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Chapter XV: Bo (Ex. 10:1-13:16)

Essay 24. Haggadah: Jacob’s descent to Egypt was not voluntary
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“And [Jacob] went down to Egypt”'—[he was] helpless on account of the word
[of G-d, for He had told Abraham that his descendants would have to go into exile]. “And
he sojourned there””—][this] teaches that Jacob, our father, didn’t go down to settle
in Egypt, but rather [only] to reside there, as it is stated: “And they said to Pharaoh,
‘To sojourn in the land have we come, since there is not enough pasture for the flocks
of your servant, since the famine is severe in the land of Canaan, and now please let your
servants stay in the Land of Goshen’ ” (Gen. 47:4).

“With meager numbers”—as it is stated, ‘With seventy souls did your ancestors
come down to Egypt, and now the L-rd your G-d has made you as numerous as the stars of
the sky’ ” (Deut. 10:22).

“And he became there a nation”—{this] teaches that Israel [became] distinguishable
there. “Great, powerful”—as it is stated, ‘And the Children of Israel multiplied and
swarmed and grew numerous and strong, most exceedingly and the land became full of
them.” ” (Ex. 1:7).

“And numerous”—as it is stated, ‘I have given you to be numerous as the vegetation
of the field, and you increased and grew and became highly ornamented, your breasts were
set and your hair grew, but you were naked and barren’ ” (Ezek. 16:7).

- Haggadah, Magid section, First Fruits Declaration

It is difficult to see why [the author of the Haggadah| didn’t bring a proof from
Scripture on the fragment, “ ‘And [Jacob] went down to Egypt’—he was helpless on account

* English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein.
! Deut. 26:5: “You shall then recite as follows before the L-rd your G-d: ‘My father was a fugitive Aramean. He
went down to Egypt with meager numbers and he sojourned there; but there he became a great, powerful, and populous

nation.” ”’
2 Ibid.



of the word,” as he did with the remaining parts and in the remaining words of the verse.
That is, for the fragment, “with meager numbers,” the author cites Deut. 10:22 as proof. For the
fragment, “and he sojourned there,” he cites Gen. 47:4 as proof. For the fragment, “but he became
there a nation, great and powerful,” the author cites Ex. 1:7 as proof. For the fragment, “and
numerous,” the author cites Ezek. 16:7 as proof. Yet for the fragment, “And he went down to
Egypt,” the author makes a statement, “[he was] helpless on account of the word,” but does not
cite any Scripture. If you say that there is no evidence from the verse, then from where does
he [know it]?
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It seems that to solve this it is not necessary to have a verse and a proof, for the intent
of the [author of the Haggadah] is to say that “ ‘And [Jacob] went down to Egypt’—|[he was]
helpless on account of the word” is different from “ ‘And he sojourned there’—[this] teaches
that he didn’t go down to settle etc.” For it says in Midrash (Gen.) Rabbah (86:2) on the verse,
“and Joseph went down to Egypt,”’ this is a parable, like a cow that [people] were pulling
toward a butcher shop but she refused to be pulled [into it], what they did was lead her calf
before her, and she walked after it involuntarily, and not for her own good. This is what the
Holy One, Blessed be He, said, “Here I’m pulling his son [i.e., Joseph]| before him, and
[Joseph’s] father Jacob will come after him involuntarily, and not for his own good.”
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The Yafeh To’ar* commentary on Gen. Rabbah rhetorically asks, “Perhaps this action
happened because the brothers sold Joseph in sin and iniquity, without any knowledge or
will of G-d; because of this the path was created that Jacob would go down to Egypt?” But
that is certainly impossible, as G-d is all-knowing, and while man has free will, G-d can also
frustrate man’s plan if it is not in accordance with G-d’s will.

3 Gen. 39:1.

4Rabbi Samuel ben Isaac Ashkenazi Jaffe (d. late 16th century), rabbi of the Ashkenazi community of
Constantinople. Yafeh To’ar was his commentary to the Midrash Rabbah: Genesis (Venice, 1597-1606); Exodus
(Venice, 1597); and Leviticus (Constantinople, 1648).
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Therefore the [author of the Haggadah] said “ ‘And he went down to Egypt’—[he
was]| helpless on account of the word,” and if you’ll say everything was by chance and how
do we [know] that “he was helpless on account of the word,” therefore juxtaposed to this is,
“ ‘And he sojourned there’—[this] teaches that he didn’t go down to settle etc.” If everything
was a coincidence, he would have returned, and why would he settle there? Rather, surely
everything was the will of the Holy One, Blessed be He, that he would come to Egypt in this
way, as is brought in the Midrash [Gen. Rabbah 84:8] on the parsha of Vayeishev. “Come and
see the works of G-d”’ etc. “He turned the sea into dry land”° etc. Why is it that “they hated
him”’? So that the sea would be torn before them.® From this, it is proved that the brothers’
hatred of Joseph was by the will of the Holy One, Blessed be He, and because of this, our
father Jacob descended to Egypt. It was not by chance, but rather everything was from the
Holy One, Blessed be He.

5 Ps. 66:5.

6 Ps. 66:6.

7 Gen. 37:4.

8 1.e., G-d parted the Red Sea, and Israel walked through on dry ground. Gen. Rabbah 84:8 draws a parallel
between the brothers’ tearing of Joseph’s coat of many colors into strips, as though torn by a wild beast, and G-d’s
tearing the Red Sea into “strips,” providing a dry strip through which Israel could pass.
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