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1. SHEMOT 13:17-18 — THE OPENING PESUKIM OF PARSHAT BESHALACH
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And it was when Pharaoh let the people go, God did not lead them by way of the land of the
Phillistines, although it was nearer; for God said, “The people may have a change of heart when they

see war, and will return to Egypt.” So God led the people roundabout, by way of the wilderness at the
Sea of Reeds. Now the Israelites went up armed out of the land of Egypt.

2. OR HACHAIM — HOW DO THESE 2 PESUKIM MAKE ANY SENSE?

Why does the Torah employ the word “vayehi” which always indicates some painful experience (Meg.
10b)? The Torah should have described the Exodus in glowing terms! Besides, why does the Torah
attribute the Exodus to Pharaoh rather than to God? After all, He took us out of Egypt, something the
Torah mentions on numerous occasions!

The word “vayehi” may be justified in view of the pursuit by Pharaoh and the resulting fear the
Israelites were to experience shortly. The Torah hints that the reason such a pursuit occurred was
because Pharaoh had a hand in the Exodus, in other words, God had waited till Pharaoh himself had
been willing to liberate the Jews. If it had been totally God's doing, such a pursuit would not have
occurred. As soon as the Jews departed Pharaoh schemed to find a justification to pursue them and to
convince his people that the attempt to bring the Israelites back would be worthwhile... Pharaoh had
deluded himself that it was up to him to decide whether or not to allow the Israelites to depart. If so,
he could just as easily change his mind as he had done during the course of his protracted encounters
with Moses and Aaron. On that basis, Israel had ample reason to be concerned about such an
eventuality. For all these reasons the introductory “vayehi” is more than justified...

Another detail to watch in our verse is the word “am” (people/nation). The Zohar... states that
whenever Israel is described as “am” it is an allusion to the “erev rav” (mixed multitude) that joined
the Israelites at the Exodus. In our portion the Israelites are variously described as “Bnei Yisrael” and as
“Ha’am”... Apparently God wanted to make certain that we realized that the people described as “am”
were not “Bnei Yisrael”. Our sages in Shemot Rabbah (42:6) consider Israel's corruption in the desert as
having been inspired by these converts... [and] this is alluded to in the word “vayehi” at the beginning
of our paragraph. Also, the meaning of the words nyn nxX ny19 N7w2 is that whereas God liberated
the Israelites, Pharaoh allowed the newly converted fellow travelers to depart. God had been
interested only in acquiring for Himself a great nation as His inheritance. Pharaoh's reasoning in
allowing these newly additional people to depart with the main body of the Jewish people was that
they would somehow prevail on the Bnei Yisrael to return to Egypt.
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In view of this we can understand even better why God did not let the Israelites travel a route to
Canaan which would have taken them through territory owned by the Philistines, although it was the
shortest route. We may understand the word “karov” as describing people who had only recently
“converted” to Jewish nationhood and were not yet rooted firmly in sanctity. When people like that
would be confronted by the Philistines they might turn back and return to Egypt as the lesser of two
evils.

3. NETIVOT SHALOM — MORE QUESTIONS, AND A COMPREHENSIVE ANSWER
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4. SHEM MI-SHMUEL — WHY WAS THE REDEMPTION SPLIT UP INTO 2 PARTS?
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