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Parashat  Bo
Exodus, Chapter 10, verse 1 through Chapter 13, verse 16
Have you ever stolen something?  Shoplifted?  I have.  And I got caught.  If I were a politician I would chalk it up to ‘youthful indiscretion,’ but when I was a boy (pre-Bar Mitzvah) I got nabbed shoplifting from our local drugstore.  It’s embarrassing enough to have gotten caught, but I’m also embarrassed by the items I chose to purloin.  Archie Comic Books.  Admittedly, not a great heist.
My confession here is prompted by two verses in this week’s Torah portion, Bo.  “The Israelites acted in accord with the words of Moses asking the Egyptians for silver and gold jewelry and clothing.  The Lord had made the Egyptians favorably disposed towards the people so they let them have what they asked for.  Thus the Israelites stripped the Egyptians.” (Exodus 12:35-36)

This describes a truly amazing scene.  As the Israelites were hurriedly preparing to leave Egypt (they didn’t even have time to let the bread rise) they asked the Egyptians for a parting gift.  And amazingly, the Egyptians acquiesced, giving the Israelites generous amounts of valuables.

We are forever left with questions.  Was this a true gift?  Did the Egyptians see this as a loan expecting repayment?  Can a gift be given under these circumstances?  Should this silver and gold be understood as compensation for the years of slavery suffered by the Israelites?
The decision to ask the Egyptians for gold and silver was not an initiative that came from the Israelites.  It was actually God’s idea introduced in the previous chapter of Exodus when God tells Moses to instruct the Israelites to make their request.  As the great 20th century Torah commentator, Nehama Leibowitz has written, “We must, therefore, regard this transaction not as the spontaneous, impulsive action of runaway slaves, but the deliberate implementation of a predetermined Divine plan, neither unforeseen nor unexpected.”  

I understand what she has written, but I’m not entirely comfortable with it.  Last week I wrote about free will.  The hair on the back of my theological neck stands up whenever I hear about predetermined Divine plans.

Rabbi Ishmael in the Midrash says that the phrase “the Lord had made the Egyptians favorably disposed towards the people” means that the Egyptians offer of valuables was forthcoming, even before the Israelites made their request.  In this way he attempts to demonstrate that this was a true gift, freely given by the Egyptians. 
Benno Jacob (19th-20th century) understands that it would have been entirely justified had the Israelites hated the Egyptians for making them slaves.  But the gift from the Egyptians, even though it was requested, allowed the two communities to part on friendly terms.  In this way it was possible for the Israelites to avoid the sin of hating another person.      
  Unfortunately, the murky nature of this transaction has provided fuel to anti-Semites throughout the ages who wish to see the Jews as a corrupt and thieving people.  In a Talmudic discussion of this incident (Sanhedrin 91a) the Egyptians of the 4th century b.c.e. came before Alexander the Great, accusing the Jews of theft and demanding that the gold and silver be returned.  The Jews responded by agreeing to return the gold and silver if the Egyptians would pay the Israelites the wages due them for their work.  In what Jim Gusky has called the first class-action suit in history, the Jews determined that fair compensation could be calculated by multiplying the wages of 600,000 slaves by 430 years of servitude!  

The Talmud records that the Egyptians thought about that for three days but could provide no adequate response, and so the matter was settled and ended.
In closing let me mention that the woman behind the counter at the drug store who caught me stealing ended my scolding by giving me a kiss on the forehead and telling me never to do it again.  It’s an instruction I have followed and a lesson in compassion that I have always remembered.
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