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 What’s In A Name  ?  

based on the article, “Names and Naming” by Rav Yaakov Beasley 

Source 1: Shemot Ch. 1 

ה ְשמֹות ְבֵני ִיְשָרֵאל ַהָבִאים ִמְצָרְיָמה  )א( ְוֵאלֶּ
 :ֵאת ַיֲעֹקב ִאיש ּוֵביתֹו ָבאּו

 :)ב( ְראּוֵבן ִשְמעֹון ֵלִוי ִויהּוָדה
 :)ג( ִיָששָכר ְזבּוֻלן ּוִבְנָיִמן
 :)ד( ָדן ְוַנְפָתִלי ָגד ְוָאֵשר

ש  פֶּ ש )ה( ַוְיִהי ָכל־נֶּ ְך־ַיֲעֹקב ִשְבִעים ָנפֶּ ֹיְצֵאי יֶּרֶּ
 :ְויֹוֵסף ָהָיה ְבִמְצָרִים

 

1:1 These are the names of Israel's sons 
who came to Egypt with Jacob, each with 
his family: 
1:2 Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, 
1:3 Issachar, Zebulun, Benjamin, 
1:4 Dan, Naphtali, Gad and Asher. 
1:5 The [original] number of Jacob's 
direct descendants, including Joseph who 
was in Egypt, was seventy. 

Source 2: Rashi 

אף על פי שמנאן בחייהן בשמותן, חזר ומנאן במיתתן ]אחר  - )א( ואלה שמות בני ישראל
מיתתן[, להודיע חבתן שנמשלו לכוכבים, שמוציאן ומכניסן במספר ובשמותם, שנאמר )ישעיהו 

 :מ כו( המוציא במספר צבאם לכולם בשם יקרא

Though they were counted by name in their lifetimes, they are listed again 

after death to display their singular preciousness, for they are likened to the 

stars which God shepherds, counting them by name: He brings out their 

legions by number, to each He calls by name (Yeshayahu 40:26). 

ָחיו ְוֹכל ַהדֹור הַ  הּוא  )ז( ּוְבֵני ִיְשָרֵאל ָפרּו ַוִיְשְרצּו ַוִיְרבּו ַוַיַעְצמּו ִבְמֹאד ְמֹאד )ו( ַוָיָמת יֹוֵסף ְוָכל־אֶּ

ץ ֹאָתם  :ַוִתָמֵלא ָהָארֶּ

Then Yosef died, along with all his brothers and that entire generation.  And 

the children of Yisrael were fruitful and increased extravagantly, and 

multiplied and grew very, very powerful, and the land was filled with them. 

Source 3: Seforno 

 :  . ואחר שמתו כל שבעים נפש נטו לדרכי שרצים, שרצים לבאר שחת)ז( פרו וישרצו

"… were fruitful and increased extravagantly" (In Hebrew – paru ve'yishritzu) 

– After the death of the original seventy souls, their descendants deviated 

from the ways of their fathers, and followed the paths of the creeping insects 

(in Hebrew- sheretzim – a play on words on the original 'increased 

extravagantly'), who run (another play on words – she'ratzim – those who 

run) to the pit (an expression for the vacuous life taken from Talmud 

Berakhot 28b). 
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נּו: ל־ַעמֹו ִהֵנה ַעם ְבֵני ִיְשָרֵאל ַרב ְוָעצּום ִממֶּ ר אֶּ  )ט( ַויֹאמֶּ

 .…)י( ָהָבה ִנְתַחְכָמה לֹו 

And he said to his people, "Behold, the people, the children of Yisrael are more 

numerous and stronger than we.  Let us act wisely to it …  

  

ה ְוֵכן ִיְפֹרץ ַוָיֻקצּו ִמְפֵני ְבֵני ִיְשָרֵאל: ר ְיַענּו ֹאתֹו ֵכן ִיְרבֶּ  )יב( ְוַכֲאשֶּ

And the more they oppressed it (them), the more they proliferated and the 

more that they spread 

ם ָתבֹו רֶּ ל־ַפְרֹעה ִכי לֹא ַכָנִשים ַהִמְצִרֹית ָהִעְבִרֹית ִכי־ ָחיֹות ֵהָנה ְבטֶּ ן )יט( ַותֹאַמְרןָ ַהְמַיְלֹדת אֶּ א ֲאֵלהֶּ
ת ְוָיָלדּו: דֶּ  ַהְמַילֶּ

The Hebrew women are not like Egyptian women – they bear children like 

animals.  

------------------------------------------- 

Source 4: Shemot Ch. 2 

ת־ַבת־ֵלִוי: ְך ִאיש ִמֵבית ֵלִוי ַוִיַקח אֶּ  )א( ַוֵילֶּ

א ֹאתֹו ִכי־ט ד ֵבן ַוֵתרֶּ  ֹוב הּוא ַוִתְצְפֵנהּו ְשֹלָשה ְיָרִחים:)ב( ַוַתַהר ָהִאָשה ַוֵתלֶּ

And a person of the house of 

 Levi went and took a daughter of Levi.  And the woman conceived and gave 

birth to a son.  (2:1, 2) 

ה לֹו:   )ד( ַוֵתַתַצב ֲאֹחתֹו ֵמָרֹחק ְלֵדָעה ַמה־ֵיָעשֶּ

And his sister stood at a distance to see what would happen to him. (2:4) 

 

ת־ַהֵתָבה ְבתֹוְך ַהּסּוף  א אֶּ יָה ֹהְלֹכת ַעל־ַיד ַהְיֹאר ַוֵתרֶּ ד ַבת־ַפְרֹעה ִלְרֹחץ ַעל־ַהְיֹאר ְוַנֲעֹרתֶּ )ה( ַוֵתרֶּ
ָה:: ת־ֲאָמָתּה ַוִתָקחֶּ  ַוִתְשַלח אֶּ

And the daughter of Pharoah went down to bathe by the river … (2:5) 
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 Source 5: Shemot Ch. 1 

ר ֵשם ָהַאַחת ִשְפָרה ְוֵשם ַהֵשִנית פּוָעה:)  ְך ִמְצַרִים ַלְמַיְלֹדת ָהִעְבִרֹית ֲאשֶּ לֶּ ר מֶּ  טו( ַויֹאמֶּ

… the midwives of the Hebrews, the name of one being Shifra, and the name of the other being 

Pu'ah.   

Shifra was actually Yocheved.  And why was she called "Shifra"?  Because she would beautify 

the newborn (Hebrew SH.P.R. – to beautify) before giving it to the mother … Pu'ah was actually 

Miriam.  And why was she called "Pu'ah?"  For she would coo (po'eh in Hebrew) to the infant. 

(Talmud Sotah 11b) 

 Turning Point? 

Source 6: Shemot 2:10  

ד ַוְתִבֵאהּו ְלַבת־ַפְרֹעה ַוְיִהי־ָלּה ְלֵבן  לֶּ ן־)י( ַוִיְגַדל ַהיֶּ י מִּ ר כִּ ה ַותֹאמֶׁ ְקָרא ְשמֹו ֹמשֶׁ ַותִּ
הּו: יתִּ ם ְמשִּ  ַהַמיִּ

"The child grew, and the woman presented him to Pharaoh's daughter who took him as her son.  

She called his name 'Moshe,' for she said: 'I have drawn him from the water' (MiShitiHu)"  

Deliverance comes from within the source of destruction.  The river where countless Jewish babies 

were drowned becomes the river where the Jewish people's future savior is rescued.  Pharaoh's 

house, the source of so many decrees of evil and suffering, becomes the place where the future savior is 

redeemed.  What generates this transformation? 

Chiastic Structures 
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Outline of Moshe’s Birth 

a man of Levi and a daughter of Levi. (2:1) –The formation of Moshe's first family A.       

B.           Moshe's mother cares for him (building the teivah ) (2:2,3) 

(2:4)  C.              Miriam stands afar to know what will be done. 

Pharaoh's daughter finds Moshe in the basket. (2:5,6)                    D. 

nurse. (2:8)-she offers her mother as a wet –Miriam knows what to do C1.           

B1.     Moshe's mother cares for Moshe (feeding him) (2:9) 

the daughter of Pharaoh, who names him.  (2:10) –family  A1.  Moshe is given to his new 

ת־ַהֵתָבה ְבתֹוְך ַהּסּוף  א אֶּ יָה ֹהְלֹכת ַעל־ַיד ַהְיֹאר ַוֵתרֶּ ד ַבת־ַפְרֹעה ִלְרֹחץ ַעל־ַהְיֹאר ְוַנֲעֹרתֶּ )ה( ַוֵתרֶּ
ָה: ת־ֲאָמָתּה ַוִתָקחֶּ ד )ו( ַוִתְפַתח ַוִתְר  ַוִתְשַלח אֶּ לֶּ ת־ַהיֶּ הֵאהּו אֶּ ה־ַנַער ֹבכֶׁ נֵּ ר  ְוהִּ ַוַתְחֹמל ָעָליו ַותֹאמֶּ

ה:  ִמַיְלֵדי ָהִעְבִרים זֶּ

"Pharaoh's daughter went down to the Nile to bathe, attended by her maidens.  She saw the box 

among the rushes and sent her maidservant to fetch it.  She opened it and saw him, the boy, and 

behold (ve-hineh), the child was crying.  She took pity upon him, and she said: 'he is a Hebrew 

child!'"  
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 R. Yaakov Beasley 

The Hebrew word for behold (ve-hineh) serves a special function in Biblical narrative.  When 

this word appears, it denotes a chance in perspective from the narrator to viewpoint of the 

character involved .  Here, the Torah treats us to a rare glimpse of the inner thoughts of one 

of the main characters.  As she reaches for the basket, what will Pharaoh's daughter see?  Will 

it be one of the accursed slaves' children trying to avoid its inevitable fate? …..What she sees, 

and what ultimately moves her, are a baby's cries.  That pity leads her to choose to adopt the 

young infant, a fact the text underscores, "And he was a son to her." (2:10) 

ד ַוְתִבֵאהּו ְלַבת־ַפְרֹעה   לֶּ ן)י( ַוִיְגַדל ַהיֶּ י־ָלּה ְלבֵּ ר ִכי ִמן־ַהַמִים ְמִשיִתהּו ַוְיהִּ ה ַותֹאמֶּ ַוִתְקָרא ְשמֹו ֹמשֶּ  

ד ָהִאָשה ( ַוַתַהר )ב  לֶׁ אֵבן ַותֵּ רֶׁ יםֹאתֹו ִכי־טֹוב הּוא  ַותֵּ הּו ְשֹלָשה ְיָרחִּ ְצְפנֵּ ַותִּ   

ַקח־לֹו )ג( ְולֹא־ָיְכָלה עֹוד ַהְצִפינֹו  אַותִּ ת ַוַתְחְמָרה  ֵתַבת ֹגמֶּ ם ָבּהַבֵחָמר ּוַבָזפֶּ ד  ַוָתשֶׁ ת־ַהיֶּלֶּ ם אֶּ ַוָתשֶׁ
ַעל־ְשַפת ַהְיֹארַבּסּוף   

2:2 The woman became pregnant and had a son. She realized how extraordinary [the 

child] was, and she kept him hidden for three months. 

2:3 When she could no longer hide him, she took a papyrus box, coating it with asphalt 

and pitch, and she placed the child in it. She placed it in the rushes near the bank of the 

Nile. 

הּו יקֵּ ד ַוְתנִּ ָשה ַהיֶׁלֶׁ ַקח ָהאִּ  :ַותִּ

ד  לֶּ הּו ְלַבת־ַפְרֹעה)י( ַוִיְגַדל ַהיֶּ אֵּ ן ַוְתבִּ י־ָלּה ְלבֵּ ה ְשמֹו ַוִתְקָרא ַוְיהִּ ר ֹמשֶּ ִמן־ ִכי ַותֹאמֶּ
 ְמִשיִתהּו: ַהַמִים

2:9 'Take this child and nurse it,' said Pharaoh's daughter to [the mother]. 'I will pay you a fee.' 

The woman took the child and nursed it. 

2:10 When the child matured, [his mother] brought him to Pharaoh's daughter. 
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 The Name Moshe 

Source 7: R. Naftali Tzvi Yehuda Berlin – “Netziv” – Ha’amek Davar 

 משום שהצילתו מן המיתה וגם גדלתו נחשב כאלו ילדתו וכמו שאמרה ויהי לה לבן.

דבלשון מצרי תיבה זו . ראיתי בשם הרב ר' שמואל נ"י במדינת בעהיים. ותקרא שמו משה
. וילד המלך נקרא במדינה הילד. באשר הוא ולד יולד למדינה. והוא ביאור כצורתה משמעו ילד

היא אמו יוכבד. וזהו נגד חז"ל  -.  ]והרי"א פירש ותקרא ופירשה הטעם שהוא ילד שלהנכון. 
כי מן במדרש רבה ויקרא )א,ג(. וגם נגד הדרך ארץ שהיה לבן לבת פרעה. ועליה לקראו בשם[. 

. וזה הענין הרי הוא כאלו נטבע במים. ואין לאביו ואמו חלק בו. ואני אם הילד המים משיתהו.
ולפי דברינו אין באמת קנין האדם. כמו שביארנו בשירת האזינו בפסוק אביך קנך יעיי"ש. נקרא 

. ומכל מקום כך דרך לשון אלא הענין הוא טעם על השם משה שם משה יחס לתיבת משיתהו.
 הקודש לכתוב לשון נופל על לשון. 

"'And he became a son unto her' – Since she saved him from death and raised him, it was 

considered as though she had given birth to him, as she says:  

'And she called his name Moshe.' And I have seen written in the name of R. Shmuel of Bohemia, 

that in the Egyptian language, this word in this form means 'son'… and this interpretation is correct. 

Thus, she explains the reason why the child is hers: 'for I drew him out of the water' – for it is 

as if he drowned in the river, and so his father and mother have no portion in him, and I am 

the mother of the child. This is truly called acquiring a person…According to our words, the 

word 'meshitihu' (I drew him out) is not related to the name Moshe, but rather is the 

explanation that she called him ["son," i.e.] Moshe.  In any event, this is the way of the holy 

language – to present a play on words." (2:10) 

 

Source 8: Shemot Ch. 2 

ה: ת־ִצֹפָרה ִבתֹו ְלֹמשֶּ ת־ָהִאיש ַוִיֵתן אֶּ ת אֶּ בֶּ ה ָלשֶּ ל ֹמשֶּ  )כא( ַויֹואֶּ

ָיה:)כב ץ ָנְכרִּ רֶׁ י ְבאֶׁ יתִּ ר ָהיִּ י ָאַמר גֵּ ְרֹשם כִּ ת־ְשמֹו גֵּ ְקָרא אֶׁ ן ַויִּ ד בֵּ לֶׁ  ( ַותֵּ

2:21 Moses decided to live with the man. He gave Moses his daughter Tzipporah as a wife. 

2:22 When she gave birth to a son, [Moses] named him Gershom. 'I have been a foreigner 

(ger) in a strange land,' he said. 

Is there any significance to the placement of the naming here? The Torah waits until chapter 

18 before telling us the name and meaning of Moshe's second son Eliezer, though he was 

undoubtedly born earlier.  After all, the whole story of the near death of Moshe is premised on 

the fact that Moshe should have given a Brit Milah to Eliezer and was tardy in doing so….So 

why did the Torah only mention the birth of his first son at this time? 

 

 

http://bible.ort.org/books/pentd2.asp?ACTION=displaypage&BOOK=2&CHAPTER=2#C1015
http://bible.ort.org/books/pentd2.asp?ACTION=displaypage&BOOK=2&CHAPTER=2#C1016


 

7
 Source 9: Shemot Ch. 18 

ָחד  ר ֵשם ָהאֶּ יָה ֲאשֶּ ָיה)ג( ְוֵאת ְשֵני ָבנֶּ ץ ָנְכרִּ רֶׁ י ְבאֶׁ יתִּ ר ָהיִּ י ָאַמר גֵּ ְרֹשם כִּ  :גֵּ

ר ִכי־ֱאֹלהֵ  זֶּ ָחד ֱאִליעֶּ ב ַפְרֹעה:)ד( ְוֵשם ָהאֶּ רֶּ ְזִרי ַוַיִצֵלִני ֵמחֶּ  י ָאִבי ְבעֶּ

18:3 and her two sons. The name of the [first] one was Gershom, because [Moses] had 

declared, 'I was a foreigner (ger) in a strange land'. 

18:4 The name of the [other] one was Eliezer, because, 'My father's God (El) was my 

Helper (Ezer), rescuing me from Pharaoh's sword'. 

 

Right after the naming of Gershom…. 

Source 10: Shemot Ch. 2 

ְך ִמְצַרִים ַוֵיָאְנחּו ְבֵני־ִיְשָרֵאל ִמן־ָהֲעֹבָדה ַוִיְזָעקּו  לֶּ ַוַתַעל )כג( ַוְיִהי ַבָיִמים ָהַרִבים ָהֵהם ַוָיָמת מֶּ
ל־ָהֱאֹלִהים ִמן־ָהֲעֹבָדה: ת־  ַשְוָעָתם אֶּ ת־ְבִריתֹו אֶּ ת־ַנֲאָקָתם ַוִיְזֹכר ֱאֹלִהים אֶּ )כד( ַוִיְשַמע ֱאֹלִהים אֶּ

ת־ַיֲעֹקב: ת־ִיְצָחק ְואֶּ ת־ְבֵני ִיְשָרֵאל ַוֵיַדע ֱאֹלִהים: ַאְבָרָהם אֶּ  )כה( ַוַיְרא ֱאֹלִהים אֶּ

2:23 A long time then passed , and the king of Egypt died. The Israelites were still groaning 

because of their subjugation. When they cried out because of their slavery, their pleas went 

up before God 2:24 God heard their cries, and He remembered His covenant with Abraham, 

Isaac and Jacob. 2:25 God saw the Israelites, and He was about to show concern. 

Question: What happened now that God finally pays attention to their suffering? 

Source 11: Bereishit 15:13 

ר ְלַאְבָרם ָיֹדַע ֵתַדע  ְהיֶׁה)יג( ַויֹאמֶּ ר יִּ י־גֵּ ם  כִּ ץ לֹא ָלהֶּ רֶּ   ַוֲעָבדּוםַזְרֲעָך ְבאֶּ
נּו ֹאָתם  ַאְרַבע ֵמאֹות ָשָנה: ְועִּ

And you will be strangers (GERIM) in a land not yours, and they shall be enslaved  

(ve-AVDUM) and they will afflict them (ve-EENU) for four hundred years 

 

In other words….. 

To fulfill the terms of the covenant, the Jewish people have to endure three conditions:  

  
 

http://bible.ort.org/books/pentd2.asp?ACTION=displaypage&BOOK=2&CHAPTER=2#C1017
http://bible.ort.org/books/pentd2.asp?ACTION=displaypage&BOOK=2&CHAPTER=2#C1018
http://bible.ort.org/books/pentd2.asp?ACTION=displaypage&BOOK=2&CHAPTER=2#C1018
http://bible.ort.org/books/pentd2.asp?ACTION=displaypage&BOOK=2&CHAPTER=2#C1019
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 A quick perusal of the story until now reveals that while the text emphasized the oppression ("As much 

as they would afflict them (ya'ANU)), and the Hebrew root for the word slavery (E.V.D.) appears as a 

leitwort (a key, repeating word) throughout the narrative (significantly, seven times between Chapter 1 

and the final verses of Chapter 2 – linking the two accounts), the word for strangers, 'GEIRUT', is 

significantly absent. What about Ya’akov, in Sefer Bereishit – who went into his own “Galut”? Like his 

descendants, Yaakov finds himself separated from family and homeland in the house of his father-in-

law.  There, he undergoes afflictions and tribulations, as the crafty Lavan outwits him at every turn.  

The root word for work/slavery (E.V.D.) appears 14 times (a multiple of 7) in the story.    

 

Source 12: Bereishit Ch. 32 

ֹכה ָאַמר, ַעְבְדָך   ַוְיַצו ֹאָתם, ֵלאֹמר, ֹכה תֹאְמרּון, ַלאֹדִני ְלֵעָשו: ה
םַיֲעֹקב,  י-עִּ  . ָעָתה-, ָוֵאַחר ַעדָלָבן ַגְרתִּ

32:4 Jacob sent messengers ahead of him to his brother Esau, to Edom's 

Field in the Seir area. 

32:5 He instructed them to deliver the following message: 

'To my lord Esau. Your humble servant Jacob says: I have been staying 
(I lived as a stranger) with Laban, and have delayed my return until 

now. 
 

R. Beasley: 

Apparently, in order to recognize that one is a stranger in a certain location, one requires 

the perspective that comes only upon leaving that environment.  This reality, however, 

places the Jewish people in an unsolvable quandary:  In order to leave the land of Egypt, they 

have to recognize that they are strangers in it.  But in order to recognize that they are 

strangers in it, they have to leave the land!  Without outside assistance, they would have 

remained trapped in the land for eternity. 

 

With this new understanding, we return to Moshe and the naming of Gershom.  "He named him 

Gershom, for he said: I was a stranger in a strange land." Moshe's naming of Gershom is more 

than the reflection of his personal sense of estrangement from the land where he grew up 

a member of royalty; in the larger, Divine scheme, his understanding provides the missing 

element required for the redemption of the Jewish people.  It is appropriate that the Book 

of Names, whose theme is redemption, sees the beginning of redemption in the act of 

providing the right name. 

http://bible.ort.org/books/pentd2.asp?ACTION=displaypage&BOOK=1&CHAPTER=32#C597
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http://bible.ort.org/books/pentd2.asp?ACTION=displaypage&BOOK=1&CHAPTER=32#C598

