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A new king arose over Egypt who did not know Joseph. This verse, from our weekly 

portion, Shmot, has been echoing in the back of my mind since Wednesday.  It’s the 

ominous antecedent for all that follows in the book of Exodus. A new king arose over Egypt 

that did not know Joseph. Up until that point, the Israelites had been seen as model citizens, 

developing and growing and helping to build a better society. Everyone was working 

together, despite their differences. But, the shift happens, the rift is created when the 

leadership at the top of the society no longer “knows” Joseph. That knowledge isn’t just of 

one particular human being or his impact  on society: it’s the symbolic knowledge of the 

other: the group of people that believe different things than you believe, that espouse 

another view than yours, and because of that difference, that rift, they become in the eyes 

of this new king, untrustworthy and dangerous. As the king will say in the next two verses: 

“Look, the Israelite people are much too numerous for us. Let us deal shrewdly with them, 

so that they may not increase; otherwise in the event of war they may join our enemies in 

fighting against us and rise from the ground.” Exodus 1:8-10 

The sages don’t agree on whether or not this is willful ignorance or actual lack of 

knowledge on behalf of this new King. But either way, the results are the same: violence, 

hatred, and maltreatment of others. In the end, it will take 10 plagues, and unmeasurable 

pain and suffering on both sides before the Israelites are able to leave as free people, and 

the King is able to see reason again. To this day, the word Egypt is not just the modern 

nation state on Israel’s border, in the Jewish mind Egypt is eternally connected to the idea 

of enslavement and estrangement, of entering a narrow dangerous place where we hope 

and pray we'll make it out safely.  

We are living in a strange and terrifying time: a time of tribalism, where more and 

more Americans have become more entwined with their espoused political party, who look 



at the person on the other side of the aisle and see a King that does not know Joseph. All 

you need to do is go into their echo chambers, and see the way they describe “Joseph”, the 

perceived Other. You will hear story after story of how the Other is plaguing our country, 

and destroying our way of life. But what we need are not plagues to set our nation right: 

plagues of sedition, plagues of violence, plagues of looting, plagues of hatred of the other, 

plagues of lies and falsehood, plagues of Anti-Semitism, plagues of racism, plagues of 

bigotry. We need to know Joseph. We need to look at people who disagree with us, and see 

them as a human being worthy of conversation and not hatred. We need to look at our 

country as the United States, founded on the idea that all people are created equal, and 

have the right to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. We need to be able to look at the 

facts, and not lie to ourselves and to others about what they mean.  

We need to know Joseph, and work towards healing the fractures and fissures that 

have filled our lives. We need Justice, Truth and Peace to pervade our society. We need to 

build a world from peace, build a world based on Chesed and love. This work will not be 

easy, but I know I will find strength in singing words that acknowledge the hard work of 

building a better world, hand in hand, with everyone who shares that dream. To lead us in 

that moment of song, I now hand off to Cantor Rodnizki and Kayla to bring light into this 

darkened moment.  

 


