
INSPIRE

 
 

Of all the portions in the Torah, Shemot most clearly illustrates the strength of the Jewish woman. It was
the women who bravely resisted Pharaoh’s decree to kill newborn baby boys. It was the women who

seduced their husbands in order to perpetuate the Jewish nation. And it was the women who saved the life
of their future redeemer, Moses. As a baby, he was placed in a basket of reeds by Yocheved, his mother;
watched by Miriam, his sister; and saved by Batya, Pharaoh’s daughter. When Miriam saw Batya discover
the crying three-month-old baby, she immediately offered a wet nurse, a Hebrew woman who would care

for the baby until he was ready for palace life. This volunteer foster parent was none other than their
mother, Yocheved. Relieved, Batya acquiesced, and little Moses was returned home to be well fed and well

prepared for future challenges.
Who was Yocheved? We are told she was born “between the boundary walls”: that is, her birth occurred en
route from Israel to Egypt. Her soul was never stifled; she was never completely subjugated by the anguish

of slavery, because she maintained a refuge “outside the walls.” Her life-force originated in Israel, so her
faith was constantly sustained by its connection to the Holy Land. She drew from the freedom and holiness

of one wall to withstand the confinement and corruption of the other.
Do we not all live “between the walls”? Jewish women raising children in modern times have more in

common with Yocheved than we think. On one hand we experience the sanctity and grace of Torah; on the
other, the temptations and seductions of secular life. Take language, for example. Profanity is no longer

uttered stealthily by teenagers, but spewed boldly by politicians, musicians, and parents. The language of
the Bible is composed purely, so succinct in its construction and complex in its meaning. It’s impossible to
find a more exemplary prototype. We can restore the sanctity of our jargon and prose not only by avoiding

slang, but by using words in a constructive and consecrated way.
Modesty is another illustration. We are assaulted by images of what is fashionable in the secular world: tall,

lanky women dressed in chic, body-hugging material and shoes that make walking an acrobatic feat.
Religious women dressed modestly exude a beauty more radiant, but less flamboyant. Just as the Torah is

wrapped in elegant layers and guarded in the ark, we too protect what is precious to us.
As women, we are like Yocheved, working to protect our family in whatever way we can. What we say and

do, the way our house looks, how we treat our loved ones, the guests we welcome, our reaction to
mishaps, and our attitude toward giving charity all braid the fabric of that woven vessel that protects those

we love.
With a trembling hand, Yocheved placed her newborn son in the waters of the Nile. All that separated him
from certain death was a mere basket of reeds. Yet, despite his humble beginnings, Moses left a mark so

indelible that he is unanimously regarded as the greatest leader who ever lived. Surely, some of his
greatness can be attributed to Yocheved’s unique influence.

May we all be courageous enough to thrust our flimsy baskets into the tumultuous, stormy sea; and, with G
d’s help, may we embrace the challenge of reconciling the profound and the profane.
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 Moses’ second question to G d at the burning bush was, Who are you? “So I will go to the Israelites and say, ‘Your fathers’ G d
sent me to you.’ They will immediately ask me what His name is. What shall I say to them?”1 G d’s reply, Ehyeh asher ehyeh,
wrongly translated in almost every Christian Bible as something like “I am that I am,” deserves an essay in its own right (I deal with
it in my books Future Tense and The Great Partnership).
His first question, though, was, Mi anochi, “Who am I?”
“Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh?” said Moses to G d. “And how can I possibly get the Israelites out of Egypt?” On the
surface the meaning is clear. Moses is asking two things. The first: who I am to be worthy of so great a mission? The second: how
can I possibly succeed?  G d answers the second. “Because I will be with you.” You will succeed because I am not asking you to
do it alone. I am not really asking you to do it at all. I will be doing it for you. I want you to be My representative, My mouthpiece, My
emissary and My voice. G d never answered the first question. Perhaps in a strange way Moses answered himself. In Tanakh as a
whole, the people who turn out to be the most worthy are the ones who deny they are worthy at all. The prophet Isaiah, when
charged with his mission, said, ‘I am a man of unclean lips’. Jeremiah said, ‘I cannot speak, for I am a child’. David, Israel’s greatest
king, echoed Moses’ words, ‘Who am I?’. Jonah, sent on a mission by G d, tried to run away. According to Rashbam, Jacob was
about to run away when he found his way blocked by the man/angel with whom he wrestled at night.
The heroes of the Bible are not figures from Greek or any other kind of mythology. They are not people possessed of a sense of
destiny, determined from an early age to achieve fame. They do not have what the Greeks called megalopsychia, a proper sense
of their own worth, a gracious and lightly worn superiority. They did not go to Eton or Oxford. They were not born to rule. They were
people who doubted their own abilities. There were times when they felt like giving up. Moses, Elijah, Jeremiah and Jonah reached
points of such despair that they prayed to die. They became heroes of the moral life against their will. There was work to be done –
G d told them so – and they did it. It is almost as if a sense of smallness is a sign of greatness. So G d never answered Moses’
question, “Why me?”
But there is another question within the question. “Who am I?” can be not just a question about worthiness. It can also be a
question about identity. Moses, alone on Mount Horeb/Sinai, summoned by G d to lead the Israelites out of Egypt, is not just
speaking to G d when he says those words. He is also speaking to himself. “Who am I?”
There are two possible answers. The first: Moses is a prince of Egypt. He had been adopted as a baby by Pharaoh’s daughter. He
had grown up in the royal palace. He dressed like an Egyptian, looked and spoke like an Egyptian. When he rescued Jethro’s
daughters from some rough shepherds, they go back and tell their father, “An Egyptian saved us.” His very name, Moses, was
given to him by Pharaoh’s daughter. It was, presumably, an Egyptian name (in fact, Moses, as in Ramses, is the ancient Egyptian
word for “child”. The etymology given in the Torah, that Moses means “I drew him from the water,” tells us what the word suggested
to Hebrew speakers). So the first answer is that Moses was an Egyptian prince.
The second was that he was a Midianite. For, although he was Egyptian by upbringing, he had been forced to leave. He had made
his home in Midian, married a Midianite woman Zipporah, daughter of a Midianite priest and was “content to live” there, quietly as a
shepherd. We tend to forget that he spent many years there. He left Egypt as a young man and was already eighty years old at the
start of his mission when he first stood before Pharaoh. He must have spent the overwhelming majority of his adult life in Midian,
far away from the Israelites on the one hand and the Egyptians on the other. Moses was a Midianite.
So when Moses asks, “Who am I?” it is not just that he feels himself unworthy. He feels himself uninvolved. He may have been
Jewish by birth, but he had not suffered the fate of his people. He had not grown up as a Jew. He had not lived among Jews. He
had good reason to doubt that the Israelites would even recognize him as one of them. How, then, could he become their leader?
More penetratingly, why should he even think of becoming their leader? Their fate was not his. He was not part of it. He was not
responsible for it. He did not suffer from it. He was not implicated in it.
What is more, the one time he had actually tried to intervene in their affairs – he killed an Egyptian taskmaster who had killed an
Israelite slave, and the next day tried to stop two Israelites from fighting one another – his intervention was not welcomed. “Who
made you ruler and judge over us?” they said to him. These are the first recorded words of an Israelite to Moses. He had not yet
dreamed of being a leader and already his leadership was being challenged.
Consider, now, the choices Moses faced in his life. On the one hand he could have lived as a prince of Egypt, in luxury and at
ease. That might have been his fate had he not intervened. Even afterward, having been forced to flee, he could have lived out his
days quietly as a shepherd, at peace with the Midianite family into which he had married. It is not surprising that when G d invited
him to lead the Israelites to freedom, he resisted.
Why then did he accept? Why did G d know that he was the man for the task? One hint is contained in the name he gave his first
son. He called him Gershom because, he said, “I am a stranger in a foreign land.” He did not feel at home in Midian. That was
where he was but not who he was. But the real clue is contained in an earlier verse, the prelude to his first intervention. “When
Moses was grown, he began to go out to his own people, and he saw their hard labor.” These people were his people. He may
have looked like an Egyptian but he knew that ultimately he was not. It was a transforming moment, not unlike when the Moabite
Ruth said to her Israelite mother in law Naomi, “Your people will be my people and your G d my G d.” Ruth was un-Jewish by birth.
Moses was un-Jewish by upbringing. But both knew that they, when they saw suffering and identified with the sufferer, they could
not walk away.
Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik called this a covenant of fate, brit goral. It lies at the heart of Jewish identity to this day. There are Jews
who believe and those who don’t. There are Jews who practice and those who don’t. But there are few Jews indeed who, when
their people are suffering, can walk away saying, “This has nothing to do with me.”
Maimonides, who defines this as “separating yourself from the community,” says that it is one of the sins for which you are denied a
share in the world to come. This is what the Hagaddah means when it says of the wicked son that “because he excludes himself
from the collective, he denies a fundamental principle of faith.” What fundamental principle of faith? Faith in the collective fate and
destiny of the Jewish people. Who am I? asked Moses, but in his heart he knew the answer. I am not Moses the Egyptian or Moses
the Midianite. When I see my people suffer I am, and cannot be other than, Moses the Jew. And if that imposes responsibilities on
me, then I must shoulder them. For I am who I am because my people are who they are.
That is Jewish identity, then and now.

WHO AM I?
By Rabbi Jonathan Sacks



PARSHA SUMMARY HAFTORAH SUMMARY

RIDDLE OF THE WEEK
JEWISH HUMOUR

The children of Israel multiply in Egypt. Threatened by
their growing numbers, Pharaoh enslaves them and
orders the Hebrew midwives, Shifrah and Puah, to kill all
male babies at birth. When they do not comply, he
commands his people to cast the Hebrew babies into
the Nile.A child is born to Yocheved, the daughter of
Levi, and her husband, Amram, and placed in a basket
on the river, while the baby’s sister, Miriam, stands
watch from afar. Pharaoh’s daughter discovers the boy,
raises him as her son, and names him Moses.As a
young man, Moses leaves the palace and discovers the
hardship of his brethren. He sees an Egyptian beating a
Hebrew, and kills the Egyptian. The next day he sees
two Jews fighting; when he admonishes them, they
reveal his deed of the previous day, and Moses is forced
to flee to Midian. There he rescues Jethro’s daughters,
marries one of them (Tzipporah), and becomes a
shepherd of his father-in-law’s flocks.G‑d appears to
Moses in a burning bush at the foot of Mount Sinai, and
instructs him to go to Pharaoh and demand: “Let My
people go, so that they may serve Me.” Moses’ brother,
Aaron, is appointed to serve as his spokesman. In Egypt,
Moses and Aaron assemble the elders of Israel to tell
them that the time of their redemption has come. The
people believe; but Pharaoh refuses to let them go, and
even intensifies the suffering of Israel.Moses returns to
G‑d to protest: “Why have You done evil to this people?”
G‑d promises that the redemption is close at hand.

 
Isaiah 27:6–28:13; 29:22–23.This week’s haftorah parallels

the week’s Torah reading on many levels. One of the
parallels is the message of redemption conveyed by

Isaiah—“and you shall be gathered one by one, O children
of Israel”—that is reminiscent of the message of

redemption that G‑d spoke to Moses at the burning bush,
a message that Moses then communicated to

Pharaoh.The haftorah vacillates between Isaiah’s
prophecies concerning the future redemption, and his

admonitions concerning the Jews’ drunken and G‑dless
behavior. Isaiah starts on a positive note: “In the coming
days, Jacob will take root, Israel will bud and blossom,

filling the face of the earth . . .” He mentions G‑d’s mercy
for His nation, and the measure-for-measure punishment
He meted out upon the Egyptians who persecuted them.

And regarding the future redemption: “You shall be
gathered one by one, O children of Israel. And it will come

to pass on that day that a great shofar will be sounded,
and those lost in the land of Assyria and those exiled in

the land of Egypt will come, and they will prostrate
themselves before the L‑rd on the holy mount in

Jerusalem."The prophet then proceeds to berate the
drunkenness of the Ten Tribes, warning them of the

punishment that awaits them. “With the feet they shall be
trampled, the crown of the pride of the drunkards of

Ephraim . . .”The haftorah ends on a positive note: “Now
Jacob will no longer be ashamed, and now his face will
not pale. For when he sees his children, the work of My
hands, in his midst, who shall sanctify My name . . . and

the G‑d of Israel they will revere."

Why do we tell actors to “break a leg?”Because every play has a
cast.

 
 

Hear about the new restaurant called Karma?There’s no menu:
You get what you deserve.

 
 

Did you hear about the actor who fell through the floorboards?He
was just going through a stage.

You can carry it everywhere you
go, and it does not get heavy.

What is it?
 
 

Answer for last week by 
 888 + 88 + 8 + 8 + 8 = 1000.

Anne Knott mother Malca (Knott) Malca bas Yaakov Monday 11/01/2021 Tevet 27, 5781
Carol Segal mother Chana Ita (Segal) Chana Ita bas Shlomo Monday 11/01/2021 Tevet 27, 5781
Jessie Glassar father David Palmer David ben Yitzchak Yaakov Monday 11/01/2021 Tevet 27, 5781
David Galman father Yerachmiel Galman Yerachmiel ben Mordechai Ha'Levi Tuesday 12/01/2021 Tevet
28, 5781
Russell Scher father Baruch Scher Baruch ben Yitzchak Tuesday 12/01/2021 Tevet 28, 5781
Mr Bernard Freedman mother Freedman Wednesday 13/01/2021 Tevet 29, 5781
Carol Pushkin father David Levy David ben Aaron Wednesday 13/01/2021 Tevet 29, 5781
Mrs Sandra Peters father Peters Wednesday 13/01/2021 Tevet 29, 5781
Karen Bermange mother Myra Solomon Friday 15/01/2021 Shevat 2, 5781

 

WISHING ALL THOSE WITH YARTZEIT THIS WEEK CHAIM ARUCHIM



Reb Meir Raphaels, a leader of the Jewish community of Vilna, started out as an antagonist of the

Chasidic movement. Eventually, though, he became one of the most enthusiastic disciples of

Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi, the first Chabad Rebbe. His transformation was caused in part by

the following story:A poor man was on his way to Rabbi Shneur Zalman. Thursday evening he

arrived in Vilna, entered one of the synagogues, took out a Talmud and was soon immersed in it.

He contented himself to spend the Sabbath in the synagogue.Shabbat approached. The shul

attendant noticed that the visitor was a scholarly person. He approached the visitor, "In our city

there are many people who fulfill the commandment of hospitality with all their heart. You would

be allowing someone to fulfill this great mitzva (commandment) by agreeing to grace someone's

Shabbat table." With much persistence, the attendant managed to convince the traveler to

partake of someone's hospitality.The Friday night meal was richly spiced with Torah discussions.

The host, a wealthy and learned man, seemed more than pleased at the good fortune of having

such a knowledgeable guest. At the end of the meal, however, the host sighed deeply. The guest

wondered at this but said nothing.At lunch the following day, a lively discussion ensued on Torah

related topics. Again the host seem delighted, yet at the end of the meal sighed once more. This

scene repeated itself at the third meal, too. When it happened once again at the Melave Malka

meal following Shabbat, the guest could contain himself no longer. He asked the host what was

troubling him. The host sadly related that trumped-up charges had been brought against himself

and his business partner and they had been sentenced to three years hard labor in Siberia. In the

regional court the verdict was confirmed and the case was soon to be reopened, for the last time,

in S. Petersburg.The guest immediately advised him, "Set out at once for Liozna and ask my Rebbe,

Rabbi Shneur Zalman what to do. He will certainly be able to help you."The host discussed it with

his partner. They were concerned that the reaction of their neighbors would be less than positive

if people heard they were getting involved with the "Chasidim." They decided to take the matter to

Reb Meir Raphaels, a mutual friend, and do whatever he advised. They were surprised to hear Reb

Meir tell them, "I agree that you should go to Rabbi Shneur Zalman."The partners quickly journeyed

to Liozna and told Rabbi Shneur Zalman their problems. The Rebbe said to them, "You are both

learned men. Tell me, what is the meaning of the statement in the Talmud 'The worldly kingdom

resembles the heavenly kingdom.' " The partners stood silently."I will explain it to you," offered the

Rebbe. "G-d's name is not pronounced the way it is written. The Alm-ghty is not called by His

'personal name,' as it were. The same is true of earthly monarchs. They are not addressed by their

personal names but rather as 'czar'."The partners travelled back to Vilna sorely disappointed. Not

once did the Rebbe mention the matter which had brought them to him. They could clearly

understand why there was such opposition to this new Chasidic movement. When they arrived in

Vilna, they told Reb Meir what had transpired. He, too, lost what little faith he had in Rabbi Shneur

Zalman.The date for the trial in S. Petersburg arrived and the situation still looked grim. As a last

chance they decided to try meeting the Minister of Justice in person and beg his mercy. They

traveled to S. Petersburg and found out that he always took a walk in the municipal gardens at a

fixed time. They bribed the guard of the gardens and were let in before the minister's daily

constitutional.That day, it just so happened that the Minister of Justice was ill. The Minister of

Education, however, was taking a walk in the gardens at that exact hour. The partners fell at his

feet, described their situation and begged him for help."I am sorry, you have the wrong man," said

the Minister, when they completed their petition. "I am the Minister of Education," he explained.The

two partners started to leave the park, but the minister called after them. "A few days ago, the

czar posed a question to me from your holy Talmud. I have been unsuccessful in finding a

satisfactory answer. If you can give me an acceptable answer, I will tell it to the czar in your

names. Maybe that will help you. Now, here is the question. In the Talmud it is written, 'The worldly

kingdom resembles the heavenly kingdom.' The czar was unable to fathom this and I could not

help clarify it for him. Perhaps you have an answer?"The two partners were speechless for a

moment. Then they clearly gave the interpretation which they had heard months before from

Rabbi Shneur Zalman.The Minister of Education was pleased with this explanation. At his next

meeting with the czar, he related the interpretation and whence came the answer. Upon the

request of the education minister, the czar bid the senate to drop the charges against the

partners.When the partners returned to Vilna, the first place they stopped was at the home of Reb

Meir Raphaels. They told him everything that had happened. Reb Meir lost no time in setting out

for Liozna. He joined the disciples of Rabbi Shneur Zalman and before long became a prominent

chasid.
FOOD 4 THE SOUL

By the time Moses returned to the scene, his people had hit an all-time low. They worshipped idols, spoke slanderously
of each other, and had wandered very far from the path of their forefathers. Perhaps he should have told them off,

saying, “Repent, sinners, lest you perish altogether!”But he didn’t. Instead, he told them how G‑d cared for them and felt
their suffering, how He would bring about miracles, freedom and a wondrous future out of His love for them.As for

rebuke, Moses saved that for G‑d. “Why have You mistreated Your people?!” he demanded.If you don’t like the other
guy’s lifestyle, do him a favor, lend him a hand. Once you’ve brought a few miracles into his life, then you can urge him

to chuck his bad habits.

STORY TIME


