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Faith Among the Pyramids

And these were the names of the
Children of Israel who were 
coming to Egypt; with Jacob, 
each man and his household 
came. Reuben, Simeon...
(Exodus 1:1)

The commentators all remark on the fact 
that this passage beginning the Book of 
Exodus is almost a word-for-word repetition
of a passage toward the end of the Book of 
Genesis (47:8) and is therefore entirely 
superfluous.

The consensus that emerges from the 
various opinions offered is that the reason 
for the repetition is to describe the Egyptian
exile from its very inception, and it is at this 
point that the exile truly begins.

As long as Jacob and his sons 
were alive the sojourn in Egypt 
did not feel like an exile.

As long as Jacob and his sons were alive 
the sojourn in Egypt did not feel like an 
exile. The collective merit of these great 
tzadikim was sufficient to prevent any harsh
measures being imposed against the 
Jewish people. Until they all passed away 
at the end of Genesis, Jews lived in Egypt 
much as they would have lived in Israel. 
They were totally enveloped in the 
atmosphere of holiness generated by these 
great people, and they were free of foreign 
oppression. Only when all these greats 
were gone did the people realize in full that 
their presence in Egypt was an exile.

Thus we find the signs of oppression, the 
beginning of enforced labor, the edict 
imposed by the Pharaoh against the male 
children, related here.

By beginning again with the arrival of Jacob
and his children, the historic span of this 
portion of the Torah manages to embrace 
the entire 210-year period of the Egyptian 
exile, as it ends with the description of 
Moses' first meeting with Pharaoh when he 
was 80 years old, just one year prior to the 
Exodus.

This emphasizes the fact that this entire 
period was part of the exile even though its 
initial years were painless.

EGYPTIAN EXILE
The Egyptian exile is a very anomalous 
phenomenon among Jewish exiles. All the 
other exiles suffered by the Jewish people 
were clearly in retribution for their sins.

The Torah and the prophets are full of dire 
warnings about the consequences of 
Jewish sins and their correlation with the 
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various exiles suffered by the Jewish 
people. But the Egyptian exile does not 
seem to be preceded by any Jewish sin.

This is emphasized by the way the Torah 
goes out of its way to describe its 
beginnings. The children of Israel arrived in 
Egypt as a small tribe of 70 individuals. 
They only became a nation in Egypt. Their 
exile in Egypt could not have been a 
consequence of national sin. So why where
they in exile?

Surprisingly, if we examine the Torah 
concept of exile closely, we find that its 
correlation with the idea of punishment is 
merely coincidental. While no doubt if Israel
were free of sin it would never have been 
forced to enter any of its other exiles beside
the Egyptian one, nevertheless the 
understanding of exile as punishment is 
incorrect.

Indeed, Rabbi Dessler explains exile in 
terms of correction of faults of character 
rather than in terms of punishment.

THE PURPOSE OF EXILE
Every exile is an existential test whose 
successful survival automatically corrects a 
basic flaw in the Jewish sense of identity 
and self-awareness. If there were no such 
character flaw, or if it were corrected by 
Jews themselves without the need of any 
outside pressure, the exile would be 
superfluous.

The object of the suffering that is
endured in exile is always 
positive.

But whereas suffering that is a 

consequence of retribution and punishment 
is essentially negative, the object of the 
suffering that is endured in exile is always 
positive.

The correct way to regard exile is to 
perceive it as a very powerful existential 
corrective tool. Jews necessarily correct a 
major national character flaw by simply 
enduring the suffering associated with exile.

Thus, even in the absence of sin, exile can 
be employed as the most effective method 
available to correct some fault in the 
character of the Jewish nation.

According to Rabbi Dessler, the Torah view 
of the very first exile, the 210-year sojourn 
in Egypt, is that it came to correct the 
character flaw of lack of faith in God.

The faith in God that resides in the hearts of
the Jewish nation is an inheritance from the
patriarchs. God Himself stated:

Shall I conceal from Abraham 
what I do now that Abraham is 
surely to become a great and 
mighty nation, and all the nations
of the earth shall bless 
themselves by him? For I have 
loved him, because he 
commands his children and his 
household after him that they 
keep the way of God, doing 
charity and justice, in order that 
God might then bring upon 
Abraham that which he had 
spoken of him. (Genesis 18:17-
19)

Abraham grows into a great and mighty 
nation because God loves him, and this 
love is extended to Abraham because he 
knows how to pass on his belief in God and
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his adherence to His ways to his children. 
Thus, the tiniest flaw in Abraham's faith is 
bound to appear in his children in magnified
form, just as a tiny flaw in the roots of a 
plant will appear magnified in its shoots and
branches.

TINY FLAW
We find precisely such a tiny flaw in 
Abraham's faith in God. When God 
promised Abraham children, he accepted 
God's promise at face value with perfect 
faith.

And he trusted God, and he 
reckoned it to him as a 
righteousness. (Genesis 15:6)

Yet, when God promised to grant the land 
of Israel to his descendants for all time, 
Abraham was not as trusting. He asked 
God for a guarantee:

How can I really know that it will 
be mine? (Genesis 15:8).

Abraham could not guarantee his children 
would not sin, therefore, he found it difficult 
to believe that God could guarantee the 
inheritance of Israel to his children for all 
time. As the consequence of sin is exile, he 
found himself unable to accept God's 
promise at face value.

It was for this lack of faith that God imposed
the edict of the Egyptian exile on his 
children. (See Rashi in the name of the 
Midrash.)

The first rung in the character of 
the Jewish nation must be 
unshakable faith in God.

The first rung in the character of the Jewish 
nation must be unshakable faith in God. It is
a greater necessity for a Jewish nation than
a national homeland or an army. The 
purpose of the Egytian exile was the 
development of such faith. Indeed, it was a 
precondition to forming the eternal contract 
with God at Mount Sinai.

But is Abraham's request for a guarantee 
truly a demonstration of a lack of faith as 
we understand faith? Isn't Abraham 
perfectly correct? Surely, we do have free 
will, and surely no one can guarantee that 
we will not sin, not even God, and surely 
the punishment for sin is exile as the Torah 
itself repeatedly points out, so how can we 
relate to Abraham's skepticism as a lack of 
faith?

Before we attempt to answer this question, 
let us explain how a national lack of faith 
can be effectively remedied through exile in
Egypt specifically.

THE REMEDY
When Moses describes the land of Israel to 
the Jewish people, he contrasts it with 
Egypt in terms of the attribute of faith.

For the land to which you come, 
to possess it – it is not like the 
land of Egypt that you left, where
you would plant your seed and 
water it on foot like a vegetable 
garden. But the land to which 
you cross over to possess it is a 
land of hills and valleys; from the
rain of heaven will it drink water; 
a land that the Lord your God 
seeks out; the eyes of the Lord, 
your God, are always upon it, 
from the beginning of the year to 
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year's end. (Deut. 11:11-12)

Living in Egypt, whose chief water source is
the system of irrigation ditches that catch 
the overflow from the annual flooding of the 
Nile, does not require the maintenance of a 
close relationship with God. But living in 
Israel, which depends entirely on rainfall, is 
only possible for a people that have such a 
close relationship with God that "the eyes of
God are always focused on them from the 
beginning of the year to its end."

Egyptians can survive without faith in God, 
but the Jewish people were deliberately 
presented with a homeland where faith in 
God is a necessity of life.

In fact, Egypt was a land that worshipped 
the powers of nature, rather than an 
abstract spiritual Divinity. The Egyptian 
gods were the Sun, the engine that powers 
nature, and the lamb, the Zodiacal sign 
associated with the month of Nissan, the 
first month of spring, symbolizing the power
of natural renewal.

Egyptologists inform us that according to 
Egyptian belief, even the world of the spirits
was a natural place that was really part of 
the physical world. After death, departing 
souls migrated to this part of the natural 
world, and it was possible to equip them 
with the provisions they would require to be 
able to continue a life of luxury.

Hence the science of mummification, the 
preservation of the physical integrity of the 
departed, and hence the pyramids, those 
elaborate tombs that are one of the 
wonders of the world, where the Egyptian 
royalty could keep on living eternally in 

splendid luxury.

Our historical understanding of the Egyptian
view of life thus entirely corresponds to the 
Torah's description of Egypt as a place 
where the prevailing culture did not 
subscribe to faith in a purely spiritual God.

THE LURE OF 
ASSIMILATION
The exiled Jew in Egypt faced an enormous
temptation to assimilate.

At the beginning of Exodus Pharaoh 
expressly states that his motive for 
oppressing the Jews is entirely defensive.

Behold the people, the Children 
of Israel, are more numerous 
and stronger than we. Come, let 
us outsmart it lest it become 
numerous and it may be that if a 
war will occur, it, too, may join 
our enemies, and wage war 
against us and go up from the 
land. (Exodus 1:9-10)

Pharaoh was afraid of the Jews because 
they simply refused to blend into the 
Egyptian melting pot. They refused to 
change their names, or their language or 
their mode of dress. (See Shir HaShirim 
Rabba 4:1 among many references.)

A Jew in Egypt was constantly 
subjected to the message that he
was living in misery through his 
own choice.

A Jew in Egypt was constantly subjected to 
the message that he was living in 
oppression and misery through his own 
choice, only because he refused to conform

4



to the host culture. If he would agree to 
internalize it and adopt its outer trappings, 
he could not only improve his lot, but could 
aspire to reach the highest levels of 
Egyptian society. After all, didn't Joseph 
attain the position of number two in the 
Egyptian empire?

So why continue to cling in misery to the 
faith in God handed down by the patriarchs 
when you could enjoy the benefits of a 
great life without the necessity of believing 
in any form of Divine intercession at all?

In the face of this temptation, the Jews 
stubbornly refused to assimilate. They 
clung to their language, their name and 
their own mode of dress, insistently 
presenting the face of a threatening foreign 
body. They chose to suffer for the 
preservation of their faith.

Why? Wasn't the incontrovertible evidence 
that none of this was necessary displayed 
in plain view every day?

VOLUNTARY ENDURANCE
When we search the world for examples of 
voluntary endurance of suffering by large 
numbers of people, the word love 
immediately springs to the mind. People will
endure much suffering not to be separated 
from someone they love.

To surrender one's faith in God is to 
surrender one's connection to God as well. 
For a person who feels close to God, 
abandoning his faith is akin to abandoning 
his child.

In fact, this principle applies to human 
relationships as well. It is a well-known fact 

that love and trust are very closely 
associated. Trust is really faith. To lose trust
in a loved one is to lose the love and the 
entire relationship.

If the Jewish nation was willing to pay the 
price of suffering 210 years of Egyptian 
oppression to cling to its faith in God, their 
stubborn perseverance is a measure of the 
greatness of their love.

THE MEANING OF FAITH
What does faith in God mean? People have
often remarked that the obligation to have 
faith in God is a paradox. Either one 
already believes in God, in which case the 
obligation to do so is entirely superfluous, 
or one does not, in which case it is absurd. 
If I don't believe in God in the first place, 
there is no God in my perception who can 
obligate me to believe in Him. But this is a 
very shallow view of faith.

The obligation to have faith in God is an 
obligation never to break the connection 
with Him. Thus, the commandment to 
believe in God – the first commandment in 
the Torah – is really a commandment to 
preserve one's connection with God at any 
price on the grounds that the relationship 
with God is the most important of all human
relationships.

This also explains why the outer 
trappings of faith are so 
important.

This also explains why the outer trappings 
of faith are so important. Why didn't the 
Jews of Egypt say to themselves, "There is 
no need to antagonize the Egyptians with 
the outward display of our Judaism. After all
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our faith is in our hearts. Why shouldn't we 
adopt Egyptian names, speak the language
and wear the clothes? What do these 
outward displays have to do with our inner 
beliefs?"

Connections require expression. 
Philosophy is in the mind, but relationships 
must be manifest in the real world.

To be an Egyptian in everything but mind, is
to be an Egyptian all the way. The essence 
of an Egyptian is that he has no faith. But a 
man of faith must look like a man of faith. If 
his faith is not demonstrated in the way he 
lives his life, it is not the faith that fuels love 
and relationship, but merely the empty faith 
of dogma and ideology.

THE CONTEXT FOR LIFE
Joseph harnessed his chariot 
and went up to meet Israel his 
father in Goshen. He appeared 
before him, fell on his neck, and 
he wept on his neck excessively. 
(Genesis 46:29)

Rashi is bothered by the singular verb in 
this verse. Surely the verse should read 
that they wept on each other's necks. But 
Rashi explains that the verb is in the 
singular because only Joseph wept.

When Jacob embraced Joseph, Jacob 
recited the Shema. At this supreme 
emotional moment Jacob connected his 
love for Joseph with his love for God.

His relationship with Joseph falls into place 
only in context of his understanding that the
God of Israel is the One and Only.

All of life and its relationships take on 

significance in the context of this supreme 
relationship. Every aspect of life is tinged by
one's faith in God.

Abraham asked for a guarantee because 
he knew that he could not attach his 
children to God with such a powerful bond 
that it could never be broken no matter 
what they would have to endure to preserve
it. To create such a powerful bond between 
God and the future generations of Israel 
was beyond his capacity. Such a bond 
could only be forged by the self-sacrifice 
voluntarily endured by the Jewish nation in 
Egypt to hang on to its faith.

Abraham could teach his children about the
existence of God. But such mental 
knowledge is not sufficient to preserve the 
bond between God and human beings that 
the land of Israel represents. To preserve 
such a bond one has to learn to live with 
faith and be willing to suffer to preserve it.

We Are Family

In a sense, the entire first book of the Torah
is a book of sibling intrigue, involving 
competition, jealousy and even murder. As 
Abel's bloodied, lifeless body lies on the 
ground in a lonely field, God calls out to 
Cain and asks, or perhaps demands, 
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"Where is your brother Abel?' Cain 
responds cynically, "Am I my brother's 
keeper"? The answer, of course, is a 
resounding "YES!" We are, indeed, 
responsible for our brothers and sisters, our
immediate and extended families.

At various critical points throughout the 
book of Bereishit, this lesson seems to 
have been forgotten. Vicious cycles play 
themselves out over and over: More hatred,
more jealousy. Even when violence is 
narrowly averted, it is a constant threat. 
Yosef, who was a victim of his brothers' ire, 
forces this problem out of the shadows of 
the subconscious and up to the surface, 
orchestrating the situation in which 
Yehudah, the very person who had 
spearheaded the violence against him, 
morphs into the protector of his brother 
Binyamin. In the final chapters, despite 
everything that has been said and done, 
Yosef takes care of his brothers - much to 
their surprise. The book of Bereishit comes 
to a close with this chord of conciliation and
brotherly responsibility.

Now, a new book begins with a particularly 
tender scene: Miriam, Moshe's older sister, 
goes to extraordinary lengths to look out for
her younger brother. She is unwilling to 
simply turn her back and walk away as 
Moshe is placed in an ark and set adrift on 
the Nile. When her brother is rescued by 
Pharaoh's daughter, Miriam steps in with an
offer to help "find" a wet nurse who is willing
to care for this infant. Conveniently enough,
not only is Moshe temporarily returned to 
his mother, but she is paid to fulfill her 
heart's deepest desire: to nurse and nurture
her son. All of this is made possible through

Miriam's love.

As a result of Miriam's concern for her 
brother's welfare, Moshe is returned to his 
home and family, and in addition to his 
mother's milk, he receives a rudimentary 
Jewish education and a very strong sense 
of Jewish identity that manifests itself years 
later: When Moshe leaves the comfort and 
security of his home in Pharaoh's palace 
and goes out to seek his brothers, he 
witnesses an Egyptian taskmaster beating 
a Jew:

Now it came to pass in those 
days that Moshe grew up and 
went out to his brothers and saw 
their suffering, and he saw an 
Egyptian man striking a Hebrew 
man, one of his brothers. 
(Shmot 2:11)

In a scene so similar to - yet so different 
from - the Cain and Abel scene, once again 
a life is taken. This time, it is taken to 
defend a brother who was being beaten to 
death, whereas Abel's death was senseless
and morally indefensible, the result of anger
and jealousy.

In a very real sense, Moshe's unique gifts 
as a leader and savior of the Jewish People
shine through in this early scene: He 
defends the weak, rescues the victim, and 
takes an unequivocal moral stand. But 
there is another message in this episode 
that should not be overlooked: The person 
Moshe rescued was an anonymous Jew, 
not only to us but to Moshe as well. This 
unfortunate slave was, in fact, a stranger to 
Moshe - but Moshe saw him as a brother. 
Moshe had gone out in search of his 
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brothers, and he felt an unshakeable sense 
of kinship and responsibility toward this 
unnamed Jew - and every other member of 
his People. Apparently, the lesson Moshe 
learned from his sister had sunk in: Never 
turn your back on a brother or sister. 
Brothers do not harm one another; they 
most certainly do not kill one another, nor 
do they sell their siblings into slavery. 
Moshe, the beneficiary of his sister Miriam's
love and devotion, in turn seeks out 
brothers to aid and protect. This is the 
foundation of Moshe's identity, and it 
becomes the cornerstone of his personality 
as the greatest leader of the Jewish People.

As readers, we would do well to pause and 
consider these spiritual giants, the men and
women who populate the Book of Sh'mot 
and lay the groundwork for the redemption 
of the Jewish People. In particular, we 
might contrast their words and actions with 
the pathetic behavior so often found in 
Bereishit - the jealousy, the callous 
disregard for the welfare and rights of 
others, the selfishness, egotism and 
ingratitude that results in exile and 
destruction, discord and death. The 
contrast highlights the fact that Sh'mot is 
not merely a new book; it is cause for new 
hope. It is the story of the emergence of a 
new nation - a nation that is a family, a 
nation whose members take responsibility 
for one another, a nation that can only 
thrive when no brother or sister is left 
behind.

Leadership and the People

The sedra of Shemot, in a series of finely 
etched vignettes, paints a portrait of the life 
of Moses, culminating in the moment at 
which God appears to him in the bush that 
burns without being consumed. It is a key 
text of the Torah view of leadership, and 
every detail is significant. I want here to 
focus on just one passage in the long 
dialogue in which God summons Moses to 
undertake the mission of leading the 
Israelites to freedom - a challenge which, 
no less than four times, Moses declines. I 
am unworthy, he says. I am not a man of 
words. Send someone else. It is the second
refusal, however, which attracted special 
attention from the sages and led them to 
formulate one of their most radical 
interpretations. The Torah states:

Moses replied: "But they will not 
believe me. They will not listen to
me. They will say, 'God did not 
appear to you'." (Ex. 4:1)

The sages, ultra-sensitive to nuances in the
text, evidently noticed three strange 
features of this response. The first is that 
God had already told Moses, "They will 
listen to you" (3:18). Moses' reply seems to 
contradict God's prior assurance. To be 
sure, the commentators offered various 
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harmonising interpretations. Ibn Ezra 
suggests that God had told Moses that the 
elders would listen to him, whereas Moses 
expressed doubts about the mass of the 
people. Ramban says that Moses did not 
doubt that they would believe initially, but 
he thought that they would lose faith as 
soon as they saw that Pharaoh would not 
let them go. There are other explanations, 
but the fact remains that Moses was not 
satisfied by God's assurance. His own 
experience of the fickleness of the people 
(one of them, years earlier, had already 
said, "Who made you ruler and judge over 
us?") made him doubt that they would be 
easy to lead.

The second anomaly is in the signs that 
God gave Moses to authenticate his 
mission. The first (the staff that turns into a 
snake) and third (the water that turned into 
blood) reappear later in the story. They are 
signs that Moses and Aaron perform not 
only for the Israelites but also for the 
Egyptians. The second, however, does not 
reappear. God tells Moses to put his hand 
in his cloak. When he takes it out he sees 
that it has become "leprous as snow". What
is the significance of this particular sign? 
The sages recalled that later, Miriam was 
punished with leprosy for speaking 
negatively about Moses (Bamidbar 12:10). 
In general they understood leprosy as a 
punishment for lashon hara, derogatory 
speech. Had Moses, perhaps, been guilty 
of the same sin?

The third detail is that, whereas Moses' 
other refusals focused on his own sense of 
inadequacy, here he speaks not about 
himself but about the people. They will not 

believe him. Putting these three points 
together, the sages arrived at the following 
comment:

Resh Lakish said: He who 
entertains a suspicion against 
the innocent will be bodily 
afflicted, as it is written, Moses 
replied: But they will not believe 
me. However, it was known to 
the Holy One blessed be He, that
Israel would believe. He said to 
Moses: They are believers, the 
children of believers, but you will 
ultimately disbelieve. They are 
believers, as it is written, and the
people believed (Ex. 4: 31). The 
children of believers [as it is 
written], and he [Abraham] 
believed in the Lord. But you will 
ultimately disbelieve, as it is said,
[And the Lord said to Moses] 
Because you did not believe in 
Me (Num. 20:12). How do we 
know that he was afflicted? 
Because it is written, And the 
Lord said to him, Put your hand 
inside your cloak... (Ex. 4:6). 
(B.T. Shabbat 97a)

This is an extraordinary passage. Moses, it 
now becomes clear, was entitled to have 
doubts about his own worthiness for the 
task. What he was not entitled to do was to 
have doubts about the people. In fact, his 
doubts were amply justified. The people 
were fractious. Moses calls them a "stiff 
necked people". Time and again during the 
wilderness years they complained, sinned, 
and wanted to return to Egypt. Moses was 
not wrong in his estimate of their character. 
Yet God reprimanded him; indeed punished
him by making his hand leprous. A 
fundamental principle of Jewish leadership 
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is intimated here for the first time: a leader 
does not need faith in himself, but he must 
have faith in the people he is to lead.

This is an exceptionally important idea. The
political philosopher Michael Walzer has 
written insightfully about social criticism, in 
particular about two stances the critic may 
take vis-a-vis those he criticises. On the 
one hand there is the critic as outsider. At 
some stage, beginning in ancient Greece:

Detachment was added to 
defiance in the self-portrait of the
hero. The impulse was Platonic; 
later on it was Stoic and 
Christian. Now the critical 
enterprise was said to require 
that one leave the city, imagined 
for the sake of the departure as a
darkened cave, find one's way, 
alone, outside, to the illumination
of Truth, and only then return to 
examine and reprove the 
inhabitants. The critic-who-
returns doesn't engage the 
people as kin; he looks at them 
with a new objectivity; they are 
strangers to his new-found Truth.

This is the critic as detached intellectual. 
The prophets of Israel were quite different. 
Their message, writes Johannes Lindblom, 
was "characterized by the principle of 
solidarity". "They are rooted, for all their 
anger, in their own societies," writes Walzer.
Like the Shunamite woman (Kings 2 4:13), 
their home is "among their own people". 
They speak, not from outside, but from 
within. That is what gives their words 
power. They identify with those to whom 
they speak. They share their history, their 
fate, their calling, their covenant. Hence the

peculiar pathos of the prophetic calling. 
They are the voice of God to the people, 
but they are also the voice of the people to 
God.

That, according to the sages, was what 
God was teaching Moses: What matters is 
not whether they believe in you, but 
whether you believe in them. Unless you 
believe in them, you cannot lead in the way 
a prophet must lead. You must identify with 
them and have faith in them, seeing not 
only their surface faults but also their 
underlying virtues. Otherwise, you will be 
no better than a detached intellectual - and 
that is the beginning of the end. If you do 
not believe in the people, eventually you will
not even believe in God. You will think 
yourself superior to them, and that is a 
corruption of the soul.

The classic text on this theme is 
Maimonides' Epistle on Martyrdom. Written 
in 1165, when Maimonides was thirty years 
old, it was occasioned by a tragic period in 
medieval Jewish history when an extremist 
Muslim sect, the Almohads, forced many 
Jews to convert to Islam under threat of 
death. One of the forced converts (they 
were called anusim; later they became 
known as marranos) asked a rabbi whether 
he might gain merit by practising as many 
of the Torah's commands as he could in 
secret. The rabbi sent back a dismissive 
reply. Now that he had forsaken his faith, he
wrote, he would achieve nothing by living 
secretly as a Jew. Any Jewish act he 
performed would not be a merit but an 
additional sin.

Maimonides' Epistle is a work of surpassing
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spiritual beauty. He utterly rejects the 
rabbi's reply. Those who keep Judaism in 
secret are to be praised, not blamed. He 
quotes a whole series of rabbinic passages 
in which God rebukes prophets who 
criticised the people of Israel, including the 
one above about Moses. He then writes:

If this is the sort of punishment meted out to
the pillars of the universe - Moses, Elijah, 
Isaiah, and the ministering angels - 
because they briefly criticized the Jewish 
congregation, can one have an idea of the 
fate of the least among the worthless [i.e. 
the rabbi who criticized the forced converts]
who let his tongue loose against Jewish 
communities of sages and their disciples, 
priests and Levites, and called them 
sinners, evildoers, gentiles, disqualified to 
testify, and heretics who deny the Lord God
of Israel?

The Epistle is a definitive expression of the 
prophetic task: to speak out of love for 
one's people; to defend them, see the good
in them, and raise them to higher 
achievements through praise, not 
condemnation.

Who is a leader? To this, the Jewish answer
is, one who identifies with his or her people,
mindful of their faults, to be sure, but 
convinced also of their potential greatness 
and their preciousness in the sight of God. 
"Those people of whom you have doubts," 
said God to Moses, "are believers, the 
children of believers. They are My people, 
and they are your people. Just as you 
believe in Me, so you must believe in them."

Sharing the Pain of the 
Community

Shemot, 2:11: “It happened in 
those days that Moshe grew up 
and went out to his brothers and 
observed their burdens.”
Rashi, 2:11, Sv. Observed: “He 
put his eyes and his heart to feel 
their pain with them.”
Shemot, 17:12: “Moshe’s hands 
grew heavy, so they took a stone
and put it under him, and he sat 
on it...
Rashi, 17:12, Sv. Stone: “He did
not sit in a pillow – he said, ‘the 
Jewish people are in pain, so too
I will be with them in pain.”
Ethics of the Fathers, Chapter 
2, Mishna 4: “Hillel says, ‘do not 
separate yourself from the 
community.”

The Mishna in Ethics of the Fathers 
teaches that one should not separate 
himself from the community. Rashi and the 
Bartenura explain that Hillel is referring to 
times of difficulty for the community, and he 
is telling us that a person should not 
separate himself from the community its 

pain. This is based on the Gemara1 that 
makes this point and then exclaims that 
anyone who separates himself from the 
community in their times of difficulty, will not
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see the consolation of the community, 
which means that they will not merit to 
share in the happy events of the 
community.

The Midrash Shmuel adds that God Himself
so to speak joins with the community in 
their times of pain. We see this when God 
tells Yaakov to go down to Egypt. God tells 
him that He will go down with you to Egypt, 
meaning that He will share in the suffering 
of the Egyptian Exile.

The Vilna Gaon seems to understand the 
Mishna in a similar way to Rashi and the 
Bartenura in his commentary on the Ethics 
of the Fathers. The generally does not write
lengthy explanations, rather he simply cites 
verses that relate to the way he 
understands the Mishna. On this Mishna, 
he cites the verse when Yehoshua leads 
the Jewish people to battle Amalek and the 
Torah tells us that Moshe remained behind 
and prayed for the success of the nation. 
He held his two hands in prayer, and when 
he got tired, he wanted to sit down but he 
did not sit down on a comfortable chair or 

with a pillow, rather he sat on a stone2. This
verse is indeed cited by the Gemara to 
demonstrate that Moshe joined with the 
community in a time of difficulty.

The question arises, that there would seem 
to be another verse that better 
demonstrates Moshe’s willingness to share 
in the pain of the community – one found in 
this week’s Torah Portion. While the Jewish 
people were in slavery, Moshe was growing
up as a Prince in the palace of Pharaoh, so 
he had no connection with the pain that the 
people were enduring. However, the Torah 

tells us that he went out to see their 

suffering3, and the commentaries explain 
that he made an active effort to empathize 
with the great travails that they were 
enduring even though this did not affect his 
life style at all. The teachers of mussar 
(personal growth) cite Moshe’s behavior 
here as a prime example of bearing one’s 
fellow’s burden. Accordingly, why did the 
Gemara and the Gra after it, cite the verse 
about Moshe sitting on a rock as being the 
ultimate example of sharing in the suffering 
of the community.

Rav Avraham Yitzchak Barzel4 suggests 
that Moshe’s actions during the battle with 
Amalek demonstrate an additional aspect of
sharing in the pain of the community. He 
explains with an analogy: When a General 
sends his troops to war, he normally stays 
behind to organize the strategy of the 
various soldiers from afar. During the battle,
the troops are undergoing great difficulty 
and are obviously in very uncomfortable 
surroundings – they are likely hungry, 
thirsty, and could easily be very cold or 
overly hot. At the same time, the General is 
in headquarters, directing events, and he is 
surely in a much more comfortable situation
– he has a food and drink, a chair on which 
to sit, and so on. Nobody would claim that 
he is not sharing in the burden of the 
soldiers because he is in more comfortable 
surroundings – he is performing his vital job
of guiding the soldiers, and it is understood 
that he is doing nothing wrong by being in a
far less unpleasant situation than the 
soldiers. However, if he took an extra 
measure, and in some symbolic way, made 
his surrounding less comfortable, then that 
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would demonstrate a higher sense of 
sharing with the soldiers.

This is the greatness of what Moshe did 
during the battle with Amalek. He had been 
standing all day and was tired. Nobody 
would have begrudged him of a normal 
chair to sit on. Yet he went that extra mile 
and sat on an uncomfortable stone, and he 
said that since the Jewish people were 
enduring suffering, he too should be with 
them in suffering.

Our great Torah leaders also exemplified 
this trait of sharing in the suffering of their 
communities. On one occasion, a terrible 
fire destroyed many of the homes in Brisk. 
The home of the Rabbi of Brisk, Rabbi 
Chaim Soloveitchik was not destroyed. Yet, 
in addition to his strenuous efforts to help 
the people of his community, he slept on a 
hard floor instead of in his bed. He 
explained that he could not sleep on a 
comfortable bed while people of his 
community did not have homes to live in.

We have seen how one aspect of not 
separating oneself from the community is to
be with them in their pain, even if it does 
not directly affect the person himself. And 
we learn from Moshe the extra level of 
doing a symbolic action to share in their 
pain in some way.

1. Taanit, 11a. 
2. Shemot, 17:12. 
3. Shemot, 2:11. 
4. Iyunei Daf, Shemot, 17:12. 
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