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What does it mean to be a leader? How does one become a leader? Refining the questions a 

bit, what did it mean to Moses to become a leader? How did he become the leader of the 

Israelites? These are the primary questions that lie at the heart of this thesis. Moses, arguably 

our tradition's greatest leader, was raised as a prince in Pharaoh's palace. He brought the 

Israelites up out of Egypt, guided them through the desert, and, after forty years, led them to 

Eretz Yisrael. But he did so reluctantly, with great anxiety and apprehension, and with a 

genuine sense of humility and modesty. So how did a man who thought so little of himself, 

who was so convinced that he was the wrong person to lead his brethren, become Israel's 

greatest leader? Chapters 3 and 4 of the Book of Exodus shed some light on this question. 

What do we learn from Moses and the emotions he displayed during his exchange with God, 

that can help us understand his role - and our own - as a Jewish leader? 

I have decided to focus my thesis on Exodus 3 and 4 and the rabbinic texts, along with the later 

medieval commentaries, associated with those chapters. The thesis is divided into four 

sections: 

Section I: 

Section II: 

Section Ill: 

Introduction 

Rabbinic Material & Analysis 

A. Overarching Biblical Themes 

B. Rabbinic Material and Analysis 

Thematic Overview 

A. Moses' Objections and Doubts 

B. Ingredients Necessary for Leadership 

Conclusions 

A. What have we learned from the Bible and the Rabbis? 

B. Areas for Further Analysis 

C. What can Exodus 3 and 4 teach us about our own journeys to Jewish 

leadership? 

My goal for this thesis was to show that our model for Jewish leadership was shaped by Moses. 

We continue to learn from him and the qualities he displayed during his encounter with God at 

the Burning Bush in order to inform the choices we make for our own Jewish leadership today. 

Matthew A. Reimer 
Thesis Summary 
February 6, 2007 
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What does it mean to be a leader? How does one become a leader? Refining the 

questions a bit; what did it mean to Moses to become a leader? How did he become 

the leader of the Israelites? These are the primary questions that lie at the heart of this 

thesis. Moses, arguably our tradition's greatest leader, was raised as a prince in 

Pharaoh's palace. He brought the Israelites up out of Egypt, guided them through the 

desert, and, after forty years, led them to Eretz Yisrael. But he did so reluctantly, with 

great anxiety and apprehension, and with a genuine sense of humility and modesty. So 

how did a man who thought so little of himself, who was so convinced that he was the 

wrong person to lead his brethren, become Israel's greatest leader? Chapters 3 and 4 of 

the Book of Exodus shed some light on this question. 

Chapter 3 and the first half of Chapter 4 are a dialogue that takes place between Moses 

and God at Mount Horeb. Over the course of thirty~nine verses, the reader sees a 

simple shepherd turn, quite reluctantly, into the shepherd of an entire nation. God 

gives Moses his mission - to go before Pharaoh and to bring the Israelites out of Egypt -

and Moses, at five different times, proceeds to argue, to question and to plead with God 

that he is the wrong man for the job. 

What do we learn from Moses and the emotions he displayed during his exchange with 

God, that can help us understand his role - and our own - as a Jewish leader? 
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I have decided to focus my thesis on Exodus 3 and 4 and the rabbinic texts associated 

with those chapters for three different reasons: 

1. The artful and meaningful narrative and conversation between God and Moses: 

these thirty-nine verses show a wide range of emotion - both on the part of God 

and Moses. 

2. The relationship between the biblical and rabbinic texts: looking at the 

Midrashim and how they relate to each verse, allows one to gain insight to our 

tradition's understanding of these biblical texts. How did they view Moses' 

actions? What did Moses' actions mean to them and how they lived their lives 

as Jews? 

3. Relevance to our lives today: We need not look any further than Moses to find 

paradigmatic lessons on how to be a leader and the leadership potential that 

each of us has. How do Moses' doubts, anxieties and great humility speak to our 

lives today? Does contemporary Jewish leadership have anything to learn from 

Moses' dialogue with God at Mount Horeb? If so, what? 

Moses is the quintessential biblical character from whom we can learn the most. He is 

at once compassionate and aloof, obstinate and adaptable, humble and haughty. He is 

at times reluctant and at other times fanatical. Did all of these varying characteristics 

help or hinder Moses' development into the Israelites' leader? 
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The thesis is divided into three sections: 

Section I: 

Section II: 

Section Ill: 

Rabbinic Material & Analysis 

A. Overarching Biblical Themes 

B. Rabbinic Material and Analysis 

Thematic Overview 

A. Moses' Objections and Doubts 

B. Ingredients Necessary for Leadership 

Conclusions 

A. What have we learned from the Bible and the Rabbis? 

B. Areas for Further Analysis 

C. What can Exodus 3 and 4 teach us about our own journeys to 

Jewish leadership? 

The material in Section I is broken down by biblical verse from Exodus 3:1 to Exodus 

4:17. For each verse, the reader will find a selection of rabbinic texts and my analysis of 

each mldrash. The Rabbinic material included in this thesis ranges from the early 

classical Amoraic midrashim, such as Bereshit Rabbah (400-500 c.e.) and Esther Rabbah 

(late 6th-early 7th Centuries), to the late Rabbinic midrashim such as Mid rash Tehillim 

(1000-1100 C.E.) and Bamidbar Rabbah (1100-1200 c.E.). Occasionally I cite pieces of 

classical rabbinic commentary either within the text of my analysis or in the footnotes. 

In determining what rabbinic material to Include In my analysis, I focused on three 

areas: 1) Its relevance to the main thesis of Moses as leader; 2) relevant comments 

about Moses as a person; and 3) its overall relevance to the relationship between Moses 
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and God. For each midrash that I did include in my analysis, there were as many as five 

or six that I did not. 

Here is a sample of a biblical verse and how the rabbinic material and my analysis on 

that material will be laid out: 

r.70 1ry.~ ~h '\711'.1~ 'Jl(~-~ i!;g, 71~;:r :,~1 
1~'10tl 1~ 'tttltl"l'I'(!: ,m•1 
::i::i.,n c•:,l:m:, ,:i·l:m tt·:::1•, 

TI" •• ~ f •• '•' • y• 

:.+loses was sliepfurding tfu slieep of liis fatlier-in­
faw, Jetliro, tlie priest of 9,1.itt,an; arnf lie fetf liis 
jfoci.,aeep into tlie wildmtess, a,ul lit came to 

(arrivea at) 1forr6, tlu :.+fountain of <;otf. 

P.:{otfus 3: 1 

Midrash 

This section is the rabbinic material. It is the 
direct text drawn from the classical midrashim. 
The Rabbinic material and my commentary is 
easily distinguished from one another, because 
the two sections will be in different fonts and 
will have different page justifications. 

ANALYSIS 

My analysis of the rabbinic material will 
immediately follow each rabbinic source. A third 
level will involve the later medieval material. At 
times I will include this material directly within the 
body of my own analysis, and at other times, it will 
be included in footnotes.1 

1 The footnotes will contain medieval commentary 
that is relevant to either the rabbinic material or my 
analysis on it. 

A number of sources were used for the translation of the relevant verses of Chapters 3 

and 4. Much of my own translation/interpretation was shaped with the help of the JPS 

Tanakh (1985), The New Living Translation (1996}, The New King James Version (1982) 

and The New International Translation (1984). The translation of the rabbinic material 

drawn from Midrash Rabbah is taken entirely from the Soncino edition (1951). I used 

both the hardcopy and the 2003 online Bar-llan editions. 
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Section I 

'4ocf us 3: 1 - 4: 17 
(}3i6Eica{ el, ~66inic :M_ateria{ el,}f.na{ysis 
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)1.. Overarcli.ing (1Ji6fica{ 'lnemes 

Before looking at our verses, it is worthwhile to look at the previous chapter of Exodus 

for a moment. It is interesting to note that Chapter 2 ends with the current struggles of 

the Israelites, their plea for help and God's response to them: 

c~-,,~ =l~P, 'n7t~l C~y C"~1;:t, C"~:;. ";:'!~) 
~P.~~~l rt1°:lP,i'.;f-l~ ',¥~,~~-'Wl ~i:t~tc~.1 

c,.r:,i?~~-n~ C"_H',~ l1~tp~1 :M~'!:lP,i'.;f-lQ C"v·',~V-',~ c¥r:,~,~ ',~_?]'.! 
=~l?P.~-n~i i',r,~~-n~ c,v'1;trn~ ~n"!~-n~ 'c,;:,·',~ ,~~~1 

:C"'ii"K 11,11 , ',at,w" "l:n-nat C"rt°"K at,,, 
I• ';'; -,••- Au T ; • J""; ••• \ • "t: :1--

'Yean passel and" tlie ~ng of 'E.gypt atetl, 
6ut tlie Israelites still groanet:f 6eneatn tliei.r 6uraen of s(awry. 

<ffiey criea out for lie(p, and" tliei.r pfeas for tfetiwrance rose up to (Joi. )f nd" (Joi lieara tlieir groaning, 
ani qoa remem6erea:Jfrs covenant witli.)f6ralio.m, witli Isaac, ani witli Jaco6. 

qot:f fooi.,t:f upon tli.e lsraeGtes, and" qoa too{notice of tliem. 
('E.i(pt{us 2:23-25) 

The narrative of the Israelites' redemption from Egypt is beginning to unfold, which 

must lead to God's choice of a leader. That process begins in Chapter 3. 

The dialogue between God and Moses in Exodus 3 and 4 can be broken down Into seven 

distinct sections: 

I. Introduction - Ex. 3:1-6 
II. The Call - Ex. 3:7-10 
Ill. a.The First Objection of Moses 3:11 

b. God's response - 3:12 
IV. a.The Second Objection of Moses 3:13 

b. God's response - 3:14-22 
V. a.The Third Objection of Moses 4:1 

b. God's response - 4:2-9 
VI. a.The Fourth Objection of Moses 4:10 

b. God's response - 4:11-12 
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VII. a. The Fifth Objection of Moses 4:13 
b. God's response-4:14-17 

Exodus 3 begins with Moses tending to his father-In-law, Jethro's, flock of sheep as he 

leads them deep into the wilderness, eventually ending up at Mount Horeb, the 

Mountain of God. In the Exodus 3:2, an angel appears to Moses and the dialogue 

between him and God is about to begin. 

The dialogue that takes place between Moses and God allows the reader to learn what 

type of person Moses is. At times his humility overshadows his potential for leadership. 

At other times his careful approach to detail prevents him from seeing the bigger 

picture. 

Moses' first objection In Exodus 3:11 can be read in two different ways. It can be 

understood as one large objection, but it can also be read as being two objections in 

one. If we read the verse as one long objection, It would read, "Who am I to go to 

Pharaoh, and who am I to take the Israelites out of EgyptJH But if we break the verse 

into two separate, but related, objections, we can read it this way: The first half of the 

verse Moses is addressing his own feelings of inadequacy and lack of capabilities, the 

second half of the verse focuses on the Israelites themselves. Moses is not sure if he 

possesses the ability to take on such a task. He Is also not sure if the Israelites are ready 

to be redeemed. 
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But as we will soon see, when we look at the text closely, Moses' first objection is 

somewhat confusing. We might expect Moses to say something like, "I am not worthy 

of such a task," or "I do not have the necessary skills to go before Pharaoh." Instead, we 

see a man who is questioning his own worthiness by questioning God's choice of 

emissary. Moses doubts himself and God: "Who am I (':>lN "1.l) to go to Pharaoh and 

take the children of Israel out of Egypt," he asks God, as if to say, "You must have 

chosen the wrong leader." 

The first question of any potential leader should be, "Am I capable of serving? Do I think 

I have the ability to fulfill my mission?" '::)lN "i'.l is such a question. Moses is not sure 

if he even has the ability to go before Pharaoh and tell him - not ask, not threaten, not 

demand - that he will be taking the Israelites out of slavery and into freedom. 

God's response is immediate: "I wi/I6e witli you." (Ex. 3:12) But we will see that this 

assurance by God was not enough for Moses. Moses knew that he was witnessing 

something amazing with the burning bush, but he was not completely (or at all) 

reassured by knowing that God would be with him during his encounter with Pharaoh. 

The Exodus narrative continues with a second objection on Moses' part in Exodus 3:13. 

"Will the Israelites simply go along, or will they require additional proof of his mission?" 

Moses wonders. This objection is coupled with the concern of where his standing Is 
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with his own people, the Israelites. Will they believe that he (Moses) was sent by God 

to free them? What should he do ifthey ask, "Who sent you? i7:)tt7i17:)? (%'fiat is 1lis 

name?)" The doubt of Moses and the perceived doubt of the Israelites is the focus of this 

second objection. Questions of authenticity resonate in this objection. How can a 

leader feel secure that his/her people will want to follow/trust him/her? How does a 

leader prove that s/he has the ability to lead? Does the community that is being led 

have a responsibility to prove its worthiness as well? What happens if a leader doubts 

his/her own community? If so, what should s/he do? 

-i1'.lW i17:) (%'fiat is 1tis name?) is a continuation of ':>lN: 't.l ('Wlio am I?). Moses wonders 

how God will be with him. What does that mean? He claims that it is the Israelites who 

will demand to know the name of God, but it is Moses himself who really needs to be 

reassured by knowing God's name. His inner anxiety regarding his own worthiness is 

extremely high at this point, and not only does he wonder ifthe Israelites will accept 

him as their leader, but he also wonders if he will be worthy of this task. God is placing 

an enormous weight on him with this challenge, and he does not want to let God down. 

Once again, God immediately responds to Moses in two different ways. God's first 

response is meant for Moses alone. "How shall I describe You," asks Moses, "so that my 

words will honor You?" God's response is simple: M'MN: iWN: M'i1N:. I .ft~ 111.}{0 I~ 
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God's second response was meant to address Moses' concern regarding the Israelites. 

"I will be ... the God of your forefathers ... n The use of the future tense verb, tied to the 

allusion to the Patriarchs, guarantees the future. God is guaranteeing Moses' and the 

Israelites' safety, freedom and survival. Just as God was there for their forbearers, so, 

too, will God be with them. It should be clear to any Jewish leader that Y-H-V-H 

represents security and a guarantee for the future, in and of itself. 

A third objection by Moses follows in Exodus 4:1. This objection, once again, regards 

Moses' concerns about the Israelites and their anticipated lack of faith, as underscored 

in Exodus 3:13. "Will they believe that I was approached by God," he wonders. In other 

words, will the Israelites believe that Moses is to be their leader and, as he promises, 

bring them out of Egypt? WIii they have faith in Moses? 

Any successful leader must believe that they, not only, have the capacity to lead but 

that the community they are leading will embrace that belief. There is a covenantal 

relationship between any leader and the community s/he leads. God responds 

reluctantly by showing Moses miracles involving the staff belonging to Moses and a part 

of Moses' body as well. 
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Up until this point, Moses' objections have been calculated and strategic in nature. 

Although the previous three objections showed Moses' humility and meekness, a fourth 

objection (4:10) is a plea of desperation that he directs toward God: "I am not a man of 

word:s." This objection does not question God's choice of emissary. Nor does it question 

God's belief that the Israelites are, indeed, worthy of saving. This fourth objection is a 

simple plea from a man with a speech defect. Moses is a stutterer and desperately 

wants God to understand how difficult- HOW IMPOSSIBLE! - it will be for him to appear 

before Pharaoh and do what comes most difficult for him, to articulate God's message. 

"How can I possibly be the right person to enter Pharaoh's court?" Moses asks God. 

Even with Moses' initial response of '"llit" he lacks the faith, at this point, necessary to 

understand - TO BELIEVE - that God has chosen the right person to lead Israel. And so, 

being human, he responds in a very human way: he points out his flaws and why those 

flaws will not allow him to be successful. God's response in Ex. 4:11 is not quite as 

compassionate as one might expect, but It is meant to address Moses' concerns. God 

simply asks Moses, "Who gives man speech?" This question, in a sense, is meant to tell 

Moses that "You have a speech defect for no other reason than I GAVE IT TO YOU I And 

if I want you to be able to speak clearly, you will be able to do just that." Bottom line: 

Moses needs to have faith that God's words in Ex. 3:12 (" I will6e wi.tli you.") are more 

than just words. They are a commitment by God. God will not let Moses fail. 
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Moses' final objection, in Exodus 4:13, is a continuation of his plea of Exodus 4:10. He 

simply wants out of the mission. "Send anyone else but me," Moses begs of God. 

Finally, after hearing objection after objection, and addressing those objections, God's 

anger, similar to a parent, bubbles over. However, it is interesting to wonder if God's 

anger was directed towards Moses for refusing God's request for a fifth time or directed 

at God's Self for having to "put up with" such refusal. 

These five objections, and the responses from God, were fundamentally necessary, and 

paved the way for Moses to take the reigns of leadership and become Israel's spiritual, 

political and physical leader. Although Moses responds with "llil In Exodus 3:4, unlike 

Abraham's response of 'llil (Abraham had a lifetime of relating to God and many tests 

to go along with that relationship.) in Genesis 22:1, Moses needed God's assurances, 

God's guidance, and God's promise of partnership in order to truly become the 

Israelites' leader. These objections, and God's attempts to address these objections, 

make one thing clear: God needed Moses just as much as Moses needed God. When 

God called out to Moses from the burning bush, God was, in effect, asking Moses to 

step into a Covenant with God. This Covenant, felt by both God and Moses, would be 

the unbreakable support that each of them needed to bring the Israelites out of Egypt 

and into Eretz Yisrael. 
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. . . . " . . .. 
1:7~ 1r,t~ i~~n ,~~: 1N~-n~ i!,~i i°!:v ;,~c~ 

: \ . 
i;7~;:t ,~~ 1N~;:t-n~ )Jj~~i 
:;,:lin cr•ii',t-t;, i;,-',N t-t·:1", 

T I •• \ • •.-: T 1- '.' •1 T-

;Jdoses was sli.eplierding tlie sheep of Fi.is fatlier-in-faw, 
Jetfiro, tfie priest of !Mitfian; ana lie {ea Fiis floc{tfeep into 

tfie wiUemess, ana lie came to (amvea at) 1fore6, tfi.e 
9dountain of qocf. 

~odus 3.·1 
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(JJ. <Ra66inic :Materia{ ¢{,jlna{ysis 

Bereshit Rabbah 30:8 

R. Johanan said: Every man of whom it is said that he 'was' (~:v) remained 
unchanged from beginning to end ... [Abraham] was destined to lead the whole 
world to repentance. [Similarly], "Behold, the man was" (Gen. III, 22) means: 
destined to die. "The serpent was" (Gen. III, 1): destined to punishment. "Cain 
was" (Gen. IV, 2): predestined to exile; "Job was" Ooh I, 1): destined to suffering; 
"NOAH WAS": destined for a miracle; "Moses was" (Ex. III, 1): destined to be a 
redeemer; "Mordecai was" (Est. II, 5): destined for redemption. 

-------------
ANALYSIS 

The Rabbis draw a remarkable conclusion based on the word il"ii in 3:1. This word 
implies that Moses had always been picked to be the redeemer of Israel. Although The 
Call to Moses would come a few verses later, the Rabbis want to make it clear that The 

Call was always meant for Moses. The simple shepherd il"il (is) the shepherd of an 

entire people. R. Johanan suggests that il'il implies predetermination wherever it is 

used. il'il is the hint of one's destiny, 

However, what does ii"il say about free-will? What does i1'i1 say about choice? Did 
Moses have a choice? Was he destined for greatness when he was placed in the basket 

to float down the Nile? R. Johanan argues that i1"i1 means we are who we are. Moses 
was unchanged from the beginning of his life to the end of it. 

lK~-n~ it~·, ~~v i1~0l 
!Moses was tenaing to tlie foct .. 

The flock in Ex. 3:1 was his father-in-law's sheep. In just a few verses that flock will be 
an entire nation. 

,,,,,..,,,, ,,,,,,,,,,,_ -- -- -- ,,,,,..,,,, ,,,,,..,,,, ,,,,,,,_,, ,,,,,,,_,, -- ,.,,,,,,, -- ,,..,,,,, 

Shemot Rabbah 2:2 
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NOW MOSES WAS KEEPING TI-IE FLOCK. 
And whom does He try? The righteous, as it says: The Lord trieth the righteous 
(ib.5) ... Also Moses was tested by God through sheep. Our Rabbis said that when 
Moses our teacher, was tending the flock of Jethro in the wilderness, a little kid 
escaped from him. He ran after it until it reached a shady place. When it reached 
the shady place, there appeared to view a pool of water and the kid stopped to 
drink. When Moses approached it, he said: 'I did not know that you ran away 
because of thirst; you must be weary.' So he placed the kid on his shoulder and 
walked away. Thereupon God said: 'Because thou hast mercy in leading the flock 
of a mortal, thou wilt assuredly tend my flock Israel.' 

,,,.,,,,_ ,,,.,,,,_ ,,...,,_ ,,,.,,,,_ ,,,.,,,,_ ,,,.,,,,_ ,,,.,,,,_ ,,,.,,,,_ ,,,.,,,,_ ,,,.,,,,_ ,,,.,,,,_ ,.,,_,, ,,,,.,,,_ 

ANALYSIS 

The shepherd as a leader is not just a metaphor. There is a long history of shepherds in 
our tradition that date all the way back to Abel, the son of Adam. 

:n;-,~ ,,;11 i1~v ,~~,,t-t·,& n~1, '',;~-"i}':1 ',;1-,·n~ , .. ,,,~-n~ n:r~~ -,~-~] 
Later, slit gaw 6irtli to lii.s 6rotlie,; .ft-6,~ ,ft.6e{ 6ecame a slieplierd; anti Cain 6ecame a former. 

(qenesu 4:2) 

Generations later, our first patriarch, Abraham, began, quite serendipitously, the 
shepherd culture of Israel: 

.,,~::117,:;i :l"t!l"n ci::it-t',~ 
AT •: "" \ • .. IT : - = • 

:C"~~~~ n~M~l nn~~~ 'c"'1;i~i C"~CJ:Jl 'ii?;i~-,N·~ ,~-.,i)~i, 
fl_nd' 6ecause of lier, lie treated' flvram we~ and' }twam acquired' marry slieep, cattfe, d'onqys, mafe and' 

femafe servants, and' camefs. 
(qenesis 12:16) 

And so began the image of our Patriarchs and leaders as shepherds. And this image 
persisted through our history. Arguably Israel's greatest military king and Psalmist, 
David was a gentle shepherd before he became King. 

',a-t~0W "l!)', i"l:ll Ml7:lW "W" i::11111 , 
,-•• : J"": • \T T ,- ; • -,- • , .. -: -.-

:i1~N:ll n,:i.. ,n~-a-t'', .. iz, .. -',M '',N~QW ,0a-t11 , 
••• lu T \T ; ,- T - " •• : •,.• c-

t:l"il7nn ~~rin '"w"-',t-t ',t-t~0tz1 i0N~i 
• T : - J- -: - " •: J"" : •: I _ ,N~~ i1,~·, :'1¥.::t11~WiJ ,~~ ,,11( ,~N'l ,. 
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'11ie Jesse presented' sewn of fiis sons 6efore Samue( and' Samuel sauf to Jesse, "'11ie r.OR,<JJ fias not 

ch.Osen a,ry of tliese." '11ien Samue{ asfi!d'Jesse, ':!4re tfiese tlie onfy 6oys you liave?" "'Tliere is st;I{ tlie 
JOU"{Jest, "Jesse repfied; ·sut lie is out in tlie fouls tend'ino tlie slieep." jlna Samue{ sauf to Jesse, 

"Sena for liim at once; we wiJl not sit d'own until lie arri'flts. " So lie sent for fiim, and' lie 'WOJ' 6rougfit 
in; lie was ruday ana liana.some, witli pleasant eyes. 

}lna tlie r.01&) said; "r.R,ise and' anoint liim, for lie is tlie one. " 
(/ Samue{ 16:10-12) 

Even God is likened to a shepherd of the Israelites in many of our texts. Psalm 23 is, 
perhaps, the most popular and well-known of the texts that portray God as our 
shepherd. The powerful image of a vulnerable sheep being protected by a stron& loving 
shepherd is comforting. This psalm is known as a psalm of comfort that is generally 
used for people who have suffered a personal loss. It has become a part of our 
bereavement liturgy. But if we look at it a bit closer, "Psalm 23 could also enjoy a very 
different reputation as a psalm of empowerment for leaders."1 

:,l',:,y•ninlc "c-',11 ,ll":!li, Mtu~ niMJi: ,onM N"', "lii' :,,:, .. 
• 1••-: - : J '-: \"• - "f\"" " :- •: ••• \ J : " tT: •: J • IT : 

:i~~ W~7 P,i-"?~~~~ ,~TT-~; ~;,~; ".~~~ 
:"1~~ M,i,~-.. ~ l7:1 ~:,"l'.C·M"', M!971 M~~-=!1 ,,~-,:,,_ C~ 

:"~~J:r~;M~jj 1~~,P~Q~ ;tcp;~ 
:n,:tl".~,:, "tac·,' 1~!#~ 1'~~°1 ~,,·i ,~i 1~~~ I "i~~ ,·,v,ti 

:C"~: 1j~', i'1~i1~-n,;i~ ,,f:':;i~1 :~r:t "~;-',f ,~~D71~, ,~r,;q ~i~ ,~ 
'11ie LCYR<J) is my slieplierd; I sliall not want. 

Jfe ma~ me tie tfown in green pastures,· ,Ce leads me 6esitfes -peaceful streams. 
1fe restores my sou~ He leads me in pat/is of righteousness for ,Crs name's safi!. 

'Even tfi.ougli I wa{(tlirouoli tlie vafley of tlie sfiatfow of d'eatli, I will fear no e:vif, for 
'You are witli me; 'Your rod' aruf your staff comfort. me. 

'You prepare a feast for me in tlie presence of my enemies; 
'You anoint my lieatf witli oil, and' my cup is owrflowino. 

Sure{y good'ness anti wve will foflow me all tlie days of my life, 
and' I will d'wefI in tlie lwuse of tlie r.OR,<JJ forewr. 

(<Psalm 23 1-6) 

As with most of our patriarchs, God tested Moses to see if he was fit for the task. It 
comes as no surprise that the test was conducted just as Moses was tending to his 
father-in-law's flock of sheep. The mid rash shows a compassionate and concerned 

1 Blaine McCormick and David Davenport, Shepherd Leadership: Wisdom/or Leaders.from 
Psalm 23 (New York: Jossey-Bass, 2003), 2. 
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shepherd, a shepherd who saw the importance of every sheep he tended, from the 
alpha sheep to the frailest lamb as portrayed in the midrash cited above. God, watching 
this scene, said, "A person who shows compassion to a helpless little lamb will surely 
show compassion upon an entire nation." Moses showed great compassion for this 
simple little creature. How much more so would he show to one of his fellow Israelites? 
To the entire Israelite nation?! 

Here we see our first prerequisite for leadership: Compassion. A leader must be 
compassionate about whats/he is doing and who s/he is leading. A leader who is cold 
and detached from his/her community will be unable to create a sense of kedusha and 
purpose. And that compassion manifests itself in two ways: 1) concern for the welfare 
of one's community; and 2) compassion for each Individual. Moses saw the lamb in 
distress and immediately responded to its needs. 

,,._, ,,._, ,,._, ,,._, ,,.,,., ,,.,,., ,,._, ,,.,,., ,,.,,., ,,._, ,,.,,., ,,.,,., _.,,._ 

Shemot Rabbah 2:3 

Another interpretation of NOW MOSFS WAS KEEPING 1HE FLOCK: It says: 
[B]efore God confers greatness on a man, He first tests him by a little thing and 
then promotes him to greatness ... He tested David with sheep, which he led 
through the wilderness, only in order to keep them from robbing [private 
fields] ... Similarly in the case of Moses it says: "And he led the flock to the 
farthest end of the wilderness" - in order to keep them from despoiling [the 
fields of others]. God took him to tend Israel, as it is said: "Thou didst lead Thy 
people like a flock, by the hand of Moses and of Aaron" (Ps. LXXVII, 21). 

ANALYSIS 

The Israelites needed to be led like a flock. They were familiar with and accepting of 
their slave lifestyle and had a slave mentality. Does this mean that they would have 
followed anyone who came along, or was it Moses, and only Moses, who could have led 
them out of Egypt? Regardless of the answer, the midrash is suggesting a very simple 
idea: Moses had great sensitivity towards others. As was suggested in Shemot Rabbah 
2:2, Moses showed great concern for all of God's creatures. This was a man, God 
decides, who was fit to lead the Israelites out of Egypt. 

-------------
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Midrash Tehillim 103:10 

HE MADE KNOWN HIS WAYS UNTO MOSES, HIS DOINGS UNTO THE 
CHILDREN OF ISRAEL (Ps. 103:7) ... NOW MOSES WAS KEEPING THE FLOCK 
(Ex. 3:1). When Moses said to the Holy One, blessed be He: "Master of the 
universe, "Slww me now Thy ways, that I may know thee (Ex. 33:13)," the Holy One, 
blessed be He, answered: Seekest thou to know My ways? As thou livest, I shall 
make them know to thee. Hence "He made known His ways unto Moses ... " 

,,.,.,,,,,, - ,,.,.,,,,,, ,,.,.,,,,,, - ,,.,.,,,,,, ,,.,.,,,,,, ,,.,.,,,,,, ,,.,.,,,,,, ,,.,.,,,,,, -- ,,.,.,,,,,, 

ANALYSIS 

In order for God to make known God's ways to him, Moses had to act. Moses needed to 
take the first step before God revealed God's self to him: He [Moses] sought God out, 
and he was rewarded for It. A logical first step for any religious leader is to take a "step" 
towards God. Sforno, in his analysis of this verse, agrees with the mid rash, taking it 
even further. Moses came to1fore6, Sforno says, for purposes of prayer and reflection. In 
other words, Moses planned his interaction with God. He ventured out into the 
wilderness in order to be alone and connect, privately, with God. As we will soon see, 
that "step" was not only a figurative one, but a physical one as well. 
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Shemot Rabbah 2:5 

AND THE ANGEL OF THE LORD APPEARED UNTO HIM (III, 2). Why 'unto 
him '? To teach that others were with him, yet Moses alone saw, as it is written, 
of Daniel: "And I Daniel alone saw the vision" (Dan. X, 7). 

-------------
ANALYSIS 

Not everyone can recognize the sacred in the midst the mundane. Moses understood -
perhaps unconsciously- that he was seeing something sacred from within the bush. 
The mldrash offers a unique perspective on Moses' first interaction with God. The 
midrash suggests that Moses was not alone as he ventured out into the wilderness with 
his father-in-law's flock. A quick look at Ex. 3:1 will show that nowhere does the text 
indicate that he is alone. So the midrash above is trying to show that Moses was 
different. 

Was he with one other person? Five? A hundred? It does not matter. Seeing the angel 
from within the bush is meant to show Moses' uniqueness. He looked at things 
differently. He heard things differently. The midrash is highlighting the fact that Moses' 
life as a simple shepherd was in the process of changing. 

-------------
Shemot Rabbah 2:5 (continued) 

IN A FLAME OF FIRE - to inspire him with courage, so that when he came to 
Sinai and saw the fires, he should not be afraid of them. 

-------------
ANALYSIS 

The midrash here portrays God showing preemptive compassion. God anticipates that 
Moses is going to have anxiety about his task, and wants to give him all the tools he will 
need in order to go before Pharaoh and lead his people. God knows that one of Moses' 
biggest hurdles will be his lack of courage. The flame coming out of the bush is a 
metaphor for the flame that will come forth from Moses as he becomes the leader of a 
nation both in Egypt, at Sinai, and through the desert. More so, it prepares him for the 
terrifying experience of Sinai. 
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-------------
Shemot Rabbah 2:5 (continued) 

OUT OF THE MIDST OF THE BUSH. A heathen once asked R. Joshua b. 
Korchah: Why did God choose a thorn-bush from which to speak to Moses? He 
replied: Were it a carob tree or a sycamore tree, you would have asked the same 
question; but to dismiss you without any reply is not right, so I will tell you why. 
To teach you that no place is devoid of God's presence, not even a thom-
bush ... AND HE LOOKED, AND, BEHOLD, THE BUSH BURNED WITH 
FIRE ... Why did God show Moses such a symbol? ... Because when God spoke to 
Moses, the latter was unwilling at first to desist from his work, He therefore 
showed him this thing, so that he might tum his face to see and speak with Him. 
Hence you find at first: AND THE ANGEL OF THE LORD APPEARED UNTO 
HIM; and yet Moses did not go [to see what it was]. As soon as Moses stopped 
his work and went to see, straightway God called unto him (III, 4). 

-------------
ANALYSIS 

Why did God choose a thorn bush engulfed In, but not consumed by, flames? Why did 
God choose a bush through which to be revealed? R. Joshua b. Korchah draws the 
simple conclusion: Nothing, not even the lowliest of trees, is devoid of God, and 
anything can be used as a sign of revelation. "So what," one might ask. Perhaps this is 
just what Moses needed in order to draw his attention away from his task. The Midrash 
explains that Moses was so wrapped up in his task of tending to his father-in-law's flock 
that he might not have seen God's revelation, unless it was taking place in something as 
mundane as the thorn bush. Would he have noticed if God had immediately called out 
to him? Would he have noticed if God had appeared in a cloud of fire? The obvious 
answer is OF COURSE I Who wouldn't notice a cloud of fire, no matter how involved we 
were In what we were doing? So the focus on the thorn bush does not seem to be the 
point of this midrash. It must have been something else. 

~l~v 1i~Q w~rn~~~ ,:~~ :,1n~ ,~~Q tt:i~, 
~n O"IJe{ appeared' to ~osu from Ulitliin tlie 6uming 6usli ... 

~tfusJ:2) 

Moses gazed at it, but he did not stop what he was doing. He merely gazed at it. 
Undoubtedly he was amazed by what he was seeing, but it took something else to draw 
him in. This suggests that in order for Moses to see the sacred he needed to STOP what 
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he was doing and pay full attention - give his entire self -to the miracle he was 
witnessing. Then, and only then, was he able to connect with God. 

What if Exodus 3:1 suggests that Moses actually went deep into the wilderness to seek 
out God? What if Moses could sense that something (a miracle perhaps?) was going to 
happen, but he just needed to keep his eyes and ears open, IN THAT ORDER. He saw the 
burning bush, and that starts the process of getting Moses' attention. What Moses 
hears next is the beginning of The Call. 

-------------
Shemot Rabbah 45:5 

AND HE SAID: SHOW ME, I PRAY THEE, THY GLORY (Ex. 33:18) ... R. Judah b. 
Nehemiah said: Moses, being a novice in prophecy, God said: 1lf I reveal Myself 
unto him with a loud voice, I will frighten him, and if in a low voice, he will 
think lightly of the prophecy.' So what did the Holy One, blessed be He, do? He 
revealed Himself unto him in the voice of his father ... Ultimately, Moses did 
want to see, as it says here, SHOW ME, I PRAY THEE, THY 
GLORY ... Nevertheless, three times did [God] reveal unto him [His glory] for on 
account of three things did Moses merit three things. As a reward for, 'And 
Moses hid his face,' does it say," And the Lord said unto Moses" (ib. XXXIII, 17). 
As a reward for, "For he was afraid" (ib. III, 6), does it say 'And they were afraid 
of approaching him'; and as a reward for [fearing] to look upon God (ib.), we 
read, "And the similitude of the Lord doth he behold" (Num. XII, 8). R. 
Hoshayah Rabba said: Moses showed great respect in hiding his face, but Nadav 
and Abihu uncovered their heads and allowed their eyes to feed on the 
Shechinah. 

---- ,,.,.,_ ,,.,.,_ ,,.,.,_ - -----,..,,_ ---
ANALYSIS 

Again, why a thornbush? R. Judah b. Nehemiah points to the fact that Moses was still a 
novice in prophesy, so God needed to ease him into revelation. A large, boomins call (a 
cloud of fire, etc.) might have scared Moses off. A quiet voice from the distance may 
have gone unheard. But a thornbush that was consumed by fire was just the perfect 
form of revelation to peek Moses' interest. 

If we agree with Bereshit Rabbah 30:8, Moses was always meant to be the leader of the 
Israelites but he was not yet in practice. He had the potential from the beginning. but it 
would be developed slowly over time. 
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-------------
Esther Rabbah 7:9 

AND WHEN HAMAN SAW THAT MORDECAI BOWED NOT DOWN, NOR 
PROSTRATED HIMSELF BEFORE HIM (Est. 3:5) ... [T]he sight of the righteous 
gives them enlightenment, because it raises them to the loftiest height, as it says, 
"And he [Abraham] lifted up his eyes and looked, and, lo, three men stood over 
against him" (Gen. XVIII, 2); And he looked, and behold a ram (ib. XXII, 13); 
"And he Uacob] looked, and behold a well in the field" (ib. XXIX, 2); "And he 
[Moses] looked, and, behold, the bush," (EX. III, 2) ... Therefore they rejoice in the 
sight of their eyes, as it says, "The upright see, and are glad" (Ps. CVII, 42). 

-------------
ANALYSIS 

There is an Idea in our tradition that is hinted at in this midrash: Nothing happens in 
Torah until it is ready to happen. If we look at the texts that are offered, we can see 
that concept taking shape. Abraham was not told to leave his father's home to travel to 
a distant land until he was ready. Nor was he tested with the binding of his son, Isaac, 
until he was ready. Jacob did not wrestle with the angel until he was ready to become 
Israel. Joseph was not given the opportunity to interpret Pharaoh's dreams until he was 
ready to enter into royalty. likewise, Moses did not receive The Call until he was ready 
to hear and see revelation. The midrash teaches that " ... the sight of the righteous gives 
them enlightenment, because it raises them to the loftiest height ... " Moses lifted his 
eyes and understood he was seeing a miracle. He was ready to see God in the 
thornbush, to internalize the meaning of the sight, the moment. 
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Shemot Rabbah 2:6 

AND MOSFS SAID: I WILL TURN ASIDE NOW, AND SEE (III, 3). R. Johanan 
said, Moses took five steps ... R. Simeon b. Lakish said: He simply turned his face 
to see, as it is said:" And when the Lord saw that he turned aside to see." When 
God saw this, He said: This man is worthy to tend Israel. R. Isaac said: What is 
the meaning of: HE TURNED A SIDE TO SEE? God said: This man is downcast 
and troubled at seeing Israel's affliction in Egypt, he is, accordingly, worthy of 
being their shepherd.' 

-------------
ANALYSIS 

What did Moses do upon seeing the thornbush consumed in flames? R. Johanan 
explains Moses' actions very specifically: he took five steps. R. Simeon b. Lakish is more 
general: he simply turned his face to get a closer look. Does it matter? Actually, it does. 
If Moses had, as R. Johanan suggests, taken a few steps to get a closer look, he would 
have been distracted from his current duties, that of tending to Jethro's flock. R. 
Simeon picks up on that and explains that Moses did not drop what he was doing but, 
instead, merely turned in the direction of the thorn bush. This indicates two ideas: 1) All 
is takes to see God is the simple little movement of one's eyes. Seeing God's presence 
does not take very much at all! And 2) Moses' dedication and devotion to something as 
simple as tending to a flock of sheep shows his worthiness for the job of shepherd of a 
different flock. As the midrash explains: "This man is worthy to tend Israel." 

But R. Lakish's interpretation highlights something else as well. Sometimes all it takes is 
a simple turn of the head - a small gesture -to see God. Shemot Rabbah 2:5 showed 
that God can appear even in the lowliest of things, the thorn bush. Likewise, even our 
most unintentional actions or movements can cause one to see God. Moses' simple 
glance, conscious or not, was his physical action to declare that he was ready to see­
and interact-with the sacred. 

Moses turns aside and sees. The text uses two distinct and different verbs to indicate 
Moses' action in seeing the burning bush. First, he turns aside. Is it a casual glance to 
suggest simple curiosity in seeing something he has never seen before? And then, when 
he does turn to the bush, he now sees something that he cannot explain. Or is it 

something else? Perhaps the iO does not indicate him turning towards the bush, but 

rather his turning away from the mundane to see the sacred.2 This begs the repetition 

2 Rashi and lbn Ezra agree in their interpretations of Exodus 3:3 that Moses' turning aside was 
not something casual. NlmcN does not mean to simply tum. It is something much more 
profound than a physical movement. It means to leave one's place and go in a new direction. 
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of an earlier question: Did Moses go deep into the wilderness simply to tend to Jethro's 
flock, or was there another reason (conscious or not)? Perhaps a part of Moses knew 
that finding an isolated place, where he could be alone with his thoughts by ending up 
at Mount Horeb (certainly no coincidence) would be the perfect place for God to be 
revealed. In other words, perhaps Moses was seeking out God all along. And he knew 
that there needed to be movement, both emotional and physical, from mundane space 
to sacred space. So what is required to see the sacred? Does it require an actual 
movement (physical or otherwise)? We see in this verse that Moses is beginning to turn 
away from his ordinary life as a shepherd of sheep to the soon-to-be life as a shepherd 
of an entire nation. And because he has turned, he now has the ability to see­
understand-what is in front of him. 

-------------
Vayikra Rabbah 11:5 

"With the merciful Thou dost show Thyself merciful, with the upright Thou dost 
show Thyself upright, with the pure Thou dost show Thyself pure, and with the 
crooked Thou dost show Thyself subtle" (Ps. XVIII, 26). R. Nehemiah 
expounded the verse as referring to Moses. When he approached God with 
special courtesy, the Holy One, blessed be He, treated him with special courtesy; 
when he came to Him with frankness, the Holy One, blessed be He, answered 
him with frankness; when he approached Him with lack of directness, the Holy 
One, blessed be He, countered him with lack of directness; when he sought a 
clear statement regarding his affairs, the Holy One, blessed be He, made dear his 
affairs for him3 ••• 0n what occasion did he approach Him with frankness? When 
he said, Why is not the bush burnt away? (ib. III, 3). He answered him: 'Because 
My glory is present therein.' 

-----------------
ANALYSIS 

Moses, a novice leader, was needy in many ways and God responded to those different 
needs. In our verse, Exodus 3:3, Moses saw that the thornbush was engulfed in flames, 
but it was not being consumed. This immediately seemed extraordinary to Moses, and 
he wanted to know why. Moses took the first step in seeking out God: He asked "Why?" 

This reading is a deeply spiritual one. Moses is at once turning away from his old life as a 
shepherd of sheep and turning towards his new one as a shepherd of a nation. 
3 Moses' exceeding delicacy and reverence in his approach to God was rewarded by God granting 
more than Moses had requested: God would make alJ of God's goodness pass before him. 
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Shemot Rabbah 1:27 

AND IT CAME TO PASS IN THOSE DAYS, WHEN MOSFS WAS GROWN UP 
(II, 11). AND HE LOOKED ON THEIR BURDENS (ib. 11). What is the meaning 
of AND HE LOOKED? He looked upon their burdens and wept, saying: 'Woe is 
me for you; would that I could die for you.' There is no labor more strenuous 
than that of handling clay, and he used to shoulder the burdens and help each 
one. R. Eleazar, son of R. Jose the Galilean, said: He saw great burdens put upon 
small people and light burdens upon big people, and a man1s burden upon a 
woman and a woman's burden upon a man, and the burden which an old man 
could carry on a youth, and of a youth on an old man. So he left his suite and 
rearranged their burdens, pretending all the time to be helping Pharaoh. God 
then said to him: 'Thou hast put aside thy work and hast gone to share the 
sorrow of lsraeC behaving to them like a brother; well, I will also leave those on 
high and below and only speak with thee.' Hence it is written: "And when the 
Lord saw that he turned aside to see" (ib.111, 4); because God saw that Moses 
turned aside from his duties to look upon their burdens, He called unto him out 
of the midst of the bush. 

-------------
ANALYSIS 

It is necessary to look at the events in Moses' life that brought him to this moment of 
the Divine Call. The mid rash shows that from the moment he was grown, Moses was a 
compassionate Individual who felt obligated to look at, share in and alleviate the 
oppression of his brethren. Moses was living the life of a prince, but he took those 
luxuries and put his life of security on the line. As the mid rash suggests, he wanted to 
lighten the burdens of the Israelites, even going so far as to fool Pharaoh into thinking 
that what Moses was doing was helping him when, in fact, he was helping his fellow 
Israelites. 

A brief look at the previous chapter in Exodus will help refine the meaning of this 
midrash. 

• 2:10- 'Wlien the cfiifdgrew up, she 6rounfit li.im to (JJ/iaraofi's aaunliter, wlio atfopuufli,im as 
lier son. Slie named nim 5\toses, saying, "/ drew liim out of the water." 

o Moses is thrust into a position of royalty at a very young age but is aware 
that he is an Israelite living among Egyptians. As he grows up and begins 
to venture beyond the walls of Pharaoh's place, he begins to discover 
that his life is quite different than his own people, the Israelite slaves. 

• 2:11-12 - :Jfe saw an 'Egyptian 6eati"{J a :Jfe6rew, one of his own peopk . .Jtfter f.ook.f1l[J 
arouruf to mai.! sure no one was watdii"{J, lie {illed' the P,gyptian an.a 6uried' li.im in tfie saruf. 
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o This is the first example of Moses standing up for his people without 
thought of what could happen to him. Moses saw one of his brethren in 
need of help, and he put his own welfare aside in order to save the 
Israelite. Moses' concern for his own people Is beginning to develop. 

• 2:13-14-After seeing two Israelites fighting with each other, Moses intervenes 
to try and resolve the dispute between them, again, reflecting his leadership 
qualities. He cares so deeply for his fellow Israelites that he even intercedes to 
try to end a dispute between them. 

• 2:16-17 - '11iey came to tfraw water aruf fillea tlie trouglis to water tlieir fotlier's Jf«t 
Some slieplimfs came and" trktf to tfrive tliem away, 6ut 9tfoses sawtf tliem and" wateretf tlieir 
J(ocf(,, 

o Now we are beginning to see a pattern: For the third time, Moses ls 
presented with an opportunity to intercede and help, and for the third 
time, he does not let the opportunity go by. What is interesting about 
v.17 is that the text does not say, "But Moses saved them, and then they 
(the daughters) continued to water their flock." The text clearly shows 
that after rescuing the daughters he took over the task of watering the 
flock. Moses' role as shepherd begins to take shape. 

All of these experiences set the stage for Moses to become Israel's greatest leader. 
Moses is empathetic and looks upon the trials and tribulations of his brethren with great 
pain, as the mldrash says, "He looked upon their burdens and wept." 

Bereshit Rabbah 55:6 

"1HAT GOD DID PROVE (NISSAH) ABRAHAM." R. Akiba said: He tested him 
unequivocally, that people might not say that He confused and perplexed him so 
that he did not know what to do. AND SAID UNTO HIM: ABRAHAM; AND 
HE SAID: HERE AM I (ib.). R. Joshua said: On two occasions Moses compared 
himself to Abraham, and God answered him, "Glorify not thyself in the presence 
of the king, and stand not in the place of great men" (Prov. XXV, 6). Now 
Abraham said, HERE AM I-ready for priesthood, ready for kingship, and he 
attained priesthood and kingship ... Moses, too, said, Here am I (Ex. Ill, 4)-ready 
for priesthood, ready for kingship-but God answered, "Draw not nigh-ha/om 
(ib. 5); now 'nigh' refers to priesthood, as in, "And the common man that 
draweth nigh shall be put to death" (Num. I, 51), while 'halom' connotes 
kingship, as in, That Thou hast brought me thus far-lzalom (II Sam. VII, 18). 

-------------
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ANALYSIS 

The verses leading up to Moses' 'llil call seem to indicate that Moses was seeking 
something. He has brought his father-in-law's flock deep into the wilderness, suggesting 
that he wanted to be alone. He knew that the mountain he had traveled to was 

typically known as C"il?Nil iil, the Mountain of God, suggesting that what he was 
looking for was to experience God, and he was ready for a greater role from the 
beginning. He recognizes that he is seeing something amazing in the burning thornbush 
and wants to see/know more, suggesting that he was turning his attention away from 
the mundane and towards the sacred. Now, in this verse, God calls out to Moses, and 

Moses immediately responds with "llM, suggesting that he was prepared and may have 
even been anticipating the Divine Call. '"Here I am' is more than just a response of 
'present and accounted for.' It suggests, 'I'm ready to undertake whatever you ask of 
me.'"4 Or was he? And was God ready for such an immediate response? 

What must have Moses heard? What did God's voice sound like? And not only did he 
hear his name being called once, but he is called twice! Why? Perhaps the lack of 
punctuation can give us a clue. What if instead of "Moses, Moses!" the text read, 
"Moses (somewhat quietly) .... PAUSE ... Moses {much louder)!" Perhaps Moses didn't 
hear his name the first time. Or perhaps he did hear it and was not quite sure how to 
respond. All of Moses' insecurities and doubts become clear in this initial call. The 
second, much louder call compelled him to respond. And how does Moses respond? 

With a simple "llil. The text shows that Moses was amazed by the burning bush and 
had to see more, but when confronted with the Divine Call, all he can muster up is a 

humble 'JlM. 

But perhaps that's just the point. At the burning bush Moses is not sure what he is 
seeing. He knows it is amazing and wants to see more. Once God calls, Moses' 
overwhelming humility becomes evident, and he does not want to do anything that 
would suggest otherwise. And perhaps this is what the midrash is suggesting above. 
Perhaps God sensed that Moses was not quite ready mentally or emotionally. Perhaps 
God sensed that Moses' confidence was not at the point where he was ready to take on 
the role of "priesthood" or "kingship" which is what leads the reader to the following 
verse. 

-------------
4 Levi Meier, Moses: The Prince, the Prophet: His Life, legend and Message for Our lives 
(Woodstock: Jewish Lights Publishing, 1998), 32. 
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Shemot Rabbah 2:6 

AND HE SAID: MOSES, MOSFS. You will find that when the text writes 
"Abraham, Abraham" (Gen. XXII, 11 ), there is a division between the two names; 
"Jacob, Jacob" (ib. XLVI, 2), there is a division; "Samuel, Samuel" (I Sam. Ill, 10), 
there is a division; but in the case of Moses, there is no division. Why is this? It is 
like the case of a man who was carrying a heavy burden and called out: ' Here, 
So-and-so, So-and-so,' come nigh and take off this load from me?' 

----- ----------
ANALYSIS 

Why the double-call? Where else have we seen such a call, and can we see any 
similarities and/or differences between those calls and this one? 

• :"~!i'.T ,~M~l c,..,,~ I o.tt,~ ,~M~l C:Qftr,Q 1i1ll''I~ ,~~~ 1"7tt M?P.~~ 
(Genesis 22:11) 
This call comes just before Abraham is about to sacrifice his son, Isaac, showing 
his complete devotion to God. God tested Abraham's faith, and Abraham 
proved his worth. 

• :"~.m i9N~l :lt'~~ I =tJ~~ i~N~l it~~~lj n~7~:p '',tt:,tp;7 I C";:f':,1$, i9N~l 
(Genesis 46:2) 
This call assures Jacob that he will be able to safely travel down to Egypt and die 
peacefully with his son, Joseph, by his side. 

• ~lt~~ I "~lt~0qf Cl',~;-cl'.~=? N,?i?~l :l~~r;'l~l ':,lit~ N·?~l 
(I Samuel 3:10) 
This first call to Samuel assures him that God will be with him and give him great 
insight In his future decision-making. Here, Samuel has no idea who is calling I 

Any similarities? Any differences? It is certainly clear that the double-call suggests that 
something important is about to happen to the person who Is receiving the call. But the 
single biggest difference can be seen if we look at the details of the vocalized texts. All 
three double-calls above contain a meteg between the two names. In Exodus 3:4 there 
is none: 

7i~Q c,ft',~ ,,7~ 0tt:,j?~1 ni~:~ i~ ".? i'UM~ M'J~l 
:"J~jf iCMiii M?JJ'C M?JJ'C iCNil, l'1l0i"T 

~r•• • ••• ,- ,... ,•.• •: .,- ·:: ... 

Why? The midrash suggests that the difference is with God and not the recipient of the 
double-call. In each example above, God is giving something to the recipient. Abraham 
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is receiving the Covenant. Jacob Is receiving a pledge of God's safety and a peaceful 
death. Samuel is receiving God's wisdom. In the case of Moses' double-call, God NEEDS 
Moses. The burden of seeing the suffering of the Israelites is too great for God to bear 
alone, so God needs Moses to bear some of that burden. God saw Moses' abilities, his 

compassion and his devotion to the Israelites, so God called out "illV'?.l i'TlV'?.l" trying to 

relay a sense of desperation and anxiety. To which Moses immediately replied, .,.,llil." 
Moses wants to receive The Call! He understands that the Israelites are suffering at the 
hands of Pharaoh. He has already seen it! 

-------------
Bamidbar Rabbah 14:2 

THEN HE HEARD THE VOICE SPEAKING UNTO lllM ... How do we know 
that he answered 'Here am I' to every call? Because Scripture states, 'And said: 
Moses, Moses. And he said: Here am I.' The reading should really not have been 
'And he said' but 'And he answered: Here am I'. What then is the purport of the 
expression 'And he said'? It teaches that he replied 'Here am I' to every 
call ... Another interpretation of the expression 'Moses, Moses'. It is as if to say 
that he was the same Moses before He had spoken with him and the same after 
He had spoken. -------------

ANALYSIS 

Another Interpretation of illV'?.l i'TlV'~ addresses Moses' character. The mid rash above 
emphasizes an idea that was brought up in a previous midrash. Bereshit Rabbah 30:8 
introduced the idea that Moses was born to be the redeemer of Israel. It was 
something he grew Into, and it was something he learned "on the job." It was not a 
question of 'if Moses would receive The Call from God, but 'when'. He had the 

potential for leadership. This midrash echoes that theme. t'TV)i'l i'UZ17l suggests that 
Moses was the same person before and after The Call. His strengths and his 
weaknesses, his successes and his failures all allowed him to be the same person in any 
situation, whether it was performing the mundane task of leading his father-in-law's 
flock or the sacred task of hearing and responding to the Divine Call. 

Another idea offered in this midrash comments on Moses' "fitness" for The Call. The 
mid rash indicates that Moses is ever ready to act. He may have doubts, and he may not 
feel that he is the right person to receive The Call, but whenever he hears God's call 

Moses is prepared with the answer '))it 
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1.,~~ ,p',~ ',~)~ i~N;j 

~'[?~~ ,p',Nj_ i',~~: ,}J',~ C.j:tl~~ "tr',~ 
!c:l"if',N:i-',N to"~:,~ N.~,, .,~ , .. ~s ':,~~ ,r-io~, 

I• ".•: T •: \' - .. • •T J • TT •: < .. ! --

Jf.ntf 1fe said, "I am tlie (}otf of your fatlier, tlie (}otf of 
}1.6raliam, tlie (}otl of Isaac, anti tlie (}otl of Jaco6." 

)tntl 9.1.oses liia liis face, 
6ecause lie was afraia to Coolat (}otf. 

~odus3:6 
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Shemot Rabbah 3:1 

AND MOSFS HID HIS FACE ... One said: Moses did not do well in hiding his 
face, for had he not done so, God would have revealed to him what is above and 
what is below, what has happened and what will happen. So when Moses later 
wished to behold [God], as it is said: "Show me, I pray Thee, Thy glory" (Ex. 
XXXIII, 18), God replied: 'I came to show thee, but thou didst hide thy face, now I 
tell thee that man shall not see Me and live' (ib. 20), for when I wished to do so, 
thou didst not wish to see. R. Joshua of Siknin in the name of R. Levi said that in 
spite of this, God did show him. As a reward for AND MOSFS HID HIS FACE, 
"The Lord spoke unto Moses face to face" (ib. 11); as a reward for HE WAS 
AFRAID, we read: 11 And they were afraid to come nigh him" (ib. XX.XIV, 30), and 
because he feared TO LOOK, we read: "And the similitude of the Lord doth he 
look upon" (Num. XII, 8) ... But Nadav and Abihu uncovered their heads and fed 
their eyes on the luster of the Shechinah, as it is said: "And upon the nobles of 
the children of Israel He laid not His hand; and they beheld God, and did eat and 
drink" (ib. XXIV, 11). Did they not receive [the death penalty] for what they had 
done? 

-------------
ANALYSIS 

Did Moses act properly when he hid his face from God? Exodus Rabbah 3:1 offers 
contradictory answers. R. Joshua of Siknin explains that Moses acted improperly in 
hiding his face. Had he not hid his face, God would have revealed more to him. Moses' 
fear prevented him from a very important ingredient when it comes to leadership: 
KNOWLEDGE. And knowledge is power. Perhaps R. Joshua believes that if Moses had 
not hid his face, therefore receiving the knowledge of "what has happened and what 
WILL happen," he would have felt more confident accepting the call of going before 
Pharaoh and being the redeemer of Israel. He would have been God-like, but he is 
human. 

Later in the midrash there is an opposing Idea to R. Joshua's approach. The idea offered 
here suggests that Moses' hiding of his face and showing his fear of God was a good 
quality for the soon-to-be leader. The prooftext for this idea is Moses' nephews, Nadav 
and Abihu. They were over-zealous in their desire to become closer to God, and they 
did not show any fear when making their offer to God: 

• • • I \ • til 

1Ml;lr;t~ ~"J'.t N~i'T":;1~] :i,~ 1it,tt -..~.!? ~~i?~] 
n1~i? y",~~ ~c".~~, w~ '1n; ~~r;,~1 
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:c~k rt~, N~ i~N rt:,t ~}t ':,l:,~ ~~-~~ ~!1~i?~, 
::iirt""lE)~ ~nc 11 , cniN ~:,Nr-i, :,,:,, "l!l~C mt MJ~, 

•T J , .. : • ,, T• A1' • .I - \T I 1•• t • • y•• ""'1•• -

,Aaron~ sons Natfa6 and)l6mu too{tw cenm'S, put fire in tliem aruf a&rf incense; aruf tliey offered 
aCsenfire 6ejore tlie £~, contrary to liis command: 

_A,u[ fire went out from tfie L<Jtl(J) aruf devoured' tliem, a,ul tliey atetf 6efore t/ie LCJIIl;CJ). 

(£.witicus 10: 1-2) 

It was Moses' fear that allowed him to begin speaking directly with God. God's 
revelation and ensuing charge came directly out of Moses' fear and was a response to 
his humanness! 

Vayikra Rabbah 1:5 

You find that when the Holy One, blessed be He, revealed Himself to Moses 
from the midst of the thorn-bush, the latter hid his face from Him, as it is said, 
"And Moses hid his face," (Ex. Ill, 6). Because of this, the Holy One, blessed be 
He, said to him, "Come now therefore, and I will send thee unto Pharaoh" (ib. 
Ill, 10). You have proof that this is so, for out of them all the divine word called 
none but Moses, [as it is written], AND lHE LORD CALLED UNTO MOSFE. 

ANALYSIS 

Moses' humility is what causes God's call and revelation. R. Akiva teaches us, in 
Leviticus Rabbah 1:5, that a rabbi's default action should be to act with too much 
humility rather than too little. Hillel echoes this sentiment by sayin& "My self­
abasement is my exaltation, and my self-exaltation is my abasement." Are R. Akiva and 
Hillel suggesting that Moses was correct in hiding his face upon hearing God reveal 
God's self to him? 

The question that needs to be asked is, "What was Moses' fear (humility) due to?" Was 

he afraid that he was about to be harmed? The fact that he initially responded 'lli1 to 
God's call would suggest that he was not. Perhaps he thought he had done something 
wrong and was about to be punished. This, too, would not make sense, as he took his 
job of shepherd quite seriously. So what then? 
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Moses hid his face, because he felt that he was undeserving to gaze upon God. This is 
our textual indication that Moses felt completely humbled before God. Who was he to 
see God this close? Because Moses was afraid God knew that he was ready to receive 
the call and face Pharaoh. 
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C"t'f',N;i-',N ';,~f~ i~N;.i 
• ••• JT •• • • •• < -

;;;, 7;-St$ 7~-~ -.:~ ":;,5~ .. J~ 

:c-.,ir_o~ ',NiW" "~:l-MN N"i,N -.~, 
• IT : • • \"" T : • 1• • : •.■ •1 • I • : 

(J3ut ~oses saitf to qotf, "'Wlio am I that I sli.ouft{ 90 to 
<Pliaraoli and' 6rin9 tlie I sraeutes out of 'E9ypt?" 

~ocfus 3:11 
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Before we look at Exodus 3:11 we must first look at God's charge to Moses in 3:10. The 
verse can be broken down into two distinct parts. 

1) n·;,11r',~ :tO~tp~1 n~~ n.r;,;.11 
2) :c:i~1~~~ ',~-,~~-"~.; "Pt,-n~ ~iin1 

Together, they can be read as cause and effect: 

!}/(IU) 90, for I am sendi"(J you to <Ph/Jraoli, aruf you will 6ri"(J !My peopfe, tlie Israelites, out of 'Egypt. 

The second clause (the effect) is dependent upon the first clause (the cause). If, and 
only if, Moses goes before Pharaoh, he will be able to lead the Israelites out of Egypt. 

But the phrase can also be read as two distinct and independent clauses. They can be 
read as two separate charges by God. This idea is elaborated upon by many of our 
commentators. Rashl, Rashbam Nachman ides, and lbn Ezra look at the first clause of 
3:11 as being a simple question of nobility: 

• How am I Important enough to speak with kings? (Rash!) 
• Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh, even to bring him an offering or a gift? 

Am I worthy of entering the kings' court, a foreigner like me? (Rashbam) 

• I am the lowest of men, a shepherd, and he is a great king. {Nachmanides) 
• I am a shepherd and he is a great king. (lbn Ezra) 

These readings all seem to suggest what Moses was thinking: "I am not worthy to 
appear before Pharaoh. I am a lowly shepherd, and he is a ruler of an entire nation." 
But this seems an odd reading considering Moses' upbringing. Abarbanel, in his 
questions, picks up on that oddity. "Why did Moses," he asks, "a bold, well-educated 
man, from a prominent tribe and brought up in the palace of the Pharaoh, try to get out 
of the mission for which God has chosen him for." Not too long ago, Moses was a 
welcomed member of Pharaoh's court. Now, Moses feels himself as an outsider, and 
this contributes to his fears and doubts. 

The second clause Is concerned more with the Israelites themselves. The commentators 
pick up on that, but they disagree in their interpretations. 

• Even if I were important enough, do the Israelites really deserve having such a 
miracle done for them? (Rashi) 

• What could I say to Pharaoh that he would accept? Is Pharaoh foolish enough to 
listen to me and send a huge people, who are his slaves, away free from his 
land? (Rashbam) 

• Who am I to free such a great people? (lbn Ezra) 
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Rashi's reading questions the Israelites' worth. Rashbam's interpretation addresses the 
practical side of Pharaoh and his presumed refusal to give up his workforce. But lbn 
Ezra's reading does, in fact, speak to Moses' humility. lbn Ezra reads 3:11 In a way that 
portrays Moses as understanding the unique character of his fellow Israelites. He 
(Moses) understands that they are a special people with a special covenant. How could 
he possibly be worthy enough to be their redeemer? 

-------------
Shemot Rabbah 3:4 

AND MOSFS SAID UNTO GOD: WHO AM I? R. Nehorai gives another 
interpretation. WHO AM I? Moses said to God: 'Thou dost tell me to go and 
bring out Israel. Where can I give them shelter in summer from the heat and in 
winter from the cold? Where shall I obtain a sufficiency of food and drink? How 
many midwives have they; how many pregnant women, how many babes! What 
food hast Thou prepared for their midwives? What kind of delicacies hast Thou 
prepared for those pregnant? How many parched grains and nuts hast Thou 
prepared for the little ones? 'Where is all this stated? In the Song of Songs, where 
it says: 'Tell me, 0 thou whom my soul loveth' (I, 7). God said to him: 'From the 
cake which will go forth with them from Egypt' and which will be enough to 
satisfy them for thirty days, you will know how I will lead them! 

------___,, ------
ANALYSIS 

'::>lN ,~ 
This phrase seems to be integral to Moses' evolution from a shepherd of sheep to a 
shepherd of a nation. What is the point of this question? Is It a challenge to God's 
knowledge and authority? "You chose the wrong leader. You are looking for someone 
who is confident, a proven leader. That's not me." Is it an outright refusal? Is it an 
admission of doubt and anxiety? 

R. Nehorai, in Exodus Rabbah 3:4, suggests that it was not Moses' humility at all that 

prompted his asking God, ,:,3M "7-l. Rather, it was a challenge back to God stating the 
obvious: "How could I possibly manage such a task?" Although Moses deems himself 
unworthy for such a task, It is the details of the task that concern him. How could he 
provide shelter from the heat or cold? How would he manage to provide enough food 
and water for an entire nation? What about the pregnant women? Who will take care 

of all the children? These details, according to R. Nehorai, seem to be at the heart of 
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Moses' anxiety. "God is in the details," said the famous German architect Ludwig Mies 
van der Rohe, but Moses doesn't see that. The details of such a charge are 
overwhelming and impossible to overcome. 

-------------
Shemot Rabbah 3:4 (continued) 

Another explanation of WHO AM I? He said: 'Lord of the Universe! How can I 
enter a place of robbers and murderers?' This is what he meant by: WHO AM I, 
THAT I SHOULD GO UNTO PHARAOH, etc. AND SHALL I BRING FORTH 
THE CHILDREN OF ISRAEL? 'What virtue is theirs to enable me to deliver 
them? God replied: CERTAINLY, I WILL BE WITH THEE' (III, 12), an expression 
used only to one who is afraid. (Bereshit Rabbah 76:6 on Gen. 32:8) AND THIS 
SHALL BE THE TOKEN UNTO THEM, THAT I HA VE SENT THEE-by this wilt 
thou be known as being My messenger, that I will be with thee and will do all 
thy wishes. WHEN THOU HAST BROUGHT FORTH THE PEOPLE OUT OF 
EGYPT, YE SHALL SERVE GOD UPON THIS MOUNTAIN. When you ask Me, 
by what merit shall I bring them out of Egypt? Know it is for the sake of the 
Torah which they will receive on this mountain from thy hands that they will go 
forth from here.' 

-------------
ANALYSIS 

The second part of the verse is entirely different in nature than the first part. Moses 
seems to be questioning the virtue of the Israelites, which is Rashi's reading of this 
question. "Do they even deserve to be redeemed?" he asks. Incredulous as it sounds, 
perhaps Moses is touching upon another important characteristic of any leader: 
common sense. Moses wants to make sure that he is not embarking on a fool-hearty 
mission. Is it worth it? This seems like a perfectly valid question in the face of a very 
difficult task. 

However, Moses does not yet understand a very simple point: The relationship that God 
has with Israel is a sacred one. 

c,,ic~ ,0ac "7011 "J11-nac "M"Mi nM, n,n, ,cac~, 
• AT ~ • ; J•.• •; \ • - 1 • T: •: • ., • T / T 'r I ••• .J-

:i" ~N;,Q-n~ "l:1¥,1~ "1~ , .. ~~~ ~~,Q '.,r:,~Q~ c.tii?~~-n~i 
)fd'onai continued' saying, "I liave surely seen tlie mirery (affliction) of :My peopfe in P.[Jypt 

ana liave lieard' tli.eir outcry 6ecause of tlieir sfave d'rivers, ana I {now tli.eir sufferi-nos (pains) 
(P.:{.od'us 3: 7} 
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The Israelites are God's people. The sacred covenant that was made with Abraham 
seems to have been forgotten by Moses. 
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JJ.ntf <]otf said; "I wi{{ sure{y 6e witli. you, anti tnis wi{{ serve 
as proof that I have sent you. 'Wfien you have 6rou9fi.t the 

peopfe out of f£gypt, 
you wi{{ worsnip (]otf on tli.is mountain. " 

~ocfus 3.·12 

~38~ 



Shemot Rabbah 3:4 

THEN JACOB WAS GREATLY AFRAID AND WAS DISTRESSED. 
JACOB WAS GREATLY AFRAID! From this, however, we learn that the 
righteous person has no assurance in this world ... R. Huna commented further in 
R. Aha's name: And He said: 'Certainly I will be with thee' (Ex. III, 12), and no 
evil will harm thee. 

-------------
ANALYSIS 

The mid rash seems to suggest that Moses' initial fear is warranted: ''The righteous 
person has no assurance in this world." But this is not how God wants Moses to feel. In 
fact, God responds to Moses in such a way in order to give him a sense of strength: "I 

wil[ 6e with you." It is interesting to note that the il'i'IIC is a foreshadowing of Moses' 
next request asking for God's name in v.14. Although God's words are meant to ease 
Moses' concerns, they are unclear. "'l'f,iswilf 6e a silJnfi,ryuu ... n is a bit vague. Is God's 
presence the sign or is God's promise that Moses and the Israelites will make their way 
to Horeb In order to worship Adonai, the sign? The text is unclear. Perhaps it does not 
matter. What is important is God's words. God assures Moses that all will be right, an 
assurance that, nevertheless, does not ease his doubt.5 

What is Moses looking for? He heads out into the wilderness in search of something. A 
few verses earlier he sees the thornbush on fire, but it was not being consumed. This 
miracle amazed him, and he wanted to see more. As previous midrashim point out, 
these actions suggest that Moses, who was always destined, in theory, to be the 
redeemer of Israel, is ready to fulfill that destiny. Now that God has given him his initial 
assignment - to go before Pharaoh and take the Children of Israel out of Egypt - and has 
told him that there is no need to worry as God will be with him, Moses is more 
concerned than ever. Perhaps Moses needed to not only see miracles but feel that he 
had the power to perform them as well. But we will soon see that this, too, does not 
assuage his doubts. 

It is interesting to note that the commentators pick up on something to which the 
midrash above seems to be alluding. At no point is Moses told that this task is his and 
his alone. Rashi's reading of 3:12 adds an even stronger element. Rashi writes, "But it Is 
not your assignment, it is Mine as well." Moses feels, at this point, that the task given 

5 Rabbi Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev (the Berditchever), in his Kedushat Levi, reads Moses' 
question in Ex. 3: 11 as the sign itself. God is, in effect, saying that the question is the answer! 
"Because you, Moses, are humble enough to ask and truly believe, 'Who am I that I should go to 
Pharaoh?' means that you are precisely the right one for the task." 
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him is too heavy a burden to carry, and God assures him that the task is not meant for 
him alone. The redemption from Egypt is God's task, and Moses is simply God's 
intermediary. This begs the question, Why did Moses assume that the task of bringing 
the Israelites out of Egypt was his alone? Perhaps Moses, in a rare display of 

confidence, wanted to remind God of God's responsibility to the Israelites. Perhaps '~ 

,:,lN: is a challenge back to God that Moses would never have been meant to redeem 
the Israelites on his own. 
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CJ3ut !Moses continued to protest sayi,n9, "If I go to tfie 
I sraeutes anti say to tnem, 'fJne <]oa of your ancestors 

has sent me to you, ' they ·wil{ not 6e{ieve me. 
rrftey 1,f)i,{{ ast 'Wliat is tli.is goa s name?, 

'lnen what sfiouftf I te{{ tfiem?" 

C£{ocf us 3: 13 
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Shemot Rabbah 3:5 

AND MOSFS SAID UNTO GOD: BEHOLD WHEN I (ANOKI) COME (III, 13). R. 
Simon of Lud said in the name of R. Simon, who said in the name of R. Levi: 
Moses said: 'I am destined to become the intermediary between Thee and them 
when Thou wilt give them the Torah and declare 111 am (anoki) the Lord, thy 
God".' THE GOD OF YOUR FATHERS HATH SENT ME UNTO YOU. Moses 
thereupon desired to be enlightened with regard to his future course, being 
afraid lest they should ask him: What is His name? What shall he then answer 
them? Moses then sought of God to divulge to him His Great Name. 

--- --- --- --- --- --- --- ---- --- --- --- ,..,_ 

ANALYSIS 

Moses wants assurances about his journey. He wants to know that it will be a success, 
and he wants to know the fate of his people. He wants God to spell it out! Moses cares 
so deeply for his people that he wants to know that all of his efforts will not be in vain. 
We also see a man who has more doubts given his experiences in Egypt. 

Moses is the level-headed optimist. A.s the examples in Exodus 2 show, he is extremely 
devoted to his people and cares deeply for them. He is also aware of their suffering and 
wants to do everything in his power to end their suffering. But before he takes on this 
task, he wants to be sure that the Israelites will, in fact, be brought safely out of Egypt. 
This midrash shows his great concern for his "flock." 

--- ,..,_ --- --- --- --- --- --------
Shemot Rabbah 4:1 

AND MOSE'S WENT AND RETURNED TO JETHER 0ETHRO] HIS FATHER­
IN-LAW (IV, 18) ... Thus it is written, "He that hath clean hands, and a pure 
heart," (Ps. XXIV, 4; Who can ascend into the mountain of the Lord? He who has 
within him all those virtues. All these were found in Moses .. .' And pure (bar) of 
heart' ... Moses who did not begin his divine mission before he had thoroughly 
investigated the matter (nithbarer), because it says: And they shall say to me: 
What is His name? (Ex. III, 13). 

,.._, --- ,,,,,,,,_ ,...., ,,,.,,,,,,, - ,,.._ --- ,,.._ --- ,,.._ ,..,_ ,....,_ 
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ANALYSIS 

What is the basis of the question regarding God's name? This sounds much more like a 
challenge than an objection. Perhaps the question Is not meant for the Israelites at all 
but rather, for Moses himself. Moses is putting the question in the mouths ofthe 
Israelites, but it may verv well be a question that he wants answered and is simply using 
the Israelites as an excuse to find out God's name. Where else do we find examples of 
asking for God's name? Jacob asks the name of his wrestling partner in Gen. 32:30? 

it.)tt(M?., indicates a desire for a better understanding of God. It is simple due­
diligence. Moses wants more information in order to make an informed decision. 

This question also begs another question: Has Moses, or any Israelite for that matter, 
not heard God's name before this point? Was the God of the Israelites known as 

C"i1?N? Or perhaps God's name was .,,v, ?N. Both of these names are used In the 
biblical texts, but they are never names that one uses to address God. So what name 
did any Israelite use when calling out to God? It seems inconceivable that the lsraelltes 
would call out to a nameless God (see Exodus 2:23). 

it.)V,'i1?.) raises additional questions because of what we learn in later verses. If we 
take this objection at its face-that Moses was concerned that the Israelites would 
challenge whether or not he actually received the Call from God - then we will, 
undoubtedly, be troubled with what follows only a chapter later. 

',~,~~ ~~-~-n~ :,jn~ ,~~-.. ~ ~l7~~~, ~t'v 1;.t,~ 
=~~.Otl~.~1 ~71~~, c:~t1·n~ 'Mt$1 "<!;1 

aruf tlie peopfe were com,incet! Wlien tliey liearrf tliat tlie £o<RSD 
fiad' tai.,en rwte of tlie Israelites aruf tliat He fiad' sun tlieir plifJfit, tliey 6owelf Caw in li.omage. 

(~otfus4:31} 

In Exodus 4:29-31 the Israelites believe Aaron and Moses without question. "[T]he 
Israelites were not as doubting or inquisitive as Moses had portrayed them. They 
believed the good news immediately and listened willingly as Moses spoke to them of 
God's imminent help."6 This supports the argument that Moses himself placed the 
question in the Israelites' mouths, because he was afraid to show his own doubt before 
God. 

-There are many theories as to the purpose of the question ir.)lD irr.), but one thing Is 
clear: Moses is anxious about the task at hand, and the adage "Knowledge Is power'' 
seems to be behind this second objection. In this case, a more intimate knowledge of 

6 Benno Jacob, Exodus: The Second Book of the Bible, trans. Walter Jacob (Hoboken: Ktav 
Publishing House, 1992), 69. 
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God Is the purpose of this question. Moses NEEDS to know God's fundamental nature­
God's essence I-in order to feel that he has the authority to act on God's behalf, to act 
as God's partner. Knowing God's essence will, no doubt, give Moses a sense of purpose 
and a sense of authenticity that he has not yet felt. 
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.Jtncf qocf saitf to :M.oses, "I JI!M 'W.J-[O I Jl.!Ml 
Jtntf this is wliat you wiff say to tli.e IsraeBtes: 

'I JI!M has sent me to you. ,,, 

~oclus 3:14 
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Shemot Rabbah 3:6 

AND GOD SAID UNTO MOSFS (III, 14) .. .I AM THAT I AM in virtue of My 
deeds.' R. Jacob b. Abina in the name of R. Huna of Sepphoris: God said to 
Moses: 'Tell them that I will be with them in this servitude, and in servitude will 
they always continue, but I will be with them!' Whereupon Moses said to God: 
'Shall I tell them this? Is not sufficient for the hour the evil thereof? ' God replied: 
' No: TI-IUS SHALT THOU SAY UNTO 1HE CHILDREN OF ISRAEL: I AM 
HA TH SENT ME UNTO YOU.' To thee only do I reveal this, but not to them.' 

-------------
ANALYSIS 

il'ilN ituN il"ilN is one of the most enigmatic phrases in all of Torah. The various 
translations add to the mystery of this phrase: 

• I~ mfO I ;4!M! (King James Version, 1769; English Standard Version, 2001) 
• I am the~ wli.o always is! (New Living Translation, 1996) 
• I S/iaa(}Je ~t I sliaa<Be. (Rashi, Ram ban) 
• I )fm. (lbn Ezra) 

God tried to address Moses' doubt immediately by stressing God's timelessness. ''The 
God of your fathers" only addresses the past. But what about the present and the 
future? That concern needed to be addressed as well. This phrase, in part, does that. 

However we translate this phrase, it is clear that a new God-concept has emerged. At 
first God wants to assure Moses that the God who is talking to him now is the same God 
of his father and their Patriarchs; 

'·',Nitv" "J:i-',tc 0iOMn-n~ i1Wo-',tc c,f;',t,it ,,,i, 0 i~N!!i 
•• T : ' J•• : •! - I •.~ '." • •,--; ·,· -

:ii,~~ ",ti',Nj_ PJ:T¥~ ";:i',~ c~1;it:.t "tf',~ c;,"ti:i~ "J:f',~ njn~ 
:,, ,,', .. ,:,T nt, c",·11', ,ow-:it c:,,',tc "Jn',tzt 

I 1 ; \ ~ : • r.· ; T : J • ; •: 1t.•,• •· •: • J- T : 

)f ,u{ <;Joa said' to !M.oses, "Say to the Israefitu, YJ1ie L()<J(_(J), the (Joa of your fatners - the (Joa of 
J16raliam, the (jod' of Isaac anif tlie <;oa of Jaco6 - fias sent me to you.' 'lJiis is !M.y name for ever, the 

nttme 6y wli.icli. I am to 6e remem6erea from generation to generatioTL 
('4,oaus 3: 15) 

Yet only now does God reveal the significance of God's name. The result of revealing 

the name il'ilN ituN il'ilN is twofold: 1) it links the traditions of the past with the 
realities of the present and future; and 2) it shows "God as Creator of all and controller 
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of both Nature and History."7 "All will be right," God is saying to Moses. 

There is something that is at once comforting and dismissive about God's words to 
Moses here. For Moses, the phrase is meant to serve as a comfort, knowing that God 
will be present now and in the future. At the same time, it is dismissive in that it is 
meant to move the process along. "HAVE FAITH I" God is saying to Moses. Moses claims 
that it is the Israelites who will challenge his authority. "Prove that what you are saying 
is true," they will demand of him. But one can clearly see that he is projecting his own 
fears on his people. The midrosh picks up on that and offers some advice, albeit subtly. 
In Exodus Rabbah 111:6, R. Jacob b. Abina continues the conversation between God and 
Moses, filling in the gaps by showing what God tells Moses to say to the Israelites. But If 
we look closely at the text, I wonder if R. Jacob is really highlighting how God wants 
Moses to feel. These words are meant for Moses and not for the Israelites at all. As I 
mentioned in my analysis of Shemot Rabbah 4:1, the Israelites showed no signs of doubt 
and had complete faith in Moses and Aaron (Exodus 4:31). Here's how Moses most 
likely heard God's words: 

'I will be with YOU in this servitude, and in servitude will YOU always continue, 
but I will be with YOU I' 

Moses needed to know God's name, as he felt that this would help with his doubt in the 
charge that he was given in 3:10. 

It Is Interesting to note that God tells Moses to relate this name to the Israelites in its 
shorter form, 'I will be.' Why? Why does God reveal God's self with one name to Moses 
and in another name to the Israelites? There is a sense that God is revealing God's self 
to Moses with complete detail and richness. Whether or not Moses can comprehend 
such revelation is another story. Regardless, God is choosing to be fully revealed but 
only to Moses. We may, again, return to the subject of power and information. Moses 
must feel comforted in knowing God's full name. Perhaps this addresses his fear of 
going before Pharaoh - who is perceived to be a god! - alone and ill-equipped. 

However, the Israelites do not need to know all ofthis information. "ln',u, it'i1N 
o:,,t,N Is sufficient enough for them. Why? Perhaps the age-old adage of 'too much 
information can be a bad thing' rings true here. A few more midrashim may shed some 
light. ----- ,,,,,_ ,,,,,_ ,,,,,_ ,,,,,_ ,,,,,_ ---
7 David Daiches, "The Quest for the Historical Moses" (paper presented at the Robert Waley 
Cohen memorial lecture for The Council of Christians and Jews, London, England, 1974). 
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b. Berachot 9b 

I AM THAT I AM ... The Holy One, blessed be He, said to Moses: Go and say to 
Israel: I was with you in this servitude, and I shall be with you in the servitude of 
the [other] kingdoms. He said to Him: Lord of the Universe, sufficient is the evil 
in the time thereof! Thereupon, the Holy One, blessed be He, said to him: Go and 
tell them: I AM has sent me unto you. ______ ,,,,,,._,,,,,,,,._,,,,,,,,._,,_..._ __ _ 

ANALYSIS 

b. Berachot 9b is an extremely powerful prooftext of Moses' deep compassion and 

emotional dedication to his people. The text indicates that, initially, il"ilN itvN: il"ilN 
would be the name revealed to both Moses and the Israelites. This name is meant to 
Imply the timelessness of God and God's presence among the Israelites, past, present 
and future. "I have been with you throughout these difficult times," says God, "and I 
will be with you during the difficult times in the future." Moses, who seems to always 
be thinking on multiple levels, responds immediately to this. "An evil in its own time is 
enough I Why should You Imply to them that there will be future exiles? Is it not 
enough that they suffer now in Egypt?" God acknowledges this argument and changes 
the name that Moses will use when coming before the Israelites. God will be referred to 

as il"ilN. This name will have the same effect of emphasizing God's timelessness and 
eternal presence. 

---------------
Midrash Tehillim 72:1 

R. Jose taught in the name of R. Hanina: When the Holy One, blessed be He, 
sought to send Moses to Egypt, what did Moses ask? He asked: Behold, when ... 
the children of Israel ... shall say to me: What is His name? What shall I say unto them? 
(Ex. 3:13). The Holy One, blessed be He, replied: Knowest thou not My name! 
Come, and I shall tell thee: I AM that I AM; and He said: Thus shalt tlwu say unto the 
children of Israel: I AM hath sent me unto you (ibid. 3:14). You find I AM written 
three times, and this means that the Holy One, blessed be He, said: I created My 
world with compassion, I will guide it with compassion, and I will return to 
Jerusalem with compassion ... 

-------------
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ANALYSIS 

Compassion is the key element here. Moses' primary concern was the well•being of his 
people.8 I do not believe that he doubts God's compassion, but it is almost as if he feels 
he must let God know how much he cares for his people. "God, you have to understand 
how much my brothers and sisters have suffered. I have to know that that you care for 

them as much as I do." The midrash explains that i1'i1K does just that. 

8 I use the phrase 'his people' knowing full well that he has not officially agreed to accept God's 
Call, but that is not necessary for the Israelites to be described as 'his people.• Moses cares for 
them with his entire being and does not want to see their suffering continue for another second. 
He wants to do anything-EVERYTHING-he can to ease their pain. 
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Shemot Rabbah 3:9 

AND I KNOW THAT THE KING OF EGYPT WILL NOT GIVE YOU LEA VE TO 
GO (III, 19). God foresaw that the wicked Pharaoh would only make the people1s 
burdens heavier from the time Moses would undertake his mission, and in order 
not to deceive Moses, he told him that Pharaoh would do this and this as soon as 
he would go on His mission. This was done to prevent Moses reproaching God; 
yet, despite this, he did utter reproaches against God, whereupon concerning 
him doth it say: "Surely oppression tumeth a wise man into a fool" (Eccl. VII, 7). 

-------------
ANALYSIS 

Moses' anxiety must have been exacerbated when God told him that Pharaoh would not 
let the Israelites go. Our earlier midrashim show that Moses was compassionate, 
emotional, reluctant, intuitive and concerned. Hearing now that the fruits of his soon­
to-be labor would only bring more hardship to his brethren could not have satisfied his 
desire to feel surer of the task at hand. So why say it at all? 

:i1,~t;,Q ~,~-n~ ,,~~".1 c,.;,i:r ',,~in; i'?#'t'::t ":P 
Surefy oppression aestroys a wise man~ reason, )bu{ a 6ri6e corrupts tlie lieart. 

(P.ccksiastes 7: 7) 

There are multiples levels at play here. By telling Moses that his initial attempts to 
convince Pharaoh to release the Israelites will be futile, God is challenging Moses' faith. 
Will Moses, knowing the result of his efforts, accept God's task and take up the charge? 
Or, knowing the results, will he simply say, "What's the point? Find someone else to be 
your messenger." On a different level, God wants Moses to understand that this is a 
process and God lays out the fact they will leave Egypt! Although it will seem to Moses 
that his appearance before Pharaoh was all for naught, God has a plan. If Moses was 
not told of his initial attempt, he, as Ecclesiastes suggests, would think of himself (and 
God) as a failure. Once again, the theme of HAVE FAITH is stressed in this verse. 

It is difficult to translate Ex. 3:19 correctly. The verse can be translated in various ways, 
each with completely opposite meanings. In order to translate this verse, the translator 
must make a choice about the outcome. Here are just a few translations: 

• Qlut I lnow tliat tli.e ~1111 of 'E,gypt will not fet you go unless compe([ed' 6y a mifJlity lian£ 
(English Standard Version, 2001) 

• )Ina I am sure tliat tlie ~1111 of P.gypt will not f.et you 90, no, not 6y a mifJlity liand: (King 
James Version, 1769) 
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• 'let I {now tliat tlie fjno of P,gypt wi!lfet you 90 only 6eCJJu.se of a greater miglit. (JPS 
Tanakh, 1985) 

And our commentators do not help out much more. Rashi, Nachmanides, lbn Ezra and 
Rashbam read the verse as "~CE<PT6y a mitJhty liaruf," whereas Ramban looks at the 
verse as "'E.1'E9/ 6y a miglity lianC' This is a prime example of where translation can be 
directly linked to one's perception of Moses' state of mind. The "EXCEPT" translation 
would allow Moses to feel confident that, no matter what, God needed to be with him, 
because only God would be able to compel Pharaoh to let the Israelites go. This might 
lift some of the burden that Moses was beginning to feel. If, however, we agree with 
Ramban's interpretation, then we can assume that this would only add to Moses' 
anxiety of going before Pharaoh. "Not even my God will be able to convince Pharaoh to 
let my people go? How can this possibly end well for us?" 

In addition to the problem of translation, God's response to Moses seems to obviate a 
potential further objection by Moses. Whereas the first section of this response 
addresses Moses' concerns about the Israelites, this response concerns the potential 
objection of Moses going before Pharaoh. If we accept the King James (and Ram ban's) 
reading,. then we know that Moses' concern about going before Pharaoh is a justified 
one. If we accept JPS (and Rashi's), then we know that Moses was still not convinced 
even with God's promise of "influencing'' Pharaoh. 

Either way, Moses' anxiety will not be dissipated because he does not yet understand 
that AT NO POINT will he be alone I 
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Shemot Rabbah 3:12 

AND MOSES ANSWERED AND SAID: BUT, BEHOLD, THEY WILL NOT 
BELIEVE ME (IV, 1). Moses then spoke not befittingly; for God had said to him: 
1 And they shall hearken to thy voice' (III, 18), and he said: BUT, BEHOLD, THEY 
WILL NOT BELIEVE ME. 

-------------
ANALYSIS 

Moses Is still not convinced, which seems odd as the mid rash points out. Just five verses 
earlier, God assures Moses that the Israelites will, indeed, listen to him. So why does he 
continue to doubt his effectiveness and God's promise(s)? Even though God explained 
that the Israelites would be brought out of Egypt safely9 (Ex. 3:20-22), Moses still felt 
that the Israelites would have doubts about God appearing to him. "Here we have the 
perennial problem facing any messenger of God; he needs assurance that the people 
would believe he had been given a divine mlsslon.1110 How could Moses prove that God 
had, In fact, appeared before him? What would be his proof? It's almost as if Moses Is 
pushing God to show him more and more and more. One could argue that Moses' 
second objection had nothing to do with the Israelites at all, but rather, had more to do 
with Moses needing more information. The objection in Exodus 4:1 can be seen along 
the same lines. The reader can pick up a sense of impatience on the part of Moses. He 
wants every one of his doubts to be addressed and removed, and he continues to doubt 
EVEN in the face of God's affirmations and guarantees. In this case, he needed tangible 
evidence of God's presence in this task. Only those concrete signs would help build up 
Moses' trust in his own leadership skills. 

It is interesting to attempt to figure out where Moses' doubt comes from. Is it a doubt 
in God or a doubt in himself? The first would suggest that he is just not convinced that 
all the things that God is saying and promising will come true. The second would reflect 
Moses' extreme humility as he had such difficulty believing that God would appear 
before him. If he told anyone, would anyone believe him? Having sought God out in 
the wilderness, and having answered God's Call, the doubt must have come from within. 
Moses is so sure that he is not the right person for the job that promise after promise 
only seem to add to Moses' fears and not ease his anxieties. -,__ --------- ,__ -
9 In fact, God assures Moses that they would not be leaving empty handed just a few verses 
earlier! (Ex.. 3 :21) 
10 Jacob, Exodus, 83. 
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Bamidbar Rabbah 7:5 

This was the case with Moses. When God told him to go to Israel, he said to Him: 
"But, my Lord, they surely will not believe me!" as it says, "But, behold, they will 
not believe me," (Ex. IV, 1). Said God to him: 'Ha, Moses! Do you know 
beforehand that they will not believe you? They are believers, sons of believers! 
Since you said to Me, "But, behold, they will not believe Me, put now thy hand 
into thy bosom,"'(ib. 6), and as soon as He took it out, behold, "his hand was 
leprous, as white as snow" (ib.). 

-------------
ANALYSIS 

This midrash makes a very important point regarding Moses' doubt of his own people. 
"Do you know beforehand that they will not believe you? They are believers, sons of 
believers!" Why is Moses being so pessimistic? He is certainly a realist, and, in some 
cases, he is even an idealist. But a pessimist? The last thing one wants to get from 
one's leader (spiritual, political, religious, etc.) is a sense of pessimism. So where does 
the pessimism come from? Perhaps it is Moses' own history that feeds his pessimism. 
Growing up in a life of privilege, only to learn as he got older that he was surrounded by 
the servitude of his own people, must have caused him to look negatively on the world. 
Here he was, the surrogate son of Pharaoh-a prince!-, and his brethren are living a 
life in servitude with no sign of it ending any time soon while accepting Pharaoh's 
perceived power. 

We return back to our original picture of Moses. He is a man who has sought out 
solitude, realized that he was seeing something sacred in the burning bush and 
responded to God's call. But at the same time, he is so doubtful of his own abilities. His 
meekness and humility, two traits that are generally good, are preventing him from 
seeing his potential, and that of his people, and seeing the respect that others have for 
him, particularly God. God has sought Moses out just as much (perhaps more) as Moses 
has sought God out. It is time for Moses to begin to accept his role as leader of his 
people. God believes in him. The Israelites believe in him. The only thing missing is 
Moses' faith in himself and in God. 
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------------------
Shemot Rabbah 3:12 

AND MOSF5 ANSWERED AND SAID: BUT, BEHOLD, THEY WILL NOT 
BELIEVE ME (IV, 1). 
Whereupon God answered him on his own lines and gave him signs according 
to his words. See what it says after this: AND THE LORD SAID UNTO HIM: 
WHAT IS (MAZEH) THAT IN THY HAND? AND HE SAID: A ROD (IV, 2), that 
is to say: 'Thou art worthy of being smitten with that (mizuh) which is in thy 
hand, for thou didst speak slanderously of my children who are believers and the 
sons of believers.' They are believers, as it says: "And the people believed" (Ex. 
XIV, 31); and the sons of believers, as it says: "And he believed in the Lord" 
(Gen. XV, 6).4 Moses had followed the example of the serpent who had spoken 
slanderously of his Creator, as it is said: "For God doth know" (ib. III, 5); so just 
as the serpent was punished, so will he be punished. See what is written: AND 
HE SAID: CAST IT ON THE GROUND. AND HE CAST IT ON THE GROUND 
AND IT BECAME A SERPENT (IV, 3). Because he had copied the example of the 
serpent, God showed him the serpent, as if to say: ' Thou didst do the thing that 
this serpent did.' AND MOSES FLED FROM BEFORE IT. 
AND THE LORD SAID UNTO MOSF5: PUT FORTH THY HAND, AND TAKE 
IT BY THE TAIL (IV, 4). We have already explained what the serpent implied for 
Moses; but what did this sign signify for Israel? R. Eleazar opined that the rod 
was converted into a serpent as symbolic of Pharaoh who was called "a serpent," 
as it says: "Behold, I am against thee, Pharaoh King of Egypt, the great-dragon" 
(Ezek. XXIX, 3). He is also referred to as the Leviathan, the slant serpent (Isa. 
XXVII, 1), because he hit Israel. God said to him [Moses]:' Dost thou see Pharaoh 
who is like a serpent? Well, thou wilt smite him with the rod and in the end he 
will become like wood; and just as the rod cannot bite, so he will no longer bite'; 
hence: PUT FORTI-I TIIY HAND AND TAKE IT BY THE TAIL. THAT THEY 
MAY BELIEVE THAT THE LORD, THE GOD OF THEIR FATHERS ... HA 11i 
APPEARED UNTO THEE (IV, 5). Go and perform before them this miracle that 
they should believe that I appeared unto thee. 

---------------
ANALYSIS 

Still Moses has doubts, and his doubts continue to revolve around the people he has 
been charged with leading. "What if they do not believe that You appeared to me, by 
way of an amazing miracle," he asks. Moses wants to be assured that any challenge he 
receives from the Israelites can be easily addressed. If they ask for a name, he wants to 
be able to provide it. If they doubt his story of the burning bush, he wants to be able to 
show them some sort of miracle. Moses wants tangible proof that God revealed God's 
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self to him for the purpose of Moses' duty to bring the Israelites out of Egypt. "All 
leaders need concrete signs of their authority, and God provides Moses with" them, 11 

and the i1UC alludes to their pragmatic concerns and addresses them. 

God asks a simple question: ilTC (What is [in your hand]?), as if to say, "Look no further 
than yourself to see that YOU CAN DO THIS!'' God is asking Moses to look at the power 

he already possesses. Moses responds in an equally simple fashion: i1U1J (Rod). 12 It is 

clear that he is not sure why the question is asked and why the answer would make him 
feel any more secure. But, in fact, the rod in his hand is exactly the proof that God 
wants to show Moses. God is saying, "This rod, the arm it extends from, and the person 
who is attached to that arm is the source of power that you will need - and already have 
- to lead your people." It is a part of Moses. The rod is God's proof that Moses will 
never be alone. God will be with him when he goes before the Elders. God will be with 
him when he goes before Pharaoh. And God will be with him when he is leading the 
Israelites through the desert (foreshadowing of things to come}. If Moses can see that 

he does, indeed, have the power to lead, then he can take that i1Ui:l in his hand and 
use it effectively and successfully. 

However, all of that is in theory. How will Moses be convinced that the rod will serve as 
a source of power for him? God instructs him to cast it on the ground, and the rod 
immediately turns into a snake. Moses recoils in fear. Is he afraid that the snake may 
bite him? Perhaps, if he believes, as God wants him to, that the rod is an extension of 
his own power, he is afraid of his own abilities (NOT inabilities). The miracle of the rod 
turning into a snake is meant to show Moses that God is, and will continue to be, with 
him. But now Moses is not sure that the power that God is entrusting in him is 
something he is prepared for. The questions that Moses was asking himself must have 
been numerous: 

• Do I have what it takes? 
• Will I use this power effectively? 

• What if I try to use my power (my ilt.,i:l) and it does not work? 

• Will I even know how to use it? 
• What if I use my power incorrectly? 
• Will my power be enough to overcome Pharaoh, the snake?! 

11 Nonnan Cohen, Moses and the Journey to Leadership: Timeless Lessons of Effective 
Management from the Bible and Today's Leaders (Woodstock: Jewish Lights Publishing, 2007), 
24. 
12 The sound play between ill~ and ilt,~ is not coincidental in Ex. 4:2. It is almost as if the text 
is suggesting that any time Moses has a doubt in his own abilities he simply should look at 
himself- look in his own hands! - to see that he does, in fact, have the ability, the vehicle - the 
mm -to fulfill God's request. 
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God, anticipating all of these questions, reassures Moses in the very next verse. "Do not 
be afraid of the snake," God seems to be saying. "Grab the snake by its tail, for it will be 
the source of strength that you are looking for." And the Hebrew offers an interesting 
play on words that is important to point out. God tells Moses to grab the snake by its 

tail, and the Hebrew describes Moses' actions as 1:l pTn.,,. In this hiphil form is the 

root p·t·n, which means 'strong'. The narrative is clear in its intentions: The rod will 

give Moses the strength he needs. By making sure that the rod is with him (and we will 
see God's reminder of that in v. 17), he can feel secure in God's presence and in himself. 

"The rod is a sign of the relationship between the people and God, the covenant, which 
is his source of power, the essence of his leadership."13 Every religious leader needs to 
feel secure in him/herself. In Moses' case, he needed something he could hold on to, 
quite literally. God's presence, if not manifested in the power of the rod itself, would 
only be a comfort to Moses in theory. He needed to feel secure in that partnership -
that covenant- in practice as well.14 

13 Cohen. Moses, 25. 
14 Nachmanides. Rashi and lbn Ezra offer interesting commentary on the rod turning into a snake, 
but it does not quite fit into my analysis, so I have not included it. 

~59~ 



17 ~~,J~~~ N7-c~ ';,~;;t1 
li~Nj;:T n~;:t ',·l'7 ~li~~: N~1 
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''fl_ntf if tliey do not 6e{ieve tlie first sifjn, 
they wiff 6efi.eve tfie second. " 

~oc[us4:8 
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Shemot Rabbah 3:13 

AND IT SHALL COME TO PASS, IF THEY WILL NOT BELIEVE EVEN THFSE 
TWO SIGNS, etc. (IV, 9). Why did God perform these signs? To correspond with 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. 

-------------
ANALYSIS 

Belief in something (or someone) requires a partnership of sorts - a covenant. It is a 
necessary element on the part of any leader, and it is a necessary element for any 
community. To believe in something is to have faith in it. It seems that Moses does not 
have much faith in the Israelites. If that is true, why should they have faith in him? His 
doubts would only naturally cause doubts amongst the Israelites. 

Why does God tum to miracles in order to persuade? Here we see three miracles: the 
staff turning to a snake, Moses' hand becoming leprous, and water turning into blood. 
All of these miracles are meant to prove God's might. But does not God's appearance 
and promise of redemption constitute might itself? It begs the question of any Jewish 
leader: What does one need to convince him/herself that s/he is doing the right thing? 
In other words, do we, like Moses, need to see miracles to be convinced that we are 
doing is right and being efficacious? 

God responds by showing Moses miracles involving an object belonging to Moses and a 
part of Moses' body as well. Perhaps God did not want Moses' faith to be enhanced by 
miracles. Faith, alone, should have been enough for Moses. BUT IS THAT TRUE? Would 
we believe (in anything?) more if we saw some concrete indication that proved 
something to us? 

Faith Is the core for any covenantal relationship. There are many examples that show 
that the Israelites have the faith that Is required for a covenantal relationship: 

• Exodus 4:31 - and' tlie peopt:e were convinced'. 
• Exodus 14:31-Jl,uf w/im Israe{saw t!i8 wond'rous powerwfiicf,Jltfonai tf'uf tllJllinst tlie 

'Egyptians, tlie peopfe Jearetf }ltfona,· tliey fuuf faitfr. in}ltfonai and'Ku servant ~oses. 
• Exodus 19:9- )Ind'}l.tfonai saiato!Moses, "I wilt come to you ina tlik(cfoud; in ortfertliat 

t!i8 peopfe wilt liearwhen I spea{ witli you and' will trust you from tliat point on. " 
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(}Jut 9vloses said to jldonai, "<Pfease my Lora, I am not a man 
of words, not since yesterday or the day 6efore that, 
nor si.nce 'You 6egan to speak,to me, 'Your servant. 

I am sfow of speech and slow of tongue. " 

~ocfus4:10 
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Shemot Rabbah 3:14 

AND MOSFS SAID UNTO THE LORD: OH LORD (IV, 10). Moses said to God: 
'Thou art Lord of the Universe, and dost Thou wish that I should be Thy 
messenger? SURELY, I AM NOT A MAN OF WORDS. The Sages say: Seven 
whole days previously did God urge Moses to go on his mission, but he refused 
to go till the incident of the thorn-bush. This is what is meant by the words: I AM 
NOT A MAN OF WORDS-which he said on the first day; MITEMOL indicates 
the second day; GAM the third day; MISHILSHOM the fourth day; GAM the fifth 
day; ME' AZ the sixth day; DIBERCHA the seventh day. R. Phinehas, the priest, 
said that Moses argued: 'I am not a man of words, and moreover, I see no place 
for words here. For the man to whom I am to go is a slave (Gen. 9:25) and will 
not accept reproof, as it says:" A servant will not be corrected by words" (Prov. 
XX.IX, 19). I will only go if I can chastise him with suffering. Hence we read: 
"And the Lord said that you do all those wonders before Pharaoh which I have 
put in your hand. But I will harden his heart, so that he will not let the people 
go." (IV, 21). 

-------------
ANALYSIS 

Now we begin to hear panic in Moses' voice.15 Whereas before his objections were 
calculated and strategic in nature, this one is a plea of desperation. His objections, and 
God's assurances and promises, all regarded external forces: What if they want to know 
Your name? Will they believe that You called out to me? What if they want proof? This 
objection addresses Moses' personal limitations. It seems curious that Moses would not 
have started here, but, perhaps, in addition to being humble and modest, he was also 
embarrassed to show his deficiencies, even to God. 

15 Most of the commentators are in agreement that Moses' plea oP:i is meant to show just how 
panicked he was. However, there are two commentators who offer a very different reading. Ibn 
Ezra, in his commentary to Ex. 4: 10, understands ':J in its literal sense: "mine," and he uses as his 
prooftext the verse from I Samuel 25:24: 

11Vi.:J i 1~ ~~~-.. ~ 
Let tlw 6(11:me 6e mine, rrry fortf. .. 

Moses is so convinced that he is incapable of taking on such great a task that he is telling God to 
punish him - DO ANYTHING GOD WANTS TO HIM! -, but just as long as God leaves Moses 
alone and sends someone else in his place. Abarbanel takes a very different approach both from 
Halevi and the majority of the medieval commentators. He reads ':1 as a simple request to have 
the speech impediment cured. 
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This Midrash suggests that the conversation between God and Moses began long before 
the revelation at the burning bush. Seven days prior, God had begun The Call, and for 
seven days Moses refused. It was not until Moses saw something- SOMETHING 
AMAZING - that he began to wonder if he was destined for something greater than 
shepherding sheep. 

How strong must Moses' hesitation have been to refuse to accept God's call for SEVEN 
WHOLE DAYS? But it would seem that his convictions would create an oxymoron of 
sorts when coupled with his extreme humility. It begs the question: Could Moses have 
been so humble to believe that he was not worthy of the task, but at the same time, so 
strong with his convictions to turn down God for an entire week? But perhaps these 
were not convictions at all. Perhaps Moses' self-doubt and fears are still paramount to 
his objections. 

The mid rash offers another explanation of Moses' plea. R. Phinehas points out that the 
task to go before Pharaoh was not a task that required words at all. The midrash likens 
Pharaoh to a slave using Gen. 9:25 as its prooftext. This verse links us back to the 
previous chapter in Exodus 3:19. Proverbs 29:19 is meant to prove that a slave can 
never be corrected through words. But perhaps there is a word missing here. Perhaps 
the midrash should read, "a slave can never be corrected through words ALONE." It 
seems that R. Phinehas, intentionally or not, is suggesting that only through words AND 
deeds (action) will Israel's redemption come about. 

Moses, although deficient in speech, will have the proper tools with him when he goes 
before Pharaoh. 

-------------
Devarim Rabbah 1:1 

THFSE ARE 1HE WORDS. 
R. Levi said: Why learn this from an extraneous passage? Let us rather learn it 
from the context. For see, of Moses before he was privileged to receive the Torah, 
Scriphlre writes, "I am not a man of words" (Ex. IV, 10); but after he had proved 
himself worthy of the Torah, his tongue became cured and he began to speak 
words. Whence do we know this? From what we have read in the passage under 
comment, THESE ARE 1HE WORDS WHICH MOSFS SPOKE. 
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-------------
ANALYSIS 

If we move the narrative forward a bit, it seems like only yesterday that Moses was 
pleading to God that he was unfit to be the voice of the Israelites. A man with a speech 
impediment, he felt, would be the wrong choice to go before Pharaoh to demand the 
Israelites' freedom. 

But sometimes our biggest deficiencies can be our greatest gifts. Moses believed that 
he did not have the verbal skills to accept God's charge. His great sense of humility 
proved that he was worthy to receive Torah, and, as the midrash says, "His tongue 
became cured and he began to speak words." And not just any words. The last book of 
the Torah, Deuteronomy, is almost entirely a long and eloquent speech delivered by 
Moses. The once humble speaker is now a passionate and energetic orator. 

-------------
Otzer Midrashim, "Divrei Ha Yamim l'Moshe Rabbeinu" 

When Moses was an infant, he was brought to the royal palace. He "began to 
dazzle the king and his court with his intelligence. He became the most spoiled 
of children. And also the most precocious: at three years of age he displayed the 
gifts of a healer. And of a prophet. And since he was an exceptionally 
handsome child, people showered him with love. Batya, his adoptive mother, 
was constantly cajoling him. he was given all the advantages of the best 
education available; he studied with teachers from afar, stunning them with his 
industry and understanding. In hardly any time at all, he mastered several 
languages and the exact sciences. Pharaoh himself could not keep from covering 
the boy with signs of affection and often took him on his lap to play with him­
an intimacy not without danger. One day, when the child playfully took the 
crown from the royal head and placed it on his own, the Pharaoh's counselors 
were dismayed; they called it high treason and the priests declared it a bad 
omen. All agreed that the child should be put to death before it was too late. 
Fortunately, one advisor - an angel in disguise - suggested a less radical 
solution. Set two plates before the child, one piled high with gold and precious 
stones, the other with burning coals: should the child reach for the gold, it would 
bear out that he indeed harbored suspicious intentions and that he had to be 
killed, but if instead he reached for the hot coals, then it would simply mean that 
he was attracted to shiny objects. This was done, and Moses indeed stretched 
out his hand to touch the gold and precious stones, but the angel Gabriel pushed 
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him so hard that his hand seized a hot coal and brought it to his mouth. Thus 
Moses was saved-but his tongue was burned, and from then on he stuttered."16 

,,,,.,,,,, ,,,.,_,, ,,,,,,_ ,,,.,_,, ,,,.,._, ,,,.,,.,,, ,,,,,,_ ,,,.,._, ,,,.,_,, ,,,,,,_ ,,,.,,.,,, ,,,.,,.,,, ,,,.,,.,,, 

ANALYSIS 

This beautiful minor mldrash Indicates Moses' propensity and desire, even as a young 
child, for leadership. But that desire came at a cost. Now, years later, Moses still suffers 
from a fear of being hurt. I do not mean to suggest that Moses thinks God will hurt him 
if he does stand up and accept God's charge. But, as this mid rash points out, there 
seems to be a great amount of residual anxiety from the experiences of his childhood. 

There is something else going on in this midrash as well. It is interesting to note that, 
according to this mid rash, It was the angel Gabriel who caused Moses to burn his 
mouth. Perhaps God, with Gabriel as God's aide, felt it best to make Israel's future 
leader flawed, at least physically. This would remove any doubt in God's absolute 
sovereignty over all of mankind. Because of God's concern and power, even someone 
with a speech defect was able to go before Pharaoh to demand the release of the 
Israelites from slavery. 

16 The midrash is quoted by Elie Wiesel, Messengers of God: Biblical Portraits and Legends 
(New York: Random House, 1976), 183-184. 
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Shemot Rabbah 3:15 

AND THE LORD SAID UNTO HIM: WHO HA TH MADE MAN'S MOUTH (IV, 
11)? He said unto him: 'Do not fear even if thou art not a man of words. Have I 
not created all the mouths in the world? I have made dumb him whom I wished, 
and deaf and blind, and have endowed others with the faculties of seeing and 
hearing; and had I desired that thou shouldst be a man of words, thou wouldst 
be so, only I wish to perform a miracle with thee when thou art actually 
speaking, that thy words may be appropriate, because I will be with thy mouth' -
hence AND I WILL BE WITH THY MOUTH (IV, 12). What is the meaning of 
AND I WILL TEACH THEE (HOREITIKHA) WHAT THOU SHALT SPEAK? R. 
Abahu said: I will throw (moreh) My words into thy mouth as with an arrow, as it 
says: "or shot through-yaroh" (ib. XIX, 13). R. Simeon said: I will create thee into a 
new being, as it is said: 'And the woman conceived-watalmr' (ib. II, 2). 

---,.._, ---------
ANALYSIS 

I believe that through his journey deep into the wilderness with Jethro's sheep, Moses 
sought out God. He recognized the miracle of the burning bush. He heard God's voice 
and answered it. He gained comfort in knowing God's name and its significance. He 
asked for proof beyond God's name and was shown miracles that only God could 
perform. And yet, still, Moses tried to point out to God his speech defect, as if God may 
not have been aware of it. 

The reader can begin to get a sense that God's patience is wearing thin. Moses still does 
not recognize God's power. "Who puts words into one's mouth? Who puts sounds into 
one's ears?" God is reminding Moses of the obvious: God is the Creator of all life. Why 
does this simple fact escape Moses? The answer is clear: his doubt and ego. It does not 
matter to Moses that God causes man to have sight or to be blind, have the ability to 
hear or to be deaf. God gives man wisdom or foolishness, strength or weakness, the 
ability to lead or the ability to follow. But all of that does not matter. When we have 
doubts in our abilities or when we know we have certain weaknesses, regardless of the 
support we may be receiving, it does not matter. That is what we focus on. God has 
assured him a number of times that he would not be alone, but all Moses can focus on is 
his inability to speak. He is blind to everything else.17 

17 Ibn Ezra picks up on a point made by Abarbanel in the previous verse. lbn Ezra's words speak 
directly to the heart of Moses' great sense of doubt: 

Notice that He does not say He will cure his speech impediment, 
as Moses expected-merely that He will give him words to say 
that don't contain the sounds he finds difficult to pronounce. 
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As for ego, this is a common pitfall for any leader. 7,n,iini 7'!) ·ci il"ilN '~lNi 
: i::lin 1VJN is God's reminder that a leader can never function alone. "I will help you 
speak," is exactly what any religious leader needs to hear at his/her most doubtful 
moments. Moses needs to understand that "You can lean on Me," Is the message 
delivered by God. But it takes a humble person to be able to say, "I cannot do this 
alone. I need help." Perhaps Moses was afraid to ask for help. 

The compassion of God highlighted here, like that of a parent or teacher, it is plentiful and never­
ending. 
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(But he saitf, "O/i, my Lord, pkase send someone else. " 

~ocfus4.·13 
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Shemot Rabbah 3:16 

AND HE SAID: OH LORD, SEND, I PRAY TI-IEE, BY THE HAND OF HIM 
WHOM THOU WILT SEND (IV, 13). R. Hiyya, the Great, said that Moses 
pleaded: 'Lord of the Universe! Thou desirest me to redeem the children of 
Abraham who proclaimed Thee Lord over all the creatures?' ''Send, I pray Thee, 
by the hand of him whom Thou wilt send." Which is dearer to a man, his 
nephew or his grandchild? Of course, the grandchild. When Thou didst seek to 
save Lot, the son of Abraham's brother, Thou didst send angels to deliver him, 
and now Thou dost send me to deliver the six hundred thousand children of 
Abraham? Send, therefore, Thy angels, whom Thou dost usually send.' 

-------------
ANALYSIS 

Moses is determined to tum down the call. He will do anything and everything to 
convince God that he is not the right choice. This quiet, humble shepherd is so 
convinced that he is unable to take on God's charge that he uses his own people's 
history as proof that he is unqualified. The midrash from Exodus Rabbah shows Moses' 
plea with God. "To save one person you sent angels, but to save six hundred thousand -
an entire nation!-you send me? Why? This is not a task for a human, especially a 
human as meek and flawed as I." Moses feels that this task is simply too large for him. 

This midrash points out something that Is unique to Moses' objections. Nowhere in the 
previous four objections does Moses refuse outright to accept God's charge: 

1. Who am I? I am not worthy to take on such a task. 
2. What am I to say to the Israelites if they ask, "Who sent you on this mission?" 
3. What should I do If they demand to be shown the miracles that I have seen? 

How will I do that? 
4. I have a speech Impediment and am simply unable to do what you ask. 

In fact, each objection, and subsequent dialogue with God, brings Moses closer to the 
mission. It was only when Moses began to approach "the actual execution of the 
mission, he became anxious about himself."18 This seems to be the crux of this last 
objection: "Please God, send someone else. Anyone else other than me!" Moses is 
showing such great desperation and pleading to God to send someone else. 

18 Jacob, Exodus, 90. 
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Shemot Rabbah 3:16 (cont.) 

The Rabbis say that one must not think that Moses refused to go, he only wished 
to pay respect to Aaron; for Moses said: "Before I arose, my brother Aaron 
prophesied to them in Egypt for eighty years," as it is written: "I made Myself 
known unto them in the land of Egypt" (Ezek. XX, 5). Whence do we know that 
it was Aaron who prophesied? For so it says: "And there came a man of God 
unto Eli, and said unto him: Thus saith the Lord: Did I reveal Myself unto the 
house of thy father, when they were in Egyptian bondage to Pharaoh's house? 
And did I choose him out of all the tribes of Israel to be My priest?" (I Sam. II, 27, 
28). Moses thought: 1 If I now trespass upon the domain of my brother, he will be 
vexed.' On this account, he was reluctant to go. Immediately was THE ANGER 
OF lHE LORD KINDLED AGAINST MOSES (IV, 14). 

,,....,, ,,....,, ,,,,._ ,,....,, ,,,,.,.,,,,, ,,,,._ ,,,,._ ,,....,, ,,....,, ,,....,, ,,....,, ,,....,, ,,....,, 

ANALYSIS 

Another idea offered in the midrash underscores Moses' deep humility, but in a 
different way. Here we see a person who Is overcome with respect for his older 
brother, Aaron. Who is he that he should be chosen for this task over his older brother, 

Aaron. It is almost as if his first objection of ":,lK "7-, and this last one of KlM?lU 
: n',,ur,·,.,:::i are addressing the same point. "You have the wrong guy. It is my 
brother you ought to be talking to." In fact, as the mldrash shows, Aaron had been 
prophesying for eighty years before Moses was even born. He has the necessary 
experience, and he has been the Israelites' leader the entire time in Egypt. Here, Moses 
is showing his humility in another way. His deference is not directed towards God but, 
rather, towards his brother. 

,.,,.,,,, - ,,.._,, ----------
Shemot Rabbah 7:2 

It says: "Lo, all these things doth God work, twice, yea, thrice, with a man" O ob 
XXXIII, 29). Three times doth He wait for man; if he repents then all is well; but if 
not, He visits upon him even his first iniquities. So you find, too, in the case of 
Moses: when God first said to him: 'Go, and I will send thee unto Pharaoh,' he 
first said: 'Behold, they will not believe me,' then he added: 'I am not a man of 
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words,' and finally: ' Send, I pray thee, by the hand of him whom Thou wilt 
send' -three excuses; seeing that still he did not retract his words but even added: 
'Behold, the children of Israel have not hearkened unto me,' the Divine word was 
communicated to Aaron too, as it says: AND THE LORD SPOKE UNTO MOSES 
AND UNTO AARON. 

,-,,,,,,. ,-,,,,,,. - ,-,,,,,,. - ----------
ANALYSIS 

Why communicate to Aaron as well? Did God finally accept the fact that Moses felt that 
he simply could not do it alone? Or perhaps God realized that Moses could not do it 
alone. Or perhaps there is even a more important message being offered here. Perhaps 
it was never intended for Moses to go before Pharaoh alone. Although it was not made 
explicitly clear to Moses, Shemot Rabbah 7:2 seems to be suggesting that Moses needed 
not just a partner with God but a partner with his brother, Aaron, as well. 

-------------
Bamidbar Rabbah 21:15 

LET THE LORD ... SET A MAN (XXVII, 16) ... R. Samuel b. Nahmani said: For 
seven days the Holy One, blessed be He, tried to persuade Moses to go on His 
mission and the latter replied: "Send, I pray Thee, by the hand of him whom 
Thou wilt send (Ex. IV, 13), I am not a man of words, neither was I yesterday, nor 
the day before" (ib. 10). Th.is makes a total of seven days. After a time the Holy 
One, blessed be He, persuaded him and he went on His mission, and through 
him He performed all those well-known miracles. In the end He said to him: Ye 
shall not bring this assembly into the land (Num. XX, 12). Moses said to Him: 1 

Sovereign of the Universe! I did not ask to be allowed to go! 

--------------
ANALYSIS 

There is something equally poignant and upsetting about the story of Moses that is 
pointed out in this mid rash. Moses so desperately did not feel that he was the right 
person to lead the Israelites out of Egypt. He pleaded his case in a number of ways: 
showing God that he was not worthy, explaining that the Israelites would question his 
authority, reminding God that he was unskilled and even unable to do some of the 
things God asked of him. But, as this mid rash suggests, I wonder if he did not want to 
set himself up for disappointment. In other words, even though God has promised that 
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he would not be alone, what if he wondered to himself, "What if I fail? What will God 
think of me? What will God do to me?" Perhaps he did not want to be placed in a 
situation in which he would not succeed. This is the crucial point of his final objection. 
For him, the (potential) risk outweighed the (potential) reward, and he tried to get out 
of God's charge to lead his people. 

At the heart of any successful leader is the ability/desire to take a risk. There are no 
guarantees that the mission will be fulfilled and that he will be rewarded. Becoming and 
acting as a leader, particularly a religious one, is a risky endeavor. What ifthey see you 
as being inauthentic? What if your authority is challenged? What if you make the 
wrong decisions? What if the people you are leading let you down? The worries can go 
on and on with a crippling affect. But a leader needs to put those concerns aside and be 
willing to "step off the cliff." At times a leader must make him/herself vulnerable to the 
potential for failure. At times a leader must be willing to separate him/herself from 
his/her flock in order to prove a point or set an example. 
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Shemot Rabbah 8:3 

'Go and exact a penalty of him.' He said to him: 'How shall I bring upon him the 
ten plagues?' The reply was:' And thou shalt take in thy hand this rod' (IV, 17). 
R. Judah said: The rod weighed forty se'ah and was of sapphire and the ten 
plagues were engraved thereon in an abbreviated form. 

-------------
ANALYSIS 

How much clearer can it get? God tells Moses to take the staff with him at all times. 

The i1t>~ would be the vehicle to exact punishment (I.e., the plagues), but at the same 

time the i1t,~ is a SIGN of the covenant-God's constant presence with Israel, which is 
recognizable when Moses acts. 

And once again, as was the case in Exodus 4:2, we have a sound play in the text: 

i1trt :,t:,~i1 
(lia-mateli lia-zeli} 

How will Moses summon his strength? The power was in his hands! As long as he had 
the staff in his hands, he had the potential to succeed. 
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rrhematic Overview 
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}l. ?doses' 06iections d (})ou6ts 
,; 

We learn very early on that Moses Is an emotional man. He is at once both curious (Ex. 

3:3) and frightened (Ex. 3:6). It may seem counterintuitive, but it seems that these are 

two qualities that one should want and look for in a leader. A leader who questions his 

or her own capabilities to lead is essential to the community thats/he is serving. "What 

do I have to offer?" should be the question that is asked. One should show trepidation 

and hesitation to take the reigns of leadership. And Moses seems to exhibit both of 

those emotions here when he approaches the burning bush. "With a twist of his neck to 

open himself to God's presence, Moses reorients his entire being. He is now ready to 

witness God's presence."19 He sees something that he has never seen before and wants 

to know more, but at the same time, when it is revealed to him that God is causing the 

bush to remain unconsumed, he turns away in fear. He is not so sure he wants, or is 

worthy enough, to know more. 

And just like that, Moses receives The Call. A simple sheep-herder is thrust into a 

position of shepherding an entire people. The Israelites have suffered long enough, and 

the time of their redemption has come. God has entrusted Moses with that 

responsibility, and it is now time for Moses to act. Although Moses does not receive 

The Call until later in life, our midrashim suggest that he was always ready for and 

capable of The Call. 

19 Norman Cohen, Hineini in Our Lives (Woodstock: Jewish Lights Publishing, 2003), 
72-73. 
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Bereshit Rabbah 30:8 suggests, based on the simple phrase M"ir irtz.'~i in Exodus 3:1, 

that Moses was destined, from the very beginning of his life, to be the redeemer of 

Israel. It was not a question of "If?" but rather of "When" Moses would receive The Call. 

This says something both about God and Moses. For the Rabbis, it only adds to their 

belief that God is all-knowing and every decision God makes happens at the exact time 

it is meant to. It was equally comforting for them to know that Moses, no matter how 

he may object or whatever deficiencies he may have, was going to redeem the Israelites 

and bring them into Eretz Yisrael. For our modern sensibilities, this may lead one to ask, 

"Is there no Free Will?" And these may be appropriate questions, but the ideas offered 

in Bereshlt Rabbah 30:8, and elsewhere, suggest something very important about the 

way we see ourselves and the way God sees us. The tradition reads ir'ir not 

necessarily as 'was' or 'was always,' but rather as 'had the potential'. Moses ir'ir - had 

the potential -to lead! But he was not yet a leader. This required further steps, further 

guidance and further assurances. When Moses receives the specifics of The Call in 

Exodus 3:10 he does not jump into action. He responds-quite humanly-with a simple 

':>lN '~ (Who am I?). What proceeds from here is a dialogue between he and God. 

I wonder why God's mere voice from the burning bush wasn't enough for Moses. What 

do leaders need In order to know/believe they are leaders and to he able to act on those 

beliefs? Short of actually being shown the future, how does a leader know thats/he is 
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leading effectively and successfully? William Shakespeare wrote in Twelfth Night, 

"Some are born leaders, others achieve leadership, and still others have leadership 

thrust upon them." There is a sense that Moses feels that this job has been thrust upon 

him, and he was not quite prepared for such a task. It begs the question, What does any 

leader need to do to prepare him/herself for leadership? Are there necessary steps that 

ought to be taken that Moses simply was not able to take, or is it simply a matter of 

"You either have it or you don't?" Throughout my research, the latter seemed to be the 

more popular opinion. Along with Bereshit Rabbah 30:8, I believe that the Rabbis teach 

us, in Shemot Rabbah 2:5, Shemot Rabbah 2:6, Otzer Midrashim and other places as 

well, that Moses, no matter what excuse he came up with and however much he 

pleaded with God, was destined to be Israel's leader. God saw something in Moses, just 

as God saw something in Abraham, Noah, David and others. As Shemot Rabbah 2:2 

teaches us: "God trieth the righteous." If God felt that this was not something Moses 

was capable of, the episode at the burning bush would never have taken place. 

-God's response addresses both of Moses' doubts: 17.lY i1"i1N ,::, "I will6e witli you." 

This is the assurance that God wants to give to Moses: I will be with you [not just during 

your confrontation with Pharaoh, but throughout your people's journey as well.] As for 

the Israelites, God assuages that doubt as well: "'You wi!( sfflle (jotf on tnis very mountain." 

With this promise God is pointing out a necessary element that any leader needs to 

have in order to be confident in his/her leadership: potential. Moses' claim of the 
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inadequacy of the Israelites is due to his inability (In the moment) to see his people's 

potential. God does not have that problem. God sees their capacity for growth and 

their potential to evolve into a nation of holy priests. Jewish leaders need to believe in 

the potential of the communities they are serving. 

"The tradition of lMoses'] reluctance to obey the Divine command to intervene with 

Pharaoh for the liberation of his people, and the recurring reference to his meekness, 

seem to suggest a tension between the private visionary and the public leader that 

emerges from the biblical text as a clue to Moses' character and behavior."20 The 

objections and doubts that Moses displays in Exodus 3 and 4 speak to the traits - the 

ingredients -we look for in our Jewish leaders. I would like to devote the next part to 

looking at what some of those ingredients are. 

20 David Daiches. "The Quest for the Historical Moses," 1974. 
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(}3. Ingrerfients :Necessary_for £eadersliip 

What did God see In Moses at the burning bush? "What particular character traits 

emerge from the biblical narrative that account for Moses' selection as leader?"21 What 

character traits did the Israelites look for in a leader? What do we look for in our own 

leaders? Are there lessons to be learned from them? Reading the biblical material and 

the midrashim associated with it has made those questions a bit easier to answer. It is 

clear that our Rabbis felt that certain human qualities were essential to be the Israelites' 

leader, and it is clear to me that many of those same characteristics are necessary today 

to be a successful Jewish leader. Let us look at those qualities -those ingredients -

here. 

1. HUMILITY & DOUBT 

It is Interesting to note that there ls only one adjective to describe Moses in all of Torah; 

humble: 

:no,Nii "')E;r',.u iwN C'1Ni1 '',·:,c ,k~ i).U i1Wb W"'Ni11 
: IT T •: T , .. : • \'l •: TT IT • /1. : TT \•: I' 'T 

Now 9rl.oses was a very fium6fe man, more so tlian any otlier man on eartfi. 
(!Num6ers 12: 3) 

He was not just humble, but the most humble man on the entire planet. Why humble? 

The biblical writers were clearly trying to say something about Moses, who had already 

established himself as the Israelites' leader. But what are the biblical writers trying to 

show? That humility is the most important characteristic for any leader? That as long as 

21 Ari Zivotofsky, .. The Leadership Qualities of Moses," in Judaism (Fall, 1992), 258. 
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a leader keeps him/herself grounded, s/he can always have a chance of being 

successful? There are no clear answers. 

The view expressed in Numbers 12:3 is foreshadowed throughout the dialogue between 

God and Moses on Mount Horeb. Each objection Moses gives can be seen through the 

lens of humility as well as self-doubt: 

• Exodus 3:11- "::ilN: '7.). Although the midrashim offer alternative suggestions 

other than humility as they interpret this phrase, if we look at the biblical text 

itself, there is certainly a degree of "I am not worthy of such a task." Moses sees 

himself as a simple man who couldn't possibly free an entire people. 

• Exodus 3:13 - Moses is convinced that before he has a chance to begin to fulfill 

God's charge, he will be questioned by his own people about whether he 

received this call - and God's name - from the Divine. We learn from Shemot 

Rab bah 4:1 that Moses' concerns are meant to gain more information from God 

IN ORDER TO HAVE MORE CONFIDENCE IN HIMSELF! 

• Exodus 4:1- '?P:J 1.Y?YIV" N:?1 "? 1l'7.lM.,-M? Till Again, Moses insists that 

the Israelites will not believe that God had appeared before him and given him 

his mission. I posed a question in my analysis of Bamidbar Rab bah 7:5, and I 

offer it again here: Why was Moses so pessimistic? He assumes the worst, and 

the doubt that he has in himself will translate into a doubt among his own 

people. 
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• Exodus 4:10- C'i:li W''N: N:?. Why wait this long into the dialogue to point 

out the fact that he was a stutterer? Perhaps his humility was so great that he 

did not want to initially point out this defect, because he felt that it might 

embarrass God and God's choice of emissary. 

• Exodus 4:13-: n,wn·,,:i N:ln?tv. Moses pleads with God one final time to 

send someone else. The Rabbis offer two ideas in Shemot Rabbah 3:16 to 

highlight Moses' great humility: 

1. God sent angels to save Lot. Moses points this out to God and wonders 

aloud how saving an entire people - 600,000 people I - could possibly be 

a job for him. It is a task, he insists, for one of God's angels. 

2. Showing his humility in a different way, Moses believes that it should be 

his brother, Aaron, not him, to receive such an honor as leading the 

Israelites out of Egypt. 

Five objections, and five examples of Moses' humility and doubt. But perhaps these are 

traits that one should not avoid or hide from. It seems clear from these biblical texts 

and the midrashic interpretations that humility is not just recommended. It is, as the 

Rabbis see it, a vital component for successful leadership. Further, personal doubt may 

allow that leader to never get too far ahead of him/herself. 
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In his autobiography, Calvin Coolidge wrote, "It is a great advantage to a President and a 

major source of safety to the country, for him to know that he Is not a great man."22 

The Rabbis teach, using Moses as their exemplar, all leaders in general, and Jewish 

leaders specifically, indeed any successful leader should not view him/herself as being 

more important than the community that s/he serves. 

2. INTEGRITY 

The Rabbis emphasize, in Shemot Rabbah 2:3, that Moses displayed his honesty and 

integrity by taking the sheep "deep into the wilderness," so as not to have them graze 

on private property. The Rabbis scrutinized the innermost thoughts of the shepherd to 

show how he might justify his flock feeding on someone else's property. Perhaps the 

shepherd would say, "I am not stealing for myself but for these animals, which I am 

unable to support. Having an animal suffer Is a Torah prohibition, whereas the animals 

serve an Important and necessary function In my own community." Shepherds, 

therefore, will often have their flocks graze on other people's land. But Moses did not 

use this justification. Shemot Rabbah shows a man who took his job seriously and made 

sure he did it with honor and sincerity. Community leaders must make the same 

choices. A leader must always consider the consequences of ANV ACTION s/he takes. 

22 Calvin Coolidge, The Autobiography of Calvin Coolidge (New York: Cosmopolitan 
Book Corporation), 118. 
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The success of any community (religious or not) can be directly influenced by the 

honesty and integrity of its leader(s). If a leader is honest and shows great integrity in 

his/her work, it will become a part of the life of the community thats/he is leading. And 

as we see with Moses and his flock, honesty and integrity is not something you learn 

along the way. It is not something that a leader "grows into." A leader either has it or 

not. Moses was always a man of integrity, but, perhaps, his integrity wasn't evident 

until it needed to be. "In times of crisis, adversity, and temptation, a leader's integrity 

becomes most evident."23 Perhaps the Israelites' suffering in Egypt was the necessary 

crisis for Moses' Integrity and honesty to be displayed as he brought his flock to Mount 

Horeb and witnessed the Burning Bush. 

3. COMPASSION 

Why does God ask Moses to remove his shoes at the Burning Bush? The immediate 

response is because he is on holy ground and must show the proper respect, as the text 

clearly states. This is certainly a perfectly acceptable reason, but perhaps there is 

another. When we wear shoes, we protect ourselves from the elements: rocks, the 

cold, etc. We can easily walk over these objects without much notice or worry of 

personal injury. But when we remove our shoes, our feet are exposed to the elements. 

We must be careful with every step we take, and even then, we may get hurt. ''The 

leader of the generation must be aware of every obstacle and every impediment on the 

23 Lorin Woolfe, Leadership Secrets from the Bible (New York: MJF Books), 23. 
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road. He must feel the pain of his people and realize what is bothering them."24 Every 

Jewish leader must be compassionate and must be human. A Jewish leader does not sit 

on his/her perch and see how his/her flock is doing down below. We learn from Shemot 

Rabbah 2:2 that Moses felt such compassion towards his father-in-law's flock of sheep. 

How much more so, our Rabbis taught, must he have been concerned for the Israelites? 

The midrash in Shemot Rabbah 1:27 further underscores Moses' compassion. R. Jose 

teaches that Moses showed great compassion for his brethren throughout his life in 

Egypt, particularly when he was a prince in Pharaoh's court. 

But we see compassion coming from another source as well: God. Shemot Rabbah 2:5 

teaches us that God anticipated Moses' anxiety in fulfilling his role, and so the angel 

appeared to Moses in Exodus 3:2 in a flame of fire to serve as a metaphor: Moses will be 

a flame of fire which the Israelites will look for in their times of need. The flame from 

the bush that captures Moses' attention is the same flame that will carry him in his 

moments of doubt and enable him to succeed. 

4. OPTIMISM vs. REALISM 

What did God sure[y see in tfie afjftction of !My peopf.e in Exodus 3:7? According to Shemot 

Rabbah 3:3 (which I did not include in my analysis), God not only saw the Israelites at 

their finest while receiving the Torah at Mount Sinai, but God also saw them at their 

24 Aharon Yaakov Greenberg, ed., Torah Gems (Brooklyn: Hotz.aat Yavneh, 1992). 26. 
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lowest with the sin of the Golden Calf. God saw both their successes and their failures. 

I believe that the midrashim offered in my analysis paint a picture of Moses who felt the 

same way. 

At times, as Shemot Rabbah 3:4 points out, Moses wonders whether or not Israel 

deserves to be redeemed. Does this take away from his leadership abilities? Just the 

opposite! Moses, although deeply compassionate and concerned with each and every 

one of God's creatures, is both an optimist and a realist. A religious leader surely needs 

to be optimistic that s/he is doing the right thing and that the people s/he is leading are 

learning and striving to be better people. But a leader also needs to be realistic and not 

hold him/herself or his/her community to an impossible standard. Moses' first 

objection of':JlN "1.l in Exodus 3:11 highlights both ofthose points. 

S. FAITH 

It is necessary to ask why God simply did not tell Moses how the future would unfold. It 

would have made sense for God to say, 

"Moses, trust Me and have faith in Me. You will go before Pharaoh and 

tell him that you and the Israelites are leaving. You will bring the 

Israelites up from out of Egypt. Then you will cross the Sinai and wander 

through the desert. The Israelites are going to be angry and even try to 

revolt. But do not worry, you will be safe. I will begin to give you certain 

laws and will require the Israelites to do certain things. I will reveal the 
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Torah to you. And you will direct the Israelites as they journey to Eretz 

Yisrael." 

But God does not say any ofthis to Moses. However, what God does do is to provide 

Moses with a series of promises and assurances: 

• 'You sfia((jree !My peopfe, tlie Israefitesfrom 'F.gypt. (Exodus 3:10) 

• I will 6e witli you. {Exodus 3:12) 

• I will ta~ you out of tlie misery of 'Egypt .. . to a fantl fowing witli miflantl lwney. (Exodus 

3:17) 

• I will stretcli out !My liantl anti smite P.gypt. (Exodus 3:20) 

• !Now 90, ana I will 6e witli you as you speaftana will inst,uct you as to wliat to say. 

(Exodus 4:12) 

With leadership, particularly with Jewish leadership, there must be a real sense of faith. 

Faith in the leader and faith in God are necessary, but there is another component as 

well: The leader has to have faith in him/herself. Moses, even with all of God's 

guarantees, is not convinced that he will be able to do what God has asked of him. His 

lack of personal faith is something that every leader needs to address. 
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Section III 

Conc{usions 
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)I. 'Wliat liave we feametf -from tlie (8i6fe anti tlie <Ra66is? 
• 

Moses was a shepherd, a husband and a father who was given the charge of leading the 

Israelites out of Egypt. "We tend to expect a great leader to be charismatic, eloquent, 

and most of all eager to lead, and yet Moses was none of these. He fervently did not 

want the job. Still, God insisted he take it."19 The Bible is a tool that is meant to help us 

understand the human condition, and Moses clearly exhibits very human traits. What 

we learn from it can help inform us on our own journeys. The midrashim of our Rabbis 

are meant to make sense of the complexities, discrepancies and contradictions that 

often appear in the text. 

In Exodus 3 and 4 the Rabbis offer a picture of a man who initially thought little of 

himself, a man who was so convinced that he was the wrong person for the job, but 

who, nonetheless, achieved greatness and became Moshe Rabbeinu. The Rabbis use 

Moses' objections, his excuses, his flaws and his deficiencies not to show his 

weaknesses, but rather, to show his strengths as a great leader. Why? Because they 

understand the human elements in themselves, and all of Moses' traits - the positive 

ones along with the negative ones - give them a greater sense of their own leadership 

abilities. The midrashim in my analysis emphasize his qualities: 

19 David Baron, Moses on Management: 50 Leadership Lessons from the Greatest Manager of All 
Time (New York: Pocket Books, 1999), 9. 
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• Bereshit Rabbah 30:8 teaches that Moses was destined to redeem the Israelites 

out of Egypt. 

• Shemot Rabbah 2:2 highlightc. Moses' compassion - a necessary ingredient for 

leadership -for even the frailest of sheep in his father-in-law's flock. 

• Esther Rabbah 7:9 shows that Moses was ready to see the sacred through the 

mundane. 

• Shemot Rabbah 1:27 indicates that Moses already had a great propensity for 

leadership as was evidenced in his dealings with the Egyptians and his brethren. 

These midrashim, along with countless other examples, show Moses' potential for being 

a strong, caring and successful leader. Moses is our archetype. Both his strengths and 

his weaknesses are what make him our greatest leader. 

Further, the ongoing dialogue between God and Moses proves the special relationship 

that they had with each other. As was mentioned earlier, God and Moses needed each 

other in order to prepare the Israelites for the Torah. The Covenant that Moses entered 

into with God would be the same Covenant that all Israelites would enter upon receiving 

the Torah. Knowing that his leadership was being supported by a committed God -

committed to our past, our present and our future - undoubtedly, added to Moses' 

confidence. 
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(}J. Jlreasfor <Further jf.na{ysis 

Moses is an extremely complex person, arguably more complex than any other biblical 

figure in the Bible's narrative. He Is at once caring and withdrawn, patient and short­

tempered, and decisive but ambivalent. Moses received special divine favor, but also 

showed, at times, normal human irritability. Through all of this, he became Israel's 

greatest leader and an exemplar for future Jewish leaders. 

This thesis was an analysis of both the biblical and rabbinic materials on Exodus 

Chapters 3 and 4 in order to look at Moses the man and Moses the leader. I wanted to 

see If there were lessons that could be learned in this material that could be instructive 

for Jewish leaders today. What does it mean to have doubts about one's abilities? Can 

a deep sense of humility empower us or paralyze or both? What traits do the 

communities we serve look for, conscious or not, in their leaders? 

But how else might we use Moses' dialogue with God in Chapters 3 and 4 to learn about 

ourselves? I offer a few possibilities here. 

1. OBJECTIONS OR REQUESTS 

Perhaps the dialogue between God and Moses did not contain objections at all. 

Although the midrashlm, along with the later commentators, see Moses as objecting to 
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God and refusing to accept God's charge to him on five separate occasions (Exodus 3:11, 

3:13, 4:1, 4:10 and 4:13), perhaps these are not really objections. Perhaps Moses does, 

indeed, want to accept God's charge, but he Is so concerned with his people's welfare 

that, like any good visionary, he is attempting to get all the necessary information, 

necessary tools and necessary guidance that he needs in order to be successful. Seen In 

this light, these are not objections at all, but rather, they are requests. In fact, as I tried 

to show in my analysis of Shemot Rabbah 3:16 on Exodus 4:13, each of Moses' 

"objections" brings him closer and closer to the mission. 

When I initially started my research, I immediately read Moses' responses to God as 

objections. This clearly colored my analysis of the midrashim. I wonder if had read 

these interchanges not as objections but as requests, would that have changed my 

reading of the midrashim and my subsequent analysis? 

2. EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE 

Daniel Goleman, in an essay entitled, "What Makes a Leader?" believes that the most 

effective leaders all have a high degree of something he calls Emotional Intelligence. 

Emotional Intelligence can be broken down into five categories:20 

• Self-Awareness: The ability to recognize and understand ones moods, emotions, 

and drives as well as their effect on others 

20 Daniel Goleman, "What Makes a Leader?" Harvard Busines., Review (November-December 
1998): 9S. 
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most dignified way that could be found. Clearly, the only way to find this was to 

succumb to risky, while temporarily reassuring seclusion. 

99 

In Warsaw, beginning in the 1920's, a cabaret style of its own called kleynkunsl 

began. In her history of Yiddish theater, Nahma Sandrow describes kleynkunst as '"a sort 

of cabaret revue. witty. gay, and irreverent, rapidly winging from music to dance to 

monologue lo sketch."196 From its description, kleynkunst sounds like a cousin to the 

cabaret of Berlin. It was remarkably similar with skits making radical political 

statements such as in "Two Nazis Smell a Plot," where "two Berlin officials think they 

discover hidden meanings in the simplest Hebrew words and phrases."197 Kleynkunst 

was equally just as risque, toeing the line of the acceptable when dealing with religious 

matters. One skit in question was entitled "Is it Kosher?" and involved a young woman 

making advances upon a rabbi under cover of asking traditional, Halakhic questions. 198 

Unlike in Berlin, kleynkunst failed to find its audience, and ultimately failed to survive 

much more than a decade. Polish audiences had greater interest in whole plays, and not 

the bits and pieces of the kleynkunsl revues. 

Kleynkunst found itself being resurrected in the ghettoi,. It served well and found 

new life through the need for small, more improvised performances. It was most 

predominant in the Warsaw ghetto, the largest of all the ghettos, whose population was 

between 400 to 500 thousand by 1942. There were 139 members of the Yiddish Actors' 

Union present within the ghetto, and the old headquarters of their union at 2 Leszno 

196 Nahma Sandrow, Vagabond Stars: a world history of Yiddish theater (New York: Harper and Row, 
1977), 323. 
197 Ibid. 
198 Ibid. 
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Street was even within the ghetto. 199 With that said. there was little acclaim in being a 

Yiddish actor in those days. It was not a reputable job in the eyes of the Jewish 

community. Amongst entertainers, people were more likely to be drawn to an opera star 

or a ••darling of [the] Polish cafe society."200 As in Lodz, people took to the streets to 

sing there. However, these usually were poor beggars. A description by survivor Jonas 

Turkow talks of his walk through the streets seeing a fiddler with a shaking hand, a 

mother singing operatic arias to the accompaniment of her baby's cries, and a cantor 

singing cantorial melodies while carrying his child.201 It should be noted that the gates of 

the Warsaw ghetto were kept open for more than a year. Non-Jews were able to come 

into the ghetto during this time, and there were likely many exchanges of goods, 

providing the ghetto inhabitants, or at least those who had any money or tradable 

valuables, with some of their needs. It was during this first year that the ghetto cabarets 

and cafes thrived the most. These cabarets were mainly on Leszno Street, ••a sort of 

Broadway, with a cafe, restaurant, or cabaret theater in almost every other house. Music 

could be heard all along the street."202 A girl named Mary Berg describes one of the most 

popular and expensive of these cafes, which had taken over the fonner Actors' Union 

building: 

At number 2 Leszno Street. there is now a cabaret called Sztuka [Art] .... 
In the ghetto, light was pennitted until a certain hour. After that we had to sit 
around the house by the light of candles or kerosene lamps. When we reached the 
nightclub, the street was dark. My escort suddenly said to me, "Be careful not to 
step on a dead man." When I opened the door the light blinded me. Gas lamps 
were burning in every comer of the crowded cabaret. Every table was covered by 
a white tablecloth. Fat characters sat at them eating chicken, duck, or fowl. All 
of these foods would be drowned in wine and liquor. The orchestra, in the middle 

199 Ibid., 339. 
200 Ibid. 
201 Ibid., 340. 
202 Ibid. 
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of the nightclub. sat on a small podium. Next to it a singer performed. There 
were people who once played before Polish crowds. Now they were reminded of 
their Jewish heritage. When I came in, M.Z., the renowned Polish actor, played 
the role of a comic character, eliciting lots oflaughter. Afterwards a singer, U.G .• 
sang old Polish hits and romantic songs. The audience crowding the tables was 
made up of the aristocracy of the ghetto-big time smugglers, high Polish 
officers, and all sorts of big shots. Gennans who had business dealings with Jews 
also came here, dressed in civilian clothes. Within the walls of the cabaret one 
could not sense the tragedy taking place a few yards away. The audience ate, 
drank, and laughed as if it had no worries.203 

The performers of the cabarets were well respected. Stephen Powitz writes, '"A 

beneficial relationship existed between the performers and the audience. The former 

desperately needed money, and the latter sought to forget its troubles for awhile."204 

Consequently, these performers did not need to be famous or acclaimed perfonners to 

draw an audience. These cafes were in operation between the beginning of the ghetto in 

October, 1939 through late 1940, when the ghetto was sealed off. The clientele at the 

finer of these cafes were clearly wealthy. The Nazis knew that the cabarets existed, and, 

in fact, encouraged more to open. They took this as a practice of demoralization for the 

more they flooded the ghetto with cafes, the more this lowered the status and caliber of 

the cabarets, as it cheapened the quality of the entertainment.205 Even greater divisions of 

class then developed in terms of which cabarets were frequented by which types of 

people. 

Some of the cabarets chose to remain hidden, and it was in these cabarets that the 

most radical of performances still took place. One was held in an attic of a house that 

was located through many side streets, past the rubble of destroyed houses.206 ••In order 

203 Quoted in Sandrow, 340-1. 
204 Stephen Powitz, "Musical Life in the Warsaw Ghetto," Journal of Jewish Music and 
liturgy No. 4 ( 1978), 6. 
20s Moshe Fass, "Theatrical Activities in the Polish Ghettos, 1939-1942" in Rovit and Goldfarb, l00. 
206 Ibid., 99. 
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to let the public know the place of performance, guides would be stationed in many 

comers to direct the people. They would also see that no undesirable (Gennan) guests 

would come."207 But, according to another description of the public Art Cafe by Mary 

Berg, even there one could hear songs and satires on the police, the ambulance service, 

and on the Gestapo. There eveu were jokes about the typhus epidemic, "laughter through 

tears."2011 Berg's initial response was indignant, but she then evolved and wrote, '"I have 

gradually come to realize that there is no other remedy for our ills."209 She also notes that 

like in Lodz, there was satiric comedy about community leaders and the presidents of 

various welfare institutions ... portrayed by marionettes.210 There seems to have been a 

disparity with these risky performances being semi-public, while other performing groups 

were even going to the degree of masking the non-Jewish author of their play, who 

happened to be none other than Moliere. Performances of works by non-Jewish authors 

were prohibited, so instead, the theater group publicized the play as if written by their in­

house translator.211 Unfortunately, little of the music from the Warsaw ghetto has 

survived. 212 

In the Vilna ghetto, Sandrow explains, ". . . the cultural atmosphere was 

traditionally elevated, [and] there had never been the desperate frivolity of the cabarets 

207 Jonas Turkow quoted in Fass, 99. 
208 Mary Berg quoted in Sandrow, 345. 
2119 Ibid., 345-6. 
210 Ibid. 
211 Sandrow, 346. 
212 Two songs, "Mues" ("Money") and "Coolies," are included in the Kaczerginsky anthology, lider fun di 
Ghettos un lagern, " recently republished and edited by Tara Publications under the title Songs Never 
Silenced(Velvel Pasternak, ed., 2003). These two songs have also been recorded by Yiddish songstress 
Adrienne Cooper with arrangements and accompaniment by Zalmen Mlotek on their recording Gheuo 
Tango: Wartime Yiddish Theater. The song "Coolies" is comparison of the use of rickshaw carts powered 
by people pushing them (coolies) as transportation in China and in the Warsaw ghetto. The lyrics were 
written by Sh. Sheynkind, and sung by actress Diana Blumenfeld at the "Splendid" coffee-house at 12 
Leshne Street. The lyricist died in Treblinka in Summer, 1942. 
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and home entertainments of Warsaw's ghetto.''213 Perfonnanccs there did not develop 

until a bit later than elsewhere. Initially. there were protests. and Vilna was the home of 

the original expression "Afn heys-oylem shpilt men nisht keyn teater!" ("'You don't play 

theater in a cemetery!"). Although. between January, 1942 and June, 1943 there were 

119 perfonnances for a total of 35,000 spectators.214 In line with Vilna's high society. 

many of these performances were either readings of Hebrew or Yiddish poetry or 

performances of classic Yiddish dramas.215 However, new kleynkunst made a strong 

impression of itself in Vilna through the performing company "Diogenes," who 

performed seven satirical revues, with music by Kasriel Broydo. Broydo composed 

greatly in the Vilna ghetto, and a number of his songs have survived.216 Amongst other 

prominent songs were many songs with texts by the young poet and playwright Lev 

(Leyh) Rozenthal (1916-1944/5).217 Rozenthal wrote the song "Yisro/ik"218 for his sister, 

Khayele, to sing its debut at a concert on January 18, 1942.219 Mischa Veksler, whose 

collaboration with Rozenthal is clear by other songs included in the Songs Never Silenced 

and Kaczerginsky collections, composed its music. Veksler also worked with Broydo on 

at least one occasion. "Yisrolik" is a character piece, where the singer portrays a young 

boy who is risking his life to smuggle food and other items into the ghetto by periodically 

escaping to sell cigarettes on the street. The real "Yisroliks " of the ghettos would 

smuggle their items in by wearing large overcoats with big pockets. In the song, it 

becomes clear that the young boy is so desperate, that he will even sing or whistle to 

213 Sandrow, 346. 
214 Ibid., 347. 
m Ibid. These included those by Sholom Aleichem and Abraham Goldfadn. 
216 See Songs Never Silenced or Kaczerginsky for their inclusion. 
217 Many of these are included in the aforementioned anthologies. 
218 See Appendix 6-a. 
219 Shoshana Kalisch and Barbara Meister, Yes, We Sang! Songs of the Ghettos and 
Concentration Camps (New York: Harper and Row, 1985), 125. 
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make money. There were thousands of these children who would escape through holes in 

the walls or navigate the sewer system in their escape. Often times, they would find it 

impossible to reenter the ghetto. and needed to sleep outside the walls in ruins, cellars, or 

open fields. On occasion, a kind-hearted non-Jew would take them in, but this was rarely 

a permanent situation.220 A literal, while singable, translation of Rozenthal's lyrics tells 

the story: 

So come and buy some cig'rettes, 
Some candies and some cake, 
These goods were never cheaper than today. 
My life is worth a penny, 
That's all I ever make, 
This ghetto here is where I earn my pay. 

Refrain: 
I'm called Yisrolik, a kid from the ghetto. 
I'm called Yisrolik, I'm tough and I am strong. 
Though I'm left here in this ghetto, 
I can give you a whistle and a song. 

A coat without a collar, 
I've pants made from a sack. 
I have galoshes, but I'm out of shoes. 
Whoever starts complaing, 
Whoever starts to laugh, 
You just be careful, I'll show you who I am! 

Refrain 

Don't think that I was born here, 
This miserable street. 
I had my mother and my father too. 
But, now I have no family, 
Don't think it is a joke, 
Wand'ring round like winds and gypsies do. 

I'm called Yisrolik, and when no one sccs me, 
Secretly, I wipe away a tear. 
I've had troubles, let's not talk about it. 

220 Ibid. See also Roman Polanski's film The Pianist, which features scenes of young "Yisroliks" sneaking 
in and out of the walls of the Warsaw ghetto. 
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Why remember? lt makes me feel so sad. 221 

Through his translation. Cantor Robert Abelson has made clear that the focus of this 

piece is less on the rhyme scheme or poetic shaping of the text, but centers itself in the 

simple, yet hefty weight of the words. He has chosen not to remain faithful in its entirety 

to the original rhyme scheme of the Yiddish, as it only becomes secondary. For these 

young children, their situation was anything but simple. In her anthology, Shoshana 

Kalisch writes that without the "Yisro/ih, " starvation would have been quicker in the 

ghetto. Their role was this important in the ghetto's livelihood. Furthennore, 

The bravery of these children, tough and cocky on the outside but bereaved and 
frightened underneath, cannot be evaluated. When the ghetto fighters organized 
their resistance struggle, these children served as messengers to the outside world 
and as smugglers of arms into the ghetto. Veg few survived, for most of them 
were hunted down by the Germans and shot.22 

The song's organization opens with the first verse playing out the daily routine of the 

"Yisrolik. " He is hawking his wares for as little as he can get with bravado, while 

making parallel commentary on the valuelessness of his life. It is this dichotomy of 

content that is a constant shift in the dialogue of this song. It shows both sides of 

Yisrolik's demeanor. The refrain stays within the tougher range of emotions of his 

personality, trying to prove that nothing can break through his shell. The second verse 

continues in the same manner as the first. Yisrolik is now giving a physical expression of 

his "persona." Yet, this really is no persona at all. This is the reality of his day-to-day 

life. The refrain returns, ever building the necessary artificiality of Yisrolik's shield of 

strength. Only in the third verse does the real boy behind Yisrolik's front peek through. 

He allows himself to describe his true circumstances, as if not to let people guess why he 

221 Translation by Cantor Robert Abelson. 
222 Kalisch and Meister, 125. 
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is all alone. This situation was not meant to be. In an adult manner, he recognizes the 

seriousness of his situation. It is not meant to be humored. This time the refrain returns 

with a new, more emotional tone. Yisrolik is just like you and me, no stronger or more 

able to take on his situation. Yisrolik's story is semi-paralleled in a song from the Lodz 

ghetto. "Sweet Cry for Saccharine." The song is a short jingle which survivors remember 

being sung on the streets in the ghettos by peddlers, many of them young, poor, and 

orphaned.223 In fact, Gila Flam collected this melody from a survivor who sang it himself 

when he was thirteen. The song announces the going price of the saccharine for sale. 

She notes that there was variance in this price amongst the various versions of the song 

she recorded. This reflected the economy of the ghetto and "the inevitable laws of supply 

and demand."224 However, the emotional investment within this song can only be 

attested to when one understands the background so clearly defined in "Yisrolik. " 

Ultimately, "Yisrolik" is a song of survival and the use of the diminutive of "Yisroel" for 

the name of the character of the song represents "the essence of Jewish survival."225 

The song "Friling" ("Spring")226 is another prominent song of the Vilna ghetto 

written in April, 1943. The text is by Shmerke Kaczerginsky, also the editor of the 

predominant collection of Yiddish songs of the Holocaust. Kaczerginsky included many 

of his own songs in his anthology. This song has music by Abraham Brudno, and 

Kaczerginsky notes that it was written in memory of the author .. Mrs. Barbara from the 

house of Kufman in Crackow."227 He notes the song was sung on the small art•stage "Di 

223 Flam, 100. 
224 Ibid., IOI. 
225 Kalisch and Meister, 125. 
226 See 6-b. 
227 Kaczerginsky quoted in Velvel Pasternak, ed., Songs Never Silenced (New York: Tara Publications, 
2003), 18. 
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Yogenesh in Fas" ("The Rush of the Barrel"), and was continually performed in other 

camps, ghettos, and partisan camps.228 The song has a timeless quality in its bittersweet 

tone. The first verse is the only verse directing its attention at life in the ghetto: 

I wander in the ghetto from street to street, 
And can't find any place: my beloved isn't here. 
How can one stand it? Please, please, speak to me. 
Now on my house shines the blue skies. 
What does that mean to me now? 
I stand like a beggar by every gate and beg, a little bit of sun.229 

The refrain then enters, treating spring as the saving grace to bring back the singer's lost 

love: 

Springtime, take away my grief, 
And bring my loved one, my true one back. 
Springtime, on your blue wings, 
Take my heart with you, and return my happiness.230 

By the second verse, it is clear that the singer is either reminiscing or daydreaming. His 

or her mind has entirely left the ghetto. The gates of the ghetto have become a single 

gate on the garden of the singer's home, where the flowers are withering in mourning. 

Once upon a time, the long lost love was here too, but no longer: 

228 lbid. 

I go to work past our little house, 
In mourning - the gate is shut. 
The day is shattered, the flowers wither, 
They fade, for them it is night too. 
In the evening on my way back, 
My sorrow haunts me, 
Right here, darling, you waited. 
Right here in the shadow 
Your footstep is familiar, 
You kissed me lovingly and gently.231 

229 Translation by Lawrence Berson in Songs Never Silenced, 19. 
230 Ibid. 
231 Ibid. 

• 
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With the return of the refrain. the singer's plead intensifies. Perhaps the hope the singer 

holds in the hands of spring will reawaken the peaceful memories into reality. But. as the 

third verse tells us, the garden is like the singer's yearning. From the sense of mourning 

described in verse two, it has blossomed newly with yearning as the spring arrives: 

It is springtime again this year, 
And it came quite early. 
My yearning for you has bloomed. 
I see you as if you were here, 
Laden with flowers, happily you come to me. 
The sun has spilled the garden with sunbeams, 
The earth has spread out in green. 
My true one, my darling, 
Where have you gotten lost? 
You never leave my memory. 

If the yearning in the song seems unanswered, an answer seems to approach in the third 

verse. The singer searches for the lost love, but like the memories shared of the house 

and the garden, side-by-side with reminiscences of the lost love, it is all still there in his 

or her mind. This is the comforting hope of the song. Yet, the song does not end here. It 

returns to the passionate longing of the refrain once again. Thus, the yearning remains, 

and the song ends in heartbreak. 

"Friling" is appropriately set in the style of a tango and when set to an 

accompaniment of this style, the radiance of its emotion shines through. Tango melodies 

were prevalent before the war within the canon of Yiddish folksongs. There even was a 

song called "Yiddish Tango," a tango melody that had lyrics discussing its very subject. 

This song became a contrafact during the Holocaust. Yiddish tango is further 

demonstrated by the popular song "Makht tzu di eygelech" ("Close Your Little Eyes") 

written by David Beyglman. Although this song may have remained a prominent song of 

Beyglman's in the Lodz ghetto, it is believed that he wrote it before the war. Just as 

I 


