this, Pharaoh had no 
reply. The matter-of-factness of 
the entire incident reminds us of 
one of the most salient findings 
about the courage of those who 
saved Jewish lives during the 
Holocaust. They had little in 
common except for the fact that 
they saw nothing remarkable in 
what they did. Often the mark of 
real moral heroes is that they do 
not see themselves as moral 
heroes. They do what they do 
because that is what a human 
being is supposed to do. That is 
probably the meaning of the 
statement that they “feared 
God.” It is the Torah’s generic 
description of those who have a 
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moral sense. It took more 
than three thousand years 
for what the midwives did to 
become enshrined in 
international law. In 1946 the 
Nazi war criminals on trial at 
Nuremberg all offered the 
defense that they were 
merely obeying orders, given 
by a duly constituted and 
democratically elected 
government. Under the 
doctrine of national 
sovereignty every 
government has the right to 
issue its own laws and order 
its own affairs. It took a new 
legal concept, namely a 
crime against humanity, to 
establish the guilt of the 
architects and administrators 
of genocide. The Nuremberg 
principle gave legal 
substance to what the 
midwives instinctively 
understood: that there are 
orders that should not be 
obeyed, because they are 
immoral. Moral law 
transcends and may override 
the law of the state. As the 
Talmud puts it: “If there is a 
conflict between the words of 
the master (God) and the 
words of a disciple (a human 
being), the words of the 
master must prevail.” 
 
The Nuremberg trials were 
not the first occasion on 
which the story of the 
midwives had a significant 
impact on history. 
Throughout the Middle Ages 
the Church, knowing that 
knowledge is power and 
therefore best kept in the 
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hands of the priesthood, had forbidden vernacular translations 
of the Bible. In the course of the sixteenth century, three 
developments changed this irrevocably. First was the 
Reformation, with its maxim Sola scriptura, “By Scripture 
alone,” placing the Bible center-stage in the religious life. 
Second was the invention, in the mid-fifteenth century, of 
printing. Lutherans were convinced that this was Divine 
providence. God had sent the printing press so that the 
doctrines of the Reformed church could be spread worldwide. 
Third was the fact that some people, regardless of the ban, had 
translated the Bible anyway. John Wycliffe and his followers had 
done so in the fourteenth century, but the most influential was 
William Tyndale, whose translation of the New Testament, 
begun in 1525 became the first printed Bible in English. He paid 
for this with his life. When Mary I took the Church of England 
back to Catholicism, many English Protestants fled to Calvin’s 
Geneva, where they produced a new translation, based on 
Tyndale, called the Geneva Bible. Produced in a small, 
affordable edition, it was smuggled into England in large 
numbers. 
 
Able to read the Bible by themselves for the first time, people 
soon discovered that it was, as far as monarchy is concerned, a 
highly seditious document. It tells of how God told Samuel that 
in seeking to appoint a king, the Israelites were rejecting Him 
as their only sovereign. It describes graphically how the 
prophets were unafraid to challenge kings, which they did with 
the authority of God Himself. And it told the story of the 
midwives who refused to carry out pharaoh’s order. On this, in 
a marginal note, the Geneva Bible endorsed their refusal, 
criticizing only the fact that, explaining their behavior, they told 
a lie. The note said, “Their disobedience herein was lawful, but 
their dissembling evil.” King James understood clearly the dire 
implication of that one sentence. It meant that a king could be 
disobeyed on the authority of God Himself: a clear and 
categorical refutation of the idea of the Divine right of kings. 
Eventually, unable to stop the spread of Bibles in translation, 
King James decided to commission his own version which 
appeared in 1611. But by then the damage had been done and 
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the seeds of what became the English revolution had been 
planted. Throughout the seventeenth century by far the most 
influential force in English politics was the Hebrew Bible as 
understood by the Puritans, and it was the Pilgrim Fathers who 
took this faith with them in their journey to what would          
eventually become the United States of America. A century 
and a half later, it was the work of another English radical, 
Thomas Paine, that made a decisive impact on the American 
Revolution. His pamphlet Common Sense was published in 
America in January 1776, and became an immediate best sell-
er, selling 100,000 copies. Its impact was huge, and          
because of it he became known as “the father of the American 
Revolution.” Despite the fact that Paine was an atheist, the 
opening pages of Common Sense, justifying rebellion against a 
tyrannical king, are entirely based on citations from the            
Hebrew Bible. In the same spirit, that summer Benjamin 
Franklin drew as his design for the Great Seal of America, a 
picture of the Egyptians (i.e. the English) drowning in the Red 
Sea (i.e. the Atlantic), with the caption, “Rebellion to tyrants is 
obedience to God.” Thomas Jefferson was so struck by the 
sentence that he recommended it to be used on the Great Seal 
of Virginia and later incorporated it in his personal seal. 
 
The story of the midwives belongs to a larger vision implicit 
throughout the Torah and Tanakh as a whole: that right is 
sovereign over might, and that even God Himself can be called 
to account in the name of justice, as He expressly mandates 
Abraham to do. Sovereignty ultimately belongs to God, so any 
human act or order that transgresses the will of God is by that 
fact alone ultra vires. These revolutionary ideas are intrinsic to 
the biblical vision of politics and the use of power. In the end, 
though, it was the courage of two remarkable women that 
created the precedent later taken up by the American writer 
Thoreau in his classic essay Civil Disobedience (1849) that in 
turn inspired Gandhi and Martin Luther King in the twentieth 
century. Their story also ends with a lovely touch. The text 
says: “So God was kind to the midwives and the people              
increased and became even more numerous. And because the 
midwives feared God, he gave them houses” (1:20-21).            
Luzzatto interpreted this last phrase to mean that He gave 
them families of their own. Often, he wrote, midwives are 
women who are unable to have children. In this case, God 
blessed Shifra and Puah by giving them children, as he had 
done for Sarah, Rebecca and Rachel. This too is a not              
unimportant point. The closest Greek literature comes to the 
idea of civil disobedience is the story of Antigone who insisted 
on giving her brother Polynices a burial despite the fact that 
king Creon had refused to permit it, regarding him as a traitor 
to Thebes. Sophocles’ Antigone is a tragedy: the heroine must 
die because of her loyalty to her brother and her disobedience 
to the king. The Hebrew Bible is not a tragedy. In fact biblical 
Hebrew has no word meaning “tragedy” in the Greek sense. 
Good is rewarded, not punished, because the universe, God’s 
work of art, is a world in which moral behavior is blessed and 
evil, briefly in the ascendant, is ultimately defeated. Shifra and 
Puah are two of the great heroines of world literature, the first 
to teach humanity the moral limits of power. 
 

GNS Yoetzet Halacha Lisa Septimus 
Welcomes your questions about mikvah,           
observance of taharat mishpacha (halacha  
relating to married life) and women’s health, as 
it connects to Jewish law. Reach out to her at: 
Phone: 516.415.1111 
Email: gnsyoetzet@gmail.com.                                  
All conversations and emails are kept                        
confidential.                                                     
                  

One who holds G-d in awe and performs 
his commandments is equal in                    

importance to the entire world…                        
Talmud Brachos 6b 
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MAZAL TOVS & COMMUNITY NEWS Rabbi polakoff’s shabbos drasha through 5776, 
is dedicated in memory of PINCHAS BEN YOSEPH 
For other such  opportunities please contact 

Howard Wolf 212-686-9800 Ext 220 

IF YOU KNOW OF SOMEONE WHO IS MOVING INTO THE  
GREAT NECK AREA PLEASE LET THE OFFICE KNOW. 

CHOLENT BOWL 2016 
Our annual Cholent competition will be Shabbat,  Feb. 6th. If 
you are interested in placing a cholent in the  contest, please 
speak with chairman of the cholent, Elie Cohen. As in past 
years, all cholents will be cooked in GNS kitchen. Sign up soon 
as spots are limited. 

UPCOMING EVENTS   
AT GREAT NECK SYNAGOGUE 

 
January 10: Sunday Conversations: Bret Stephens 
January 12: Women’s Learning Series 
January 16: Movie Night: Crossing the Line 2 
January 31: Talk by Dr. William Liss-Levinson on his 
                  book “In Search of Theological Modesty” 

SUPPORT GREAT NECK EIRUV 
Our yearly fundraising for the Great Neck Eiruv will be in  Jan-
uary. We depend on your generosity to maintain our Eiruv. 
The minimum suggested donation will remain at $180.00, 
though, if you are able, a larger donation would be GREATLY 
appreciated. If you would like to make your fully tax                            
deductible charitable donation before year end, you may do so 
by either: 
A. Mailing a check to G N Eiruv Association, P.O. Box 
234243, Great Neck, NY 11023                      
B. Donating on line at: http://greatneckeiruv.org/donate 
 
Thanking you in advance for your support of our community 
Eiruv. GN Eiruv Association 

 
Saturday, 21 Tevet 

Lev Dynkin for Rashe Dynkin 
Semyon Dynkin for Rashe Dynkin 

Helaine Helmreich for Dorothy Gewirtz 
Sarita Greszes for Rifca Rosenberg Keltai 

Peter Shrock for Millie Shrock 
Arnold Swartz for Irma Swartz 

Sunday, 22 Tevet 
Arnie Flatow for Miriam Flatow 

Anita Beretz for Seigfried Reischenberg 
Monday,23 Tevet 

Susan Mayer for Hans Abramson 
Judith Weinstein for Ruth Kloogman 
Lisa Solemanyan for Charles Lerman 

Klara Brand for David Sabov 
Ivor Schneider for Lily Schneider 
Linda Bunim for Isadore Shapiro 

Mel Fox for Leah Solomon 
Mansour Farhadian for Yedegar Yedegar 

Tuesday, 24 Tevet 
Albert Benak for Esther Benak 
Laura Danoff for Sonia Herman 

Jerrald Weinstein for Sara Weinstein 
Wednesday, 25 Tevet  

Susan Mindick for Phyllis Cohen 
Pauline Levy for Leon Joseph 

Omid Rahmani for Enayat Rahmani 
Robin Bours for Theresa Lynn Siegel 

Thursday, 26 Tevet 
Seymour Cooper for Miriam Cooper 

Sonia Mauthner for Felix Epstein 
Ruth Shalit-Apelbaum for Meir Shevili 

       Friday, 27 Tevet  
Al Leiderman for Ralph Dobrow 

Tina Machnikoff for William Machnikoff 
Sydelle Knepper for Michael Marin 

Ira Rosenberg for Abraham Rosenberg 
Hilda Schulman for Malka Devorah Schulman 

SUNDAY CONVERSATIONS 
Please join us on Sunday evening, January 10th at 7:00 pm 
for a talk given by Bret Stephens, columnist for the Wall Street 
Journal and ardent defender of the State of Israel. It will prove 
to be a very enlightening and informative evening and an  
excellent opportunity to hear from one of the most important 
voices shaping the media’s approach to Israel.  

Mazal Tov to Sheila Bachman on the B’nai Mitzvah of her 
twin grandsons Gabriel & Tobias. Mazal Tov also to parents 
Deborah & Michael Bachman. 

Mazal Tov to Eddie & Bianca Shirazian on the birth of a baby 
boy. Mazal Tov also to big sisters Eva and Bliss, and to         
grandparents Eli & Zara Moradi.   

Mazal Tov to Lilliane & David Benrimon on the recent             
marriage in Los Angeles of their son Alexander to Shaina            
Andrews from Memphis, Tennessee. 

Mazal Tov to Judy & Jerrald Weinstein on the birth of a 
grandson, born to their children, Ari & Erica Weinstein.  

NORTH SHORE HEBREW ACADEMY NEWS 
Get a taste of Pre-School. NSHA invites moms to sign up for our 
exciting new Mommy and Me class at YIGN for toddlers ages       
12-24 months, running for twelve Tuesdays, beginning in             
January 2016. Contact Elana Helfgott at ehelfgott@nsha.org.     
                                                     
NSHA is hosting a Kiddush for new and prospective families 
on January 9th, following shul. Location to be advised. If you 
have any questions please contact Karen Hammerman at ka-
ren.hammerman@gmail.com. 

Jeff Pittell and family would like to thank Rabbis Polakoff, Lichter, Cantor 
Kron, and the entire GNS community for the outpouring of support and 
sympathy following the loss of his father, Dr. Robert Pittell z”l. 

HASHKAMA MINYAN KIDDUSH 
Hashkama Kiddush is sponsored by Pamela & Peter Shrock 
in memory of his mother, Millie Shrock z"l, and by Mehran 
& Dina Sharifian and Shahin Pirian in memory of her 
grandfather Davood ben Yacov z”l. 

JEWISH JERUSALEM FINE ART SALE                                                  
A vendor from the Chanukah Boutique has approximately forty 
paintings in stock in a local warehouse that he would like to 
offer for sale to the members of the shul. Please go to our 
website, The Jewish Jerusalem Fine Art Store and enter 
the following code for a 15% discount QS5HFCQ6178D. This is 
a coupon code to be applied on checkout. This sale lasts only 
until Jan. 4th.  In addition, 15% of the revenue from any  
purchase of art will be given to Great Neck Synagogue. 

CHAVERIM CENTER  
We are excited to announce that on Jan. 6, Alan Mazurek,  
noted neurologist, clinical instructor of neurology at Mount 
Sinai Hospital and Vice Chair of the ZOA will be making an 
extraordinary presentation on memory and Zionism. Please 
join us, 11:30-2:00, for lunch and games following the           
presentation. Kindly RSVP to one of the people listed on the 
flyer on page 3, as this is sure to be a full house!  

mailto:koshercookinggn@gmail.com
tel:212-686-9800

