


What‘s in a name? Far more than 
you would have thought. Our 
sedra this week, and indeed the 
second book of the Chumash 
begins with verse ‘These are 
the names of the Children of 
Israel’.  The Torah then lists 
the names of the twelve tribes 
which descended to Egypt with 
their father Yaakov.

Generally the opening words 
of a sedra hint to the theme 
of what is to follow. Therefore 
there must be an allusion to the 
sedra and the entire book of 
Shemot within these opening 
verses. Moreover the names of 
the twelve tribes have already 
been mentioned in parshat 
Vayigash. Why are they repeated 
again here? We know the Torah 
is very careful not to include 
words unnecessarily. 

T h e r e  a r e  t wo  Mi d r a sh i m 
which help us understand what 
is happening here. The first 
Midrash explains that the names 
which the Jewish people entered 
the land of Egypt were the same 
names with which they left. This 
does not however answer why 
all the tribes are mentioned 
here individually. It would have 
sufficed to say ‘These are the 

names of the Children of Israel’ 
and nothing further.

The Midrash Rabbah gives a 
different view on the opening 
verses to our sedra. The Jewish 
people are compared to the 
stars. Like we say in Tehillim 
(147:4) ‘He counts the number 
of stars, to all of them He gives 
names.’ The Jewish people are 
called by name to emphasise 
their importance. Since at this 
point in time the Jewish people 
were in Egypt they may have 
been nullified and absorbed 
into their host’s culture. Hashem 
counted them and called them 
by name to ensure this would 
not happen. Although the tribes’ 
descent to Egypt is mentioned in 
parshat Vayigash, the influences 
and power of their surroundings 
were not effective as long as 
one of the or ig inal  t welve 
tribes were still alive. Now that 
they had all passed away that 
protective status was gone. This 
is why at this point in our history 
we were named.

This idea can be understood 
from a law in halacha. If for 
example  a  for bidden i tem 
became accidently mixed with 
a permissible item, and the 

latter is sixty times greater 
than the former, the mixture 
is permitted. This is because 
the forbidden item is ‘batul’ - 
nullified to the permitted one. 
There is an exception to this. 
A dvar shebeminyan - an item 
which is counted, will never 
become batul  whatever the 
ratio.

The same reasoning applies to 
our case here. Before the Jewish 
people began the exile, they 
were named to emphasise their 
importance. Like this they would 
not become null i f ied. They 
endured the Egyptian exile and 
left with their original names.

What is a name for? We do not 
need a name for ourselves. We 
know who we are. Our names are 
by which others call us and thus 
interact with us. A name is thus 
an external aspect of the person, 
and does not relate to their inner 
essence. This same idea can be 
applied to the different levels 
of one’s neshama. One part of 
the neshama is clothed in the 
body. This is like the name of a 
person. There is a higher part 
of the neshama which remains 
above and is far more lofty, 
being continually attached to its 
source, Hashem. 

Now back to our opening verse 
again but with this last concept 
in mind. The word Mitzrayim 
means limitations. The ‘name’ 
part of the neshama, the external 
par t was the aspect which 
went into exile. The internal 
par t, the essence remained 
beyond that. This is the deep, 
hidden message that our sedra 

is teaching us. Just at the point 
when things looked doom and 
gloom there was a hint of hope 
which would see them through. 
Each of the twelve tr ibes is 
mentioned individually. Each 
name reflects a pattern with 
which the neshama connection 
to the body is reflected. The soul 
itself has no name; only through 
its connection to the body does 
it adopt a special motif. Since 
every human body is unique, so 
is every neshama, and thus has 
its own specific name.

We live in interesting times. We 
are continually being challenged 
about our Yiddishkeit in various 
ways. Our Jewish names give 
us the strength to withstand 
these difficulties. We should 
not feel intimidated or despair. 
The essence of a Jew is never in 
exile. There is more in a name 
than you may think.

A name is an external aspect of the person, and does not 
relate to their inner essence
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