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he story of the Jewish enslavement in Egypt

is repeatedly linked to exhortations about

strangers (gerim) in the Torah. “Love the
stranger,” Deuteronomy 10:19 tells us, “for you were
strangers in the land of Egypt.” “You shall neither
wrong a stranger, nor shall you oppress him,” warns
Exodus 22:20, “for you were strangers in the land
of Egypt.” Iterations of these sentiments feature no
less than thirty-six times in the Torah, begging the
questions: Why such repetitive emphasis, and why
this connection between empathy and Egypt?

The relationship between the obligation to love
a stranger and the experience of having been one
seems linear enough. As Rabbi Natan says in Bava
Metzia 59b, “Do not taunt your neighbor with
the blemish that you yourself have.” Do not do
unto others what was done to you. Do not render
someone else an alien. Do not oppress a vulnerable
person in your midst “m>I¥n pIR1 DN n 7 0),” be-
cause you were once in that place of degradation.
Let the pain of your personal past guide you toward
a more compassionate future. Jewish history must
yield Jewish obligation.

Insofar as our lowly origins ground our moral
vision and our ethical mission for all time, retelling
the story of the enslavement—on Pesah, and also
throughout the year—becomes a central religious
obligation. We start our tale in the thick of our mis-
ery, in “1n 071Y,” to remind ourselves of the deep
responsibility that was generated from our encoun-
ter with oppressive otherness.

Rabbi Yitzhak Hutner, however, in his book
Pabad Yitzhak, suggests an alternative approach to
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the centrality of the ger in our tradition generally
and on Pesah specifically. Our experience with gerut
in Egypt, he argues, refers not just to our status as
strangers, but to our status as gerim, as actual con-
verts. He writes:
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The Exodus was an act of conversion, as we see in
Tractate Yevamot, as all of the laws of conversion
are learned out from it. (Pahad Yitzhak on Pesah,
Essay 2)

According to the Talmud, our ancestors initi-
ated the process of conversion just before leav-
ing Egypt. By the time they reached Sinai, but
not before, they were full-fledged Jews. They had
to undergo a series of transformative rituals—
circumcision, immersion, and sacrifice—before they
could receive revelation and definitively enter the
covenant.

Rabbi Hutner’s claim is rooted in Yevamot 46a,
which is itself codified by Maimonides in Mishneh
Torah, Laws of Forbidden Intercourse 13:1-5.
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1. Israel entered the covenant [with God] with
three acts: circumcision, immersion, and offering
a sacrifice.

2. Gircumcision took place in Egypt, [before the
Paschal sacrifice, of which Exodus 12:48] says:
“No uncircumcised person shall partake of it.”
Moses our teacher circumcised [the people].
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For with the exception of the tribe of Levi,

the entire [people] neglected the covenant

of circumcision in Egypt. Regarding this,
[Deuteronomy 33:9 praises the Levites,] saying:
“They upheld Your covenant.”

3. Immersion was performed in the desert before
the Giving of the Torah, as [Exodus 19:10]
states: “Sanctify them today and tomorrow, and
have them wash their garments.” Sacrifices [were
also offered then], as [Exodus 24:5] states: “And
he sent out the youth of the children of Israel
and they brought burnt offerings.” They offered
them as agents of the entire Jewish people.

4. Similarly, for [all] future generations, when
a Gentile desires to enter into the covenant,
take shelter under the wings of the Divine
presence, and accept the yoke of the Torah, he
must undergo circumcision, immersion, and the
offering of a sacrifice. A woman [who converts]
must undergo immersion and bring a sacrifice,
as [Numbers 15:15] states: “As it is for you, so
shall it be for the convert.” Just as you [entered
the covenant] with circumcision, immersion,
and the offering of a sacrifice; so, too, for future
generations, a convert must undergo circumcision,
immersion, and must bring a sacrifice.

5. ...In the present age, when there are no sacrifices,
[a convert] must undergo circumcision and
immersion. When the Temple is rebuilt, he must
bring a sacrifice.

The story of the Exodus is thus the story of how
every Jew became a Jew, so to speak. Lineage would
not suffice to receive the Torah. Upon leaving Egypt,
every individual had to choose to appropriate his or her
inheritance. Everyone had to decide to take upon him
or herself the burdens and the gifts of faith, and to en-
act this transformation. As Pirkei Avot 2:12 enjoins us,
“95 W1 NPR D NN TINONY TRRY NR1pnn” — “Prepare
yourself for the study of Torah, for it is not an inherit-
ance for you.” The Torah, “apy n»np nwmn”— “the
heritage of the congregation of Jacob” (Deuteronomy
33:4)—was not and is not, in some essential way, a
vy, a gift bestowed. One must prepare for it, work
for it, become worthy of it. This is what b’nei Yisrael
did as they exited Egypt. They took ownership over
their Judaism by willfully choosing it.

This choice would form the basis of Jewish
choices for all generations to come. As Maimonides
emphasizes, quoting Numbers 15:15, “As are you,

so shall the ger be before the Lord.” As we were con-
verted, so should we convert others. The paradigm
for spiritual transformation is our own. This is the
lasting legacy of the Exodus.

In light of this, loving the ger takes on a whole
new valence. We ought to embrace not only stran-
gers, but also converts, “nmxn yIR2 onon D 0,7
because we were all converts once. The foundational
story of our people is a story of our own awaken-
ing to faith and commitment, and we must therefore
humble ourselves before all who elect to join us on
our ongoing journey.

The Pesah Haggadah instructs us:
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In each and every generation, a person is obligated
to see herself as if she left Egypt.

Maimonides famously renders this as an obliga-
tion to show oneself, m~&1n9, to be one who has left
Egypt. What would it take to both see oneself as re-
deemed and to show oneself to be so?

Rabbi Hutner’s reading of gerut adds a whole
new dimension to this obligation. To exit Egypt, we
now know, is to actively transform oneself as our
ancestors did. It is to convert anew into a life freely
chosen. It is to reaffirm one’s commitments and to
fortify one’s faith. The claim embedded in the mitz-
vah of retelling the Exodus story is that that process
is never ending. It must be told again and again, for
it is so easily forgotten. Pesah after Pesah, we must
see ourselves as capable of such choice. We must
remember that we are not static beings lacking the
possibility of growth and change. We can always
become something new. On Pesah, we must also
show ourselves to be transformed. Through intense
preparations and festive Seder celebrations, we must
externalize our commitments and vocalize our pas-
sions. We must demonstrate our willingness to ac-
tively engage with our tradition, to appropriate it as
our own. In so doing, we announce ourselves to be
gerim all over again, ones who have consciously and
conscientiously taken on the Jewish tradition.

This, says Rabbi Hutner, is the essential message
of Pesah and the significance of its timing as well.
He writes:
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Nowhere in history do we find an instance of

the renewal of God’s leadership as we find in the
redemption from Egypt. Behold, all of the laws

of conversion are learned from the Exodus, for

then the Israelites exited in order to enter under
the wings of the Divine. And is not the apex of
renewal conversion itself? ... From every angle, the
Exodus was the greatest revelation of the power

of renewal in the history of nations or people.
There is a whole verse that attests to this in the
Torah: “Today you are leaving, in the month of Aviv
[spring]” [Exodus 13:4]. That is to say, the Exodus
is in the month of renewal ... for spring is [about]
renewal ... The practice of [seeing oneself] “as if
one left [Egypt]” illuminates within us the power of
renewal, such that all of our divine service can be
made new again each and every day ... Forevermore
the redemption from Egypt will stand as the most
outstanding spring in history. (Pahad Yitzhak on
Pesah, Essay 76, paragraph 16)

The story of the Exodus is the story of the rebirth
of the Jewish people. It is the ultimate springtime
tale of rejuvenation and redemption. But more than
a tale, it is a learned practice: the practice of see-
ing ourselves as converts, the practice of willful self-
transformation. In the words of the poet Alexander
Pope, “Hope springs eternal in the human breast;
Man never Is, but always To be blest.” In every gen-
eration, and on every Pesah, a Jew must see herself
as ever in the process of becoming a Jew.

Hag kasher v'sameah!
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