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Dear Friends, 
 
Our Forefathers were emigrants.  
 
And no, this is not going to be a political drasha. Some may be relieved, others 
disappointed.  
 
The Torah does not tell us why Abraham migrated from his country of origin and by 
so doing opened a new chapter in the history of humankind. According to our Sages, 
he fled from political-religious persecution. Regardless, even after he reached the 
Promised Land, he continued to identify himself here as an alien resident, and 
continued to migrate: He went down to Egypt, returned to the land of Canaan, and 
again to G’rar. Both of these latter migrations were livelihood driven. Even Isaac, the 
first Sabra in the family, who rarely left his dwelling place, migrated once, also to 
G’rar, and also for economic reasons. Yaacov - the grandson and the son - migrated 
twice. The first time around he escaped from the wrath of his twin brother (does that 
make him an asylum seeker?) and stayed in Haran for twenty years. The second 
time, he emigrated with the entire tribe to Egypt and there he died. Once again, the 
reason was the severe drought in the Land of Canaan. One can therefore say that 
our Patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and one Matriarch, Sarah, were all 
"migrant workers." As for Rivka, she immigrated here for the purposes of marriage, 
while Leah and Rachel simply joined their “Israeli” husband.  
 
How does all of this relate to this week's parsha, you may be asking yourself?  
 
This week, in Parashat Mishpatim, we learn about the constitutional foundation of 
Am Yisrael. Jewish law to this day bases itself on this parasha more than any other. 
 
In the middle of our parasha we read the following laws: 

“You shall not wrong a stranger or oppress him, for you were strangers in the 
land of Egypt. You shall not ill-treat any widow or orphan. And then, contrary to 
most of the laws and statutes in the parasha, the Torah adds here a very severe 
warning:  If you do mistreat them, I will heed their outcry as soon as they cry 
out to Me, and My anger shall blaze forth and I will put you to the sword, and 
your own wives shall become widows and your children orphans.” (Sh’mot 22: 
20-23) 
 



It seems that the experience of being strangers and the helplessness that Bnei             
Yisrael underwent in different stages of our history is perceived by the Torah as              
intentional; part of the Divine plan. Already in Bereishit, in Brit Bein Habetarim, the              
first, formative covenant in the Torah, God says to Avraham: “Know well that your              
offspring shall be strangers in a land not theirs, and they shall be enslaved and               
oppressed four hundred years;” (Bereishit 15: 13) 

This unequivocal approach to the stranger in the Torah repeats itself many times.             
Here is another example: “The stranger who resides with you shall be to you as               
one of your citizens; you shall love him as yourself, for you were strangers in               
the land of Egypt: I the LORD am your God.” (Vayikra 19: 34) 

The Rambam considers loving the stranger one of the 613 mitzvot, specifically, the             
207th out of the 248 positive commandments.  

Rashi explains the verse in our parasha, which I quoted above (Sh’mot 22) , in this                
way: “FOR YOU WERE STRANGERS [IN THE LAND OF EGYPT] — "[Therefore]            
do not reproach your fellow-man [a stranger] for a flaw [being an outsider]             
which has also been yours” I AM THE LORD YOUR GOD — Your God and his                
God am I! [“your” God — the God of both of you].” 

The Torah also specifically addresses the plight of those who have escaped            
persecution, not just economic refugees: “ You shall not turn over to his master a               
slave who seeks refuge with you from his master. He shall live with you in any                
place he may choose among the settlements in your midst, wherever he            
pleases; you must not ill-treat him.” (D’varim 23: 16-17) 

From our parasha it is clear that the God of the Torah is very sensitive to the                 
suffering of the helpless. He has absolutely no patience for those who take             
advantage of the weakest links in society. In this and other parashot in the Torah it is                 
clear that our experience as strangers is an important part of the Divine plan for our                
existence as a nation. It seems that it is even linked to our national destiny. This                
sensitivity may even be a key element in our being “the Chosen People”. It is part of                 
the continuous covenant - long before Jewish refugees sought shelter from           
annihilation in the Second World War when the world shut its doors; or as exhausted               
survivors made their way in rickety boats seeking shelter in our Land, chased by the               
British and sent to prison camps - being strangers was and is the essence of the                
Jewish story. 



All of these quotes do not deal with absorbing or banishing refugees. A positive              
attitude does not preclude the possibility that the migrant cannot remain here forever.             
Even though my Jewish heart aches - and if it was a decision of the heart I know                  
what it would be - my goal here is merely to add these reflections and this                
perspective on this painful subject, based on our weekly parasha.  

Whatever the decision may be - to absorb or to banish - if it does not reflect genuine                  
sensitivity to the suffering and distress of those whose fate is in our hands, then it is                 
in contradiction to the Torah of Israel, and - according to our parasha - it will return to                  
us as a painful boomerang.  

We can and should be creative in finding solutions for economic migrants (as 
opposed to political asylum seekers where there is no place for creativity!). The 
question is not whether to deport or absorb.  The question a Jew must ask him or 
herself is how do I care for those who are helpless. Their wellbeing is my 
responsibility.  I am measured by the welfare of the helpless in our midst. It may be 
permissible to deport them, but it is absolutely forbidden to take advantage, abuse, 
harm or put the lives of any helpless human beings in danger.. 

 
Service of the Heart 
 
Why is the Torah so insistent on sensitivity towards strangers?  
 
The Torah is reminding us - through Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov, and through 
the story of Bnei Yisrael in Egypt, that we are all strangers in this land. We are all 
transient. We all experience helplessness at times. Most importantly, this land is not 
ours. It belongs to He who created it. Just as Rashi asks and answers in Parashat 
Bereishit: “What is the reason that it (the Torah) opens with the account of the 
Creation? Because of the thought expressed in the text (Psalms 111:6) “He 
declared to His people the strength of His works (i.e. He gave an account of the 
work of Creation), in order that He might give them the heritage of the 
nations.” For should the peoples of the world say to Israel, “You are robbers, 
because you took by force the lands of the seven nations of Canaan”, Israel 
may reply to them, “All the earth belongs to the Holy One, blessed be He; He 
created it and gave it to whom He pleased. When He willed He gave it to them, 
and when He willed He took it from them and gave it to us.”  
 
The Torah is a compass, not a recipe. It shows us a direction. It does not determine 
the specific path or the policy. Every generation has to chose spiritual and political 
leadership to translate the compass into policy. A person without a compass and a 
People without a direction is lost. 



 
What is amazing about a compass is that when it is of good quality it never deceives. 
It always shows which way is North (“tzafon”), which way the path is concealed 
(“tzafun”), and also the way for our conscience (“matzpun”). 
 
Shabbat Shalom, 
Elisha 


