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 As we read Sefer Shemot and it’s record of Hashem’s rescue of our Jewish people we might 

be tempted to think that we Jews are something special - a cut above the rest, if you will 

excuse the pun! Indeed, it’s true that in this week’s parashah we read of how Hashem said to 

our forefathers and mothers that “You have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I 

carried you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself. Now if you will pay careful attention 

to what I say and keep my covenant, then you will be my own treasure from among all the 

peoples, for all the earth is mine; and you will be a kingdom of cohanim for me, a nation set 

apart.”  Here then, the statement is made that we are an am segulah - a treasured people. A 

pretty special designation if ever there was one! Moreover, elsewhere in Scripture we are told 

that Hashem regards us as the ‘apple of His eye’.  Hashem is described both as our Father 

and Mother, who conceived Israel and gave her birth. For “As a mother comforts her child, so 

I will comfort you; you shall be comforted in Jerusalem” (Yeshayahu 66:13). And son and so 

forth… God’s choice of Israel as His ‘special’ people is thus reiterated throughout the 

Scriptures, and in Sefer Shemot this choice sees Hashem favouring our people’s cause over 

and against that of the Egyptians. For “Yaakov I loved, Esau I hated.” (Romans 9:13). It is 

important, however, that we do not get too carried away with our self-importance. Yes, 

Hashem has chosen the Jewish people out of the all the nations to be His special people, but 

this is not because Jews are inherently better, more moral or more deserving of that 

designation than anyone else. In fact this is the thrust of Moshe’s warning in Devarim 7:6-8: 

“For you are a people holy to the Lord your God. The Lord your God has chosen you out of 

all the peoples on the face of the earth to be his people, his treasured possession. [However] 

The Lord did not set his affection on you and choose you because you were more numerous 

than other peoples, for you were the fewest of all peoples. But it was because the Lord loved 

you and kept the oath he swore to your ancestors that he brought you out with a mighty 

hand and redeemed you from the land of slavery, from the power of Pharaoh king of Egypt.” 

Here then Moshe repeats God’s assurance of Israel’s value in His eyes, but he is also careful 

to let us know that it is not because Jews are inherently better or more worthy of that love 

than anyone else. The inference is that there were possibly greater, more worthy people out 

there that God might have chosen to glorify His Name through, but as it was God had to 

keep the promises that He had made to the patriarchs. Indeed, this explains the paradox of 

God’s siding with our Jewish people over and against the Egyptians. For as the Midrash 

explains, when God commanded that the Egyptians be drowned in the Yam Suf, the guardian 

angel of Egypt stood up and protested the unfairness of the command, because, pointing 

respectively to the Israelites and the Egyptians, “these are idolaters and these are idolaters”. 

That our ancestors were indeed so, and thus hardly worthy in and of themselves of God’s 

rescuing act, is asserted by Rav Shaul, who warns in 1 Corinthians 10,  “Don’t be idolaters, as 

some of them were — as the Tanakh puts it, “The people sat down to eat and drink, then got 

up to indulge in revelry.” And let us not engage in sexual immorality, as some of them did, 

with the consequence that 23,000 died in a single day. And let us not put the Messiah to the 

test, as some of them did, and were destroyed by snakes. And don’t grumble, as some of 

them did, and were destroyed by the Destroying Angel.” In fact, isn’t it ironic that as the 
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Torah records, the people whom Hashem delivered were a pretty ungrateful, unbelieving 

bunch, who after a while just wanted to go back to Egypt?! 

 

Reading these warnings you’d think there’d be no room left for a superior attitude, but 

apparently not so. It’s natural to begin to hate a bully and given that this is so it is perhaps no 

surprise that, after centuries of the most horrendous gentile persecution, some Jews 

concluded that the gentile soul itself must somehow be inferior or degraded to that of Jews. 

As Rabbi Hanan Balk comments in his article, “The soul of a Jew and the soul of a non-Jew”: 

“The Zohar, the primary source of Jewish mystical thought, firmly establishes the perspective 

distinguishing between the souls of Jews and non-Jews, describing the Jewish people at the 

outset of creation as “The children of the Holy One, blessed be He, whose souls are 

[therefore] holy.” This is in contrast to the souls of the nations, “which emanate from... impure 

sources and render impure anything that approaches them.” The people of Israel, the Zohar 

states, possess a living, holy, and elevated soul (“        ayah kadisha ila’ah”), as opposed to 

the other nations, who are described as akin to animals and crawling creatures, which lack 

this “Divine” soul and possess only an “animal” soul.                                    -

 adash establish that those who fulfil the Torah—the Jewish people—will live forever with 

God, while those who do not—the non-Jewish nations—will decay with the animals.” Rabbi 

Balk continues to cite the comments of rabbis and sages throughout the ages whose 

opinions of gentiles followed the Zohar’s line of thinking. “          ayyim Luzzatto,” for 

instance, “                  al, writes that “While a Jew and a non-Jew appear exactly alike 

in terms of their human characteristics, from the Torah’s perspective, they are so greatly 

different as to be considered a completely different species.”” Today, Balk writes, the idea of 

the difference between Jewish and non-Jewish souls is best known among the Chabad 

movement. “due to its outreach efforts and its dedication to spread the teachings of its 

founder, also known as the Ba’al ha-Tanya or the “Alter Rebbe.” R. Shneur Zalman affirms the 

concept that the soul of a Jew is literally a part of God and the Divine essence (“ elek Elokah 

mima’al mamesh”), while the soul of a non-Jew is purely animal in nature. Even righteous 

gentiles, while possessing an element of good within their souls, do not possess a Divine soul. 

Indeed, when asked if an English translation of the Tanya should omit this teaching for fear 

that it might lead to r                  -                             abad, R. Menachem 

Mendel Schneersohn (1902– 1994), responded that the words should not be omitted or 

changed: In our day and age, one does not have to be a Hasid [i.e., a devout follower of 

Habad], nor even a Kabbalist... nor even a confirmed believer, as long as one does not close 

his eyes to the stark facts, to see what kind of souls the nations of the world have. For all of 

the nations of the world were witnesses to what took place in Germany and the countries that 

it overran, yet they remained indifferent. In light of this, the words of the Alter Rebbe may 

even be an understatement.” Here then the Rebbe seems to be saying that the inferiority of 

the gentile soul is demonstrated by acts of persecution of the Jews, most notably the Shoah 

in which, so he charges, the whole gentile world was complicit. Balk notes that this 

perspective of gentile souls forced the Rebbe into a rather strange theological position with 

regard to conversion. While the Talmud states that a gentile who converts to Judaism is like a 
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new-born baby, i.e. he or she receives a new [Jewish] soul,  the Rebbe notes that the literal 

reading of that Talmudic passage is that “A convert who converted (ger sh’nitgayer) is 

considered to be like a newborn baby.” The Rebbe thus infers that the gentile who converts 

only converts because he or she already possesses a Jewish soul “which happened to 

mistakenly find its way into a non-Jewish body. In accordance with the Talmudic view that all 

Jews, including future converts, took part in the Revelation at Sinai, the convert seeks not to 

acquire something new, but to recover what was actually his all along. Accordingly, the only 

reason a non-Jew can convert to the Jewish faith is because he was essentially never a non-

Jew in the first place! If a person’s soul truly emanated from an inferior substance, as the 

Zohar describes non-Jewish souls, such a situation could never be rectified; he could never 

convert to Judaism.” 

 

The ‘born again’ motif which, as we have heard, the Talmud references, is one that, as we 

know, is also found in the Messianic Writings. It famously appears in Yeshua’s discourse with 

Rav Nakdimon when the latter approached the former at night. As we read, “There was a 

man among the P’rushim, named Nakdimon, who was a ruler of the Judeans. This man came 

to Yeshua by night and said to him, “Rabbi, we know it is from God that you have come as a 

teacher; for no one can do these miracles you perform unless God is with him.” “Yes, indeed,” 

Yeshua answered him, “I tell you that unless a person is born again from above, he cannot 

see the Kingdom of God.” Nakdimon said to him, “How can a grown man be ‘born’? Can he 

go back into his mother’s womb and be born a second time?” Yeshua answered, “Yes, indeed, 

I tell you that unless a person is born from water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the Kingdom 

of God. What is born from the flesh is flesh, and what is born from the Spirit is spirit. Stop 

being amazed at my telling you that you must be born again from above! The wind blows 

where it wants to, and you hear its sound, but you don’t know where it comes from or where 

it’s going. That’s how it is with everyone who has been born from the Spirit.” Nakdimon 

replied, “How can this happen?” Yeshua answered him, “You hold the office of teacher in 

Isra’el, and you don’t know this?” As we have heard, Yeshua was amazed that Nakdimon 

didn’t quite understand what he was talking about - particularly because Nakdimon was Rosh 

Yeshiva. The concept of being born again was such a part of the rabbinical lingua franca, that 

Yeshua rightly assumed that Nakdimon would have caught on. In truth what Nakdimon 

struggled with was not the idea of being born again per se, but of the need for rebirth at his 

advanced age. The Complete Jewish Bible’s translation is a bit loose in this regard. The King 

James puts it more accurately, “How can a man be born when he is old?” As tradition had it, a 

man could be ‘born again’ at various times of his life, such as when he married or became a 

rabbi and immersion in the mikveh usually preceded all these life changing events. As an old 

man Nakdimon had exhausted the possibility of being ‘born again’ such that he could only 

understand Yeshua’s words in the context of becoming a baby in his mother’s womb again - 

a physical impossibility! In so doing he sadly missed Yeshua’s point that each of us needs a 

spiritual rebirth, an awakening or epiphany! For as Yeshua also said, “Truly I tell you, anyone 

who will not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it.” As this discourse 

occurred between the Mashiach and a rabbi, with no gentiles present, it is logical therefore to 
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assume that the imperative to be ‘born again’ is first and foremost for the Jew. Thus, as the 

Messianic Writings state, the besorah is good news for the Jew first. Indeed, we may conclude 

from this that the Jew is not born superior to his gentile neighbour and that there is no such 

thing as a ‘Jewish soul’. If the Jew must be ‘born again’ it is simply because we are b’nei 

Adam, members of the fallen human race, for “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of 

God”. As Daniel haNavi confessed, “All Israel has transgressed your law and turned away, 

refusing to obey you.” Moreover, as Rav Shaul further writes, “For God has shut up all 

mankind together in disobedience, in order that he might show mercy to all” (Roms 11:32). 

The Midrash was right, ‘these are idolaters and these are idolaters!’ No one is righteous, not 

one. We all, Jews and Gentiles together, have fallen short of God’s perfection and require 

forgiveness and atonement. The idea that non-Jews have animal souls might well have been 

around in Yeshua’s day and therefore provides the all important context to Kefa’s vision in 

which he saw all kinds of unclean animals being lowered in a sheet from heaven. Most 

contemporary believers make the mistake of thinking that the dream had to do with keeping 

kosher, and conclude that you can now eat treif. However, as Kefa concluded the dream 

wasn’t about food on any level, but about people - about gentiles. When we understand that 

some Jews thought of gentile souls as akin to those of animals, as being qualitatively 

different, nay inferior, to that of Jews, then the real meaning of the vision becomes apparent. 

The unclean animals in the sheet were representative of gentiles! Thus, Kefa declared, “I now 

understand that God does not play favourites but that whoever fears him and does what is 

right is acceptable to him, no matter what people he belongs to.” This being so, it suddenly 

dawned on Kefa that it was possible for a non-Jew to be born again in just the same way that 

a Jew could be. “It is throughthe love and kindness of the Lord Yeshua that we trust and are 

delivered - and it’s the same with them” (Acts 15:11).  

 

The possibility that non-Jews as well as Jews might be born again, which Kefa and the earliest 

Messianic Jewish community had only just hit upon, is in fact strongly hinted at in this week’s 

portion. As we have noted, God’s choice of Israel over and against the Egyptians was not 

made because of the superiority of our people, but on account of God’s promises to the 

patriarchs. God’s choice of Israel may have had the consequence that those who persecuted 

and attacked our people were drowned in the Yam Suf, but it is important to remember that 

was not His purpose for the Egyptian people as a whole. Not only was the exodus purposed 

to bring our own people into the ‘born again’ experience so that “then you will know that I 

am Adonai your God, who freed you from the forced labor of the Egyptians,” but as Hashem 

also said, “when I stretch out my hand over Egypt and bring the people of Isra’el out from 

among them, the Egyptians will know that I am Adonai.” As, moreover, Hashem instructed 

Moshe, “say to him [Pharaoh], ‘Adonai, the God of the Hebrews, sent me to you to say: “Let 

my people go, so that they can worship me in the desert.” But until now you haven’t listened; 

so Adonai says, “This will let you know that I am Adonai”: I will take the staff in my hand and 

strike the water in the river, and it will be turned into blood. The fish in the river will die, the 

river will stink and the Egyptians won’t want to drink water from the river.’” In other words, 

the very same miracles that were purposed to reveal God to the Israelites and bring them 
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into a born again experience, were purposed to reveal the God of Israel to the Egyptians and 

bring them into a born again experience. Both were to see God acting on behalf of our 

Jewish people and to draw the same conclusion, that there is no other God but the God of 

Israel! This is the truth that both Jews and non-Jews are to note and to respond to. It has 

always been the truth and still is the truth that God reveals Himself to the gentile world by 

means of His choice of and actions toward the Jewish people. Indeed, as the exodus story 

relates, many gentiles in Egypt saw Hashem’s deliverance of our Jewish people, drew the right 

conclusions, and threw in their lot with them. They too, the so-called ‘mixed multitude’, 

passed through the Yam Suf and later stood at Mount Sinai to receive the Torah along with 

those born Jewish. It was these gerim or ‘foreigners’ that Moshe referred to in Devarim when 

he said, ““Today you are standing, all of you, before Adonai your God — your heads, your 

tribes, your leaders and your officers — all the men of Isra’el, along with your little ones, your 

wives and your foreigners here with you in your camp, from the one who chops your wood to 

the one who draws your water. The purpose is that you should enter into the covenant of 

Adonai your God and into his oath which Adonai your God is making with you today, so that 

he can establish you today for himself as a people, and so that for you he will be God — as 

he said to you and as he swore to your ancestors, to Avraham, Yitz’chak and Ya’akov. But I 

am not making this covenant and this oath only with you. Rather, I am making it both with 

him who is standing here with us today before Adonai our God and also with him who is not 

here with us today.” In this passage Moshe makes reference to non-Jews who stood then and 

there alongside those born Jewish and who together with them became am segulah, 

receiving the Torah and entering the Land. He also makes reference to future generations of 

both Jews and gerim who would come after them. Yitro, Moshe’s father in law, would be one 

of them. As we see in this week’s parashah Yitro came to the Israelite camp, Moshe’s wife and 

children in tow, praised Hashem for saving our people, sacrificed to the God of Israel, and ate 

and drank with the leaders of Israel. Yitro, like Rut later, is thus presented to us as the perfect 

paradigm of the ger. He wasn’t born Jewish, nor, being the priest of Midyan, had he yet 

worshipped the God of Israel. And yet he had welcomed Moshe into his household, gave him 

his daughter in marriage and cared for Moshe’s sons when the latter had cast them away. He 

was also concerned for the health of Israel’s leader, more so than the Israelites themselves, 

and innovated a pattern of leadership and judicial function for Israel that enabled our people 

to survive and thrive. Most importantly, when he heard all about how God had acted on 

behalf of the Jewish people over the Egyptians, Yitro didn’t curse us, but instead, recognised 

the truth of God’s choice and praised the God of Israel. Since one of the requirements for 

conversion was the offering of a sacrifice it is widely concluded that Yitro formally converted 

to Judaism. Indeed, though the Torah tells us that he later returned home to Midyan, it also 

records that Yitro’s descendants lived in Eretz Yisrael after Yehoshua’s conquest. No wonder 

then that the Midrash Tanhuma states that ““A convert is more precious before the Holy One, 

blessed be He, than the myriads who stood at Mt. Sinai.’” What the Midrash means by this is 

that though the Jew is not inherently superior to the gentile, in the ancient world at least, as 

far as knowing God is concerned, there were definite advantages to being born Jewish and 

disadvantages to being born a gentile. As Rav Shaul asks, “what advantage has the Jew? 
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What is the value of being circumcised? Much in every way! In the first place, the Jews were 

entrusted with the very words of God.” In the ancient world at least it was certainly an 

advantage to be raised within the context of a Torah observant, God believing family and 

community. Gentiles had no such advantages. They were born into cultures which not only 

denied the God of Israel but, worse, hated both Him and His people! They sacrificed to idols, 

which in reality were demons, and their imaginations were held in thrall by demonic forces. 

As Rav Shaul said (1 Cor 10:20), “what the Gentiles sacrifice, they sacrifice to demons and not 

to God.” Therefore the gentiles were “estranged from the national life of Isra’el. You were 

foreigners to the covenants embodying God’s promise. You were in this world without hope 

and without God.” To be born Jewish was a definite advantage. And yet, while Jews had a 

head start in relating to the God of Israel, the fact remained that both Jews and gentiles still 

needed to be born again, “for God has shut up all mankind in disobedience.” Indeed, this, so 

Rav Shaul tells us, is why the Messiah came! For God so loved the world, not just us Jews, that 

He sent His only Son, that whoever trusts in him, no matter the circumstances of his birth, 

may be saved from God’s judgement against sin. Thus “you [gentiles] who were once far off 

have been brought near through the shedding of the Messiah’s blood. For he himself is our 

shalom — he has made us both one and has broken down the m’chitzah which divided us.” 

Indeed, “when he came, he announced as Good News shalom to you far off and shalom to 

those nearby, news that through him we both have access in one Spirit to the Father. So then, 

you are no longer foreigners and strangers. On the contrary, you are fellow-citizens with 

God’s people and members of God’s family. You have been built on the foundation of the 

emissaries and the prophets, with the cornerstone being Yeshua the Messiah himself. In 

union with him the whole building is held together, and it is growing into a holy temple in 

union with the Lord. Yes, in union with him, you yourselves are being built together into a 

spiritual dwelling-place for God!”  

 

Just as we have seen, at the time of the exodus wise gentiles saw God’s choice of and actions 

on behalf of Israel,  praised Him for it and joined our people, so today that same call has 

gone out. We live in a world in which hatred of Jews and of the only Jewish State, is on the 

rise - and so soon after the Shoah! And yet though multitudes will reject the God of Israel 

simply because of this, because they cannot bring themselves to believe that the Jews are still 

chosen, there are yet many Yitros who may look upon these same events and feel the call to 

honour Hashem not curse Him or His people. Though, after many centuries of oppression, we 

might be tempted to draw up the bridges and withdraw inwardly for self preservation, even 

to look down upon a gentile world that by and large permits and participates in such hatred, 

Judaism is nevertheless obliged by Torah command to open its gates wide to the Yitros and 

Ruts - the foreigners who have travelled from afar and who desire to be one with us. Indeed, 

as we do so we will find ourselves enriched by their presence and by the contribution that 

they have to make. Rather than fearing that opening the gates to converts will dilute Jewish 

identity we should take note of Rav Shaul’s grating in paradigm. For horticulturists actually 

graft wild olive branches into cultivated olive trees in order to rejuvenate them. The Jewish 

people were never intended to live in splendid isolation on a desert island but were called 
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into being by Hashem so that through us He might make Himself known to the nations.   For 

as Yeshua said, “salvation comes from the Jews.”  

 


