
Stranger in a Strange Land: 5 Lessons on
Identity from Egypt

Your 18Forty Parsha Guide is a weekly newsletter exploring five major takeaways from the
weekly parsha. Receive this newsletter every week in your inbox by subscribing here.
Questions or feedback? Email Rivka Bennun Kay at Shabbosreads@18forty.org. 

Picture a family that arrives during a famine, rises to political influence within a generation,
and builds comfortable lives in a protected region of a great empire. Their children master
the language. Their professionals enter elite fields. For a time, it feels permanent.

That was Yosef’s Egypt. Genesis 47:27 records the success story in almost breathless terms:
Israel settled in the land of Goshen, acquired property, and became fruitful. They had made
it.

Yet Shemot opens with crisis, not celebration. A new king arises “who did not know Yosef,”
and everything changes. Within a generation, the Israelites’ contributions were forgotten,
their distinctiveness became suspicious, and their very presence was reframed as a problem
requiring a solution.
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Every diaspora community eventually confronts this moment—when “fitting in” is no longer
enough. The question Shemot poses across three millennia transcends ancient politics: How
does a people maintain its soul when the surrounding culture offers both the seduction of
belonging and the threat of erasure?

For modern Jews in America, Shemot provides more than historical precedent. It offers a
practical framework for maintaining what we might call “peoplehood“—the stubborn
insistence on collective identity and communal destiny—even when the pressure to dissolve
into the majority feels overwhelming. Here are five lessons from Egypt that speak directly to
our moment.

RELATED: What is Jewish Peoplehood, and Why Should We Care?

1. The “Dual Loyalty” Accusation Is a Feature, Not a Bug

Pharaoh’s accusation in Exodus 1:9-10 follows a logic that has haunted Jews for millennia:
“Behold, the people of the children of Israel are more numerous and mightier than we.
Come, let us deal shrewdly with them, lest they multiply, and it may be that if there is a war,
they will join our enemies.”

The Israelites had done nothing wrong. They had contributed to Egyptian society for
generations. None of it mattered when collective anxiety required a scapegoat.

Sforno on Exodus 1:10 zeroes in on the irrationality. Pharaoh’s concern wasn’t based on
evidence of disloyalty; it was projection born of discomfort with a cohesive minority that
maintained its distinctiveness. The Israelites’ success made them visible. Their visibility
made them vulnerable.

Social psychology helps explain why this recurs so predictably. Henri Tajfel and John
Turner’s foundational work on social identity theory demonstrates that humans naturally
categorize the world into “us” and “them.” In times of perceived threat, the presence of a
distinct group triggers suspicion that operates below conscious awareness—which is
precisely what makes it so dangerous. The pattern is structural, not incidental.

Previous 18Forty Podcast guest Dara Horn has explored how this persists into the present.
Jewish flourishing in a host society often triggers what she describes as a kind of societal
immune response, in which past contributions are erased from memory. Being “useful” to
the majority becomes a trap because utility never translates into genuine security.
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The accusation of “dual loyalty” has ancient roots and remains what it has always been: an
antisemitic libel that resurfaces whenever Jews become visible advocates for their own
community. As Gil Troy argues in Jewish Journal, we see its resurgence today on campuses
and in political discourse. Generations of demonstrated loyalty are simply erased from
collective memory.

RELATED: 5 Ways Vayigash Rewrites Jewish Life in Diaspora

The lesson is one of clarity about limits. The Israelites couldn’t have assimilated their way
out of Pharaoh’s suspicion because the suspicion was never really about their behavior.
Knowing this frees us from the exhausting and ultimately futile project of performing
acceptability for those whose anxiety will always find a new justification.

2. Distinctiveness Is a Survival Strategy

The Torah records a paradox at the heart of Egyptian oppression: “The more they afflicted
them, the more they multiplied and spread out” (Exodus 1:12). External pressure somehow
catalyzed internal growth. Throughout Jewish history, periods of hostility have often
clarified commitments that had grown fuzzy during easier times. What explains this?

Vayikra Rabbah 32:5 offers a concrete answer. The Midrash identifies specific cultural
markers the Israelites preserved throughout enslavement: they did not change their names,
they did not change their language, and they did not change their dress. These weren’t
arbitrary choices. They were psychological anchors that prevented identity collapse across
centuries of oppression.

Modern social psychology validates this ancient wisdom. Marilynn Brewer’s optimal
distinctiveness theory explains why such boundaries matter: Humans need both belonging
and distinctiveness to thrive psychologically. A group that abandons all distinctive markers
often experiences distress rather than relief. The need for uniqueness operates alongside
the need for connection, and neglecting either creates instability.

Vayikra Rabbah and Brewer converge on the same insight: Total assimilation doesn’t create
safety. It creates fragility. When the Israelites maintained their names and language, they
weren’t being stubborn or provincial. They were preserving the internal coherence that
allowed them to survive as a people across four centuries of bondage.
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Previous 18Forty Podcast guest Rabbi Ari Lamm has discussed how Jewish particularism
actually serves universal ends. Distinctiveness preserves a unique contribution to the world
rather than withdrawing from it. The Israelites couldn’t have brought their particular
wisdom to humanity if they had dissolved into Egyptian culture during the years of slavery.

This plays out in contemporary life whenever we face the choice to maintain visible markers
of Jewish identity. Wearing a kippah in the workplace, keeping kosher at business dinners,
observing Shabbat when weekend meetings beckon—these aren’t relics of a pre-modern
world. They’re the same strategy Vayikra Rabbah describes: maintaining distinctiveness as
psychological and spiritual resilience.

Why not simply blend in and be done with the tension? Brewer’s research suggests that
individuals who abandon core identity markers in pursuit of acceptance often experience
hollowness rather than belonging. The Midrash’s insight reflects a deeper truth: We
contribute most meaningfully when we contribute from a place of authentic selfhood, not
when we’ve erased everything that makes our perspective distinctive.

3. Conscience Must Override Compliance

The first recorded act of civil disobedience in Western literature occurs in Exodus 1:15-17.
Pharaoh commands the Hebrew midwives, Shifra and Puah, to kill all newborn boys. They
refuse. The text explains their motivation with a phrase that would echo through subsequent
centuries of moral philosophy: “The midwives feared God.”

Stanley Milgram would probe this dynamic experimentally three millennia later. In his
famous obedience studies, Milgram found that a majority of ordinary people would
administer what they believed to be dangerous electric shocks when instructed by an
authority figure. Most participants entered what Milgram called the “agentic
state”—viewing themselves as instruments of authority rather than moral agents.

The midwives resisted this pull. What enabled them to defy Pharaoh when the pressure to
obey was overwhelming?

Maimonides codifies the principle underlying their choice: “If a king decrees the annulment
of a commandment, he is not to be listened to.” Political authority has limits. When a human
ruler commands what a higher moral law forbids, the higher law takes precedence.
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The political theorist Michael Walzer, in Exodus and Revolution, argues that this biblical
story fundamentally shaped the Western concept of conscience. Before the Hebrew
midwives, the dominant assumption was that legitimacy flowed downward from rulers to
subjects. The idea that an individual might possess an internal moral compass capable of
overriding royal decree—this was revolutionary.

Many contemporary secular humanists take for granted concepts like individual conscience,
resistance to tyranny, and protection of the vulnerable, without recognizing that these
values were largely cultivated over millennia within the Torah tradition before becoming
secularized in modern philosophy. “Fear of God” here signifies commitment to a moral order
that stands above the state—the original source of what we now call human rights.

Natan Sharansky provides contemporary testimony of how this works. Sharansky spent nine
years in Soviet prisons, much of it in solitary confinement, for wanting to emigrate to Israel.
He has described how his connection to Jewish identity gave him the psychological
resources to resist KGB interrogation and refuse to become an informer. The external
authority was overwhelming, but the internal anchor proved stronger.

For modern Jews navigating institutions that sometimes demand moral compromises, the
midwives offer a template. An external moral reference point—what the tradition calls Yirat
Shamayim—provides the spine to say “no” when compliance would violate conscience.

4. The Power of the Marginal Position

Moshe grew up in Pharaoh’s palace. He was educated in Egyptian wisdom, dressed in
Egyptian clothes, and likely spoke with an Egyptian accent. Yet Exodus 2:10-11 records a
turning point: “he went out to his brothers and saw their burdens.” The prince chooses to
identify with slaves.

Moshe could have remained in the palace, insulated by privilege and disconnected from his
origins. Ramban on Exodus 2:11 emphasizes the voluntary nature of his empathy; Moshe
wasn’t forced to see the Hebrew slaves’ suffering. His empathy required leaving his comfort
zone and allowing himself to be affected by what he witnessed. The modern analog is the
Jew who has achieved success in elite institutions and faces the choice of whether to identify
openly with the broader Jewish community or maintain the comfortable anonymity that
assimilation affords.
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This hybrid identity—Hebrew by birth, Egyptian by training—became the foundation of
Moshe’s leadership. W.E.B. Du Bois, writing about the African American experience in The
Souls of Black Folk, described “double consciousness” as the experience of always seeing
oneself through the eyes of a hostile majority while simultaneously maintaining an internal
sense of self. Minorities who navigate between worlds develop what Du Bois called a
“second sight”—the ability to perceive what those fully embedded in the dominant culture
cannot see.

Research on bicultural identity extends this insight. According to Veronica Benet-Martínez’s
research, individuals who successfully integrate multiple cultural identities often display
greater cognitive complexity and adaptability than monocultural individuals. The “marginal
man,” to use sociologist Robert Park’s term, occupies a vantage point that enables unique
forms of insight and leadership.

Rabbi David Wolpe has explored the contemporary version of this dynamic in his discussion
of Jews in elite American institutions. The experience of being in the “palace” but not
entirely part of it creates both discomfort and opportunity, because the outsider-insider sees
the system’s contradictions more clearly than those fully at home within it.

Moshe could challenge Pharaoh precisely because he understood how Pharaoh thought. He
could lead the Israelites because he chose them despite having every reason to identify with
their oppressors. His marginality was the prerequisite for his role—enabling both access
and moral clarity.

Herman Wouk explored this tension brilliantly in his novel Inside, Outside, tracing his
journey from a religious Jewish upbringing through secular American success and
eventually back to tradition. The struggle Wouk depicts—constantly moving between worlds,
never entirely at home in either—represents the same dynamic Moshe embodied. The
feeling of being slightly outside the majority culture can become the source of double vision
that enables distinctive contribution.

5. From Silent Pain to Articulated Prayer

Something shifts in Exodus 2:23-25. The old king dies. The Israelites, who had been
enduring in silence, begin to make noise. The text records a sequence: They groaned, they
cried out, their cry ascended to God, and God heard.
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Rashi on Exodus 2:23 notes the significance of the shift from “vayei’anchu” (they groaned)
to “vayiz’aku” (they cried out). The groaning was reflexive suffering; the crying out carried
intentionality and direction. This classical distinction between passive pain and active
vocalization becomes the hinge on which redemption turns.

Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, in his essay “Redemption, Prayer, Talmud Torah,” develops
this insight for modern readers. He distinguishes between the “groan,” which is the animal
response to pain, and the “cry,” which addresses someone. The transition from groaning to
crying represents the shift from passive suffering to active articulation. Redemption begins
when pain finds a voice.

For a questioning modern reader, “redemption” may feel like abstract religious language.
But consider what the term actually describes: the transformation from helpless suffering to
purposeful action, from being defined by circumstances to actively shaping one’s future. In
psychological terms, this is the movement from learned helplessness to self-efficacy. The
religious concept and the psychological reality describe the same human experience.

Modern neuroscience offers a suggestive parallel. Matthew Lieberman’s research on affect
labeling demonstrates that putting feelings into words changes how the brain processes
them. When participants named their emotions, activity in the amygdala (the brain’s alarm
center) decreased while activity in the prefrontal cortex (associated with higher reasoning)
increased. The simple act of articulating distress moves a person from reactive to reflective,
from overwhelmed to capable of response. What the Torah calls “crying out to God,” modern
psychology might describe as reclaiming agency through verbal processing.

The theological point centers on how the act of crying out transformed the people,
preparing them for the freedom they would soon receive. Silent suffering keeps people
trapped in an eternal present of pain. Articulated pain becomes the beginning of a story,
and stories can change.

Dr. Rachel Yehuda has explored this dynamic in her research on intergenerational trauma.
Trauma that remains unspoken gets transmitted to subsequent generations in distorted
forms, but trauma that finds narrative shape can be carried forward as wisdom rather than
wound. The cry doesn’t just summon help. It begins the meaning-making that enables
survival.

Whether framed in religious or psychological terms, the core truth remains: We become
capable of freedom when we develop the capacity to name what oppresses us.
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Questions for Reflection

In what areas of your professional or civic life do you feel pressure to minimize your1.
Jewish distinctiveness, and what would maintaining that distinctiveness actually cost?

When have you faced a “midwife moment”—a choice between complying with a social2.
or institutional norm and following a deeper moral imperative?

Does the experience of being an “outsider-insider” in American culture feel more like3.
a burden or a resource in your own life?

This project is made possible with support from the Simchat Torah Challenge and UJA-
Federation of New York. Learn more about the Simchat Torah Challenge and get involved at
their website. 
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