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Chapter XIII: Shemot (Ex. 1:1-6:1)

Essay 17. Moses questions G-d about the long Exile

In Exodus, chapter 5, we read that Moses and Aaron approached Pharaoh and relayed G-d’s
order to free the Israelites. Pharaoh responded by ordering that the taskmasters withhold the
provision of straw, while still requiring the same quota of bricks. The Israelites then cursed Moses
and Aaron for making their lives harder. The last four verses of parashat Shemot, and the first verse
of parashat Va’era, read:

And they said to him, “May the L-rd look upon you and punish you for
making us loathsome in the eyes of Pharaoh and in the eyes of his servants—putting
a sword in their hands to slay us.” Moses then returned to the L-rd and said: “L-rd,
why did You bring harm upon this people? Why did You send me? Ever since I
came to Pharaoh to speak in Your name, he has dealt worse with this people; and
still You have not delivered Your people.” Then the L-rd said to Moses: “You shall
soon see what I will do to Pharaoh: he shall let them go because of a greater might;
indeed, because of a greater might he shall drive them from his land.” G-d spoke to
Moses and said to him, “T am the L-rd.”

- Ex. 5:22-6:2
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Midrash Rabbah:

What is the meaning of Moses’ complaint to G-d]: “and still You have not
delivered Your people”? ... Rabbi Akiva said [that Moses was arguing thus]: I
know that You will one day deliver them, but what about those who have been
placed in a building [i.e., those who were already dead]? Then the Attribute of
Justice requested to injure Moses, but after the Holy One, Blessed be He, saw that
[Moses] only spoke [thus] for the sake of Israel, the Attribute of Justice did not
injure him.

- Midrash Ex. Rabbah 5:22

’ English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com
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“Those who have been placed in a building” refers to a Midrash that when the Israelites
failed to meet their quota for bricks, the Egyptians buried Israelite children in the gaps in the walls
of the buildings.!
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A difficulty according to the thinking of the Midrash is what is this answer that the
Holy One, Blessed be He, responded to [Moses]: “And He said to him, ‘I am the L-rd.””
I.e., the first sentence of parashat Va’era, Ex. 6:2, is interpreted as a continuation of G-d’s response
to Moses’ criticism, instead of being interpreted as the beginning of a separate discussion.?

Rashi interpreted:

[I am the L-rd] Who is faithful to grant a good reward to those who
walk before Me. Nor have I sent you for no reason; rather to fulfil the words that I
spoke to the first patriarchs. In this language we find that [the phrase] is to be
explained in many passages. “I am the L-rd” signifies, “I am the L-rd, Who is
faithful to exact punishment”—when it is spoken regarding punishment, for
example, “And you have profaned the name of your G-d; I am the L-rd.”* When it
is spoken regarding fulfilling the commandments, for example, “You shall keep my
commandments and do them; I am the L-rd”*—it signifies, “I am the L-rd, Who is
faithful to grant a reward.”

- Rashi on Ex. 6:2

How is this a solution to what was questioned by Moses regarding those placed under
the building?
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Another difficulty is that the claim of Moses was to say that even if the difficulty of
this servitude was proper to befall them, the Holy One, Blessed be He, should have arranged

I Midrash Ex. Rabbah 2:5, 5:21.

2 The Masoretic division of the Torah into parashot frequently indicate a break in topic and time. There are cases,
though where a conversation considers across two parashot, for example, between Mikeitz and Vayigash.

3Lev. 19:12.

4 Lev. 22:31.



to come before the sending of Moses. If He had, there would have been no grounds for Israel
to be angry with [Moses], as Datan and Aviram were, who said, “May the L-rd look upon you
and punish you for making us loathsome in the eyes of Pharaoh and in the eyes of his servants.”

Another difficulty is why did Rashi [write] at length here, “I am the L-rd, Who is
faithful to exact punishment”—when it is spoken regarding punishment, for example, “And
you have profaned the name of your G-d; [ am the L-rd.” When it is spoken regarding fulfilling
the commandments, for example, “You shall keep my commandments and do them; I am the
L-rd”—it signifies, “I am the L-rd, Who is faithful to grant a reward.” For what is the
relationship of Rashi’s long interpretation to the plain meaning in the answer of the Holy One,
Blessed be He, to Moses, “I am the L-rd”?

Also, regarding the conclusion of the words of the Holy One, Blessed be He,
“Therefore, say to the children of Israel: I am the L-rd. I will free you from the labors of the
Egyptians and deliver you from their bondage; I will redeem you with an outstretched arm and
through extraordinary chastisements.”® Rashi explained, “I am faithful in my promise.” A
difficulty, as above, is how is this an answer to Moses’ question, “what about those who have
been placed in a building.”
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It can be said that the majority of Israel had not wanted to leave, as [the rabbis] of
blessed memory said on the verse, “But G-d led the people about, by the way of the wilderness
by the Red Sea; and the children of Israel went up armed [2°WpT1] [ve ‘chamushim] out of the land
of Egypt.”’ Chamushim typically means “fifty,” though it is typically translated here to mean
“armed” or “arrayed for combat.” But in the Mechilta de’Rabbi Shimon Ben Yochai on that verse,
it is interpreted as: “One in fifty went out,” and it is known that the world is judged according
to the majority. Because of this, it wasn’t possible to redeem Israel, because the majority was
not suitable for redemption. Even the minority themselves, even though they did want to exit,
they didn’t have sufficient merit to be redeemed. They were only redeemed in the merit of
the faith, as it is written in the midrash.®

3 Scripture does not identify those who cursed Moses, but Rashi on Ex. 5:20 identifies them as Datan and Aviram.

® Ex. 6:6.

7Ex. 13:18.

8 Yalkut Shimoni, Beshalach, remez 240:2: “R. Nechemiah says, ‘Why do you say that anyone who accepts one
commandment upon him on faith should have the Divine Spirit bless him, as we found for our ancestors that it was a
reward for faith, that they believed [in G-d]. [Thus,] you find that our father Abraham did not inherit this world and
the World-to-Come except by merit of faith, for he believed what was said, [as it is written,] ‘and he put his trust [in
the L-rd, who reckoned it to his merit]” (Gen. 15:6). You also find that our ancestors were not redeemed from Egypt
except by virtue of faith, for they believed what was said, [as it is written,] ‘and the people were convinced’ (Ex. 4:3).”

3



X702 P92 2iv o NivPIAT ANIY 133,101 "oia ' YY" 220272 022 07I¥RT DYV ANNT PINAT V)
1322 DT DY TP OXIWNY 1 N KPR 00p0a? WER M X2 ayeafu]d nNn w™w (Y Rawn) 0oy
PiTNY 73°27 LRYY PX°723 DUY TV L08R TARA X2 PRI DY WA 0RIR) 203 0Rn NIIRG Y 1ov 00

") "R AR PI0D DY 1IPDA2 RDOKTI L1D) 1DYNNIY aNiNG

The principal of the redemption was the drowning of the Egyptians in the sea, as it is
written, “Thus the L-rd delivered Israel that day from the Egyptians; Israel saw the Egyptians
dead on the shore of the sea.” This is as the author of the Tosefot Yom-Tov wrote in the last
chapter of tractate Pesachim, Mishnah 6, and see there.'°

This drowning wouldn’t have been possible if they hadn’t caused the children of Israel
to be crushed in the building. Therefore, the ministering angels of the nations were
prosecuting and saying, “Save Israel, but do not let the Egyptians perish.” Then the angel
Gabriel flew to Egypt and then returned to G-d and dropped a brick and a baby from those
who were mashed into the wall of the building, saying, “Thus the Egyptians would do to your
children.” Then G-d decided to drown the Egyptians, as is brought in Yalkut Shimoni'' on the
verse, “I will sing to the L-rd, for He has triumphed gloriously; horse and driver He has hurled
into the sea.”!?
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Now, before Moses went to Israel, there was still no merit known for Israel for which
to redeem even the minority of them. However, after Aaron told the elders all that G-d had told
Moses, and showed them the various signs that G-d had commanded, “the people were
convinced,”'? then especially it was necessary to ensure that the worthy would remain and
the unworthy would die. Therefore, [G-d] then sent Moses to Pharaoh, in order that the
servitude would be heavy on them, and the unworthy would be crushed in a building, as it is
known that they were all souls of oppressors and wicked people.

This is as it brought in the Midrash, that Moses wanted to rescue one of them, and it
was Micah, who later made the statue. Tanchuma says that Micah was one of the crushed children
in Egypt, and that he was restored to life by Moses.!* Sanhedrin 101b homiletically derives his

° Ex. 14:30.

19 Gershon Shaul Yom-Tov Lipmann (c. 1579-1654), Czech rabbi and Talmudist, best known for his commentary
on the Mishnah, Tosefet Yom-Tov (1614—1617). Tosefet Yom-Tov, Pesachim, chapter 10:6: “Israel was not saved from
the hand of Egypt until the sea was torn apart for them and the Egyptians were drowned.”

1 Yalkut Shimoni, Beshalach, remez 243:1.

12 Ex. 15:1.

3 Ex. 4:31.

14 Tanchuma, parashat Ki Tisa 69.



name: “Micah [712°n], who was crushed [7n2nn1] [nritmachmech] in the building.” Micah appears
in Judges 17-18 as a man who made an idol with stolen, consecrated silver, thus showing that he
was wicked and thus had been deserving of death in Egypt. Rashi comments on Sanhedrin 101b:
“Crushed in the building [means that] the Egyptians put him into the building in the place of a
brick, as is explained in the Aggadah. Moses said to the Holy One, Blessed be He, “You have done
evil to this people! Now if they don't have bricks, they place the children of Israel into the building!’
The Holy One, Blessed be He, replied to him, ‘They are wiping out the thorns, because it is
revealed before Me that had these children lived, they would be completely wicked. If you want,
make a test and remove one.” Moshe went and removed Micah [who became a thief and idolator].”

The Holy One, Blessed be He, wanted to save the good ones, who were worthy of
redemption, and thus He was compelled to first kill the wicked ones, who were not worthy,
and thus He did in the days of darkness.
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This is the reason why King David advanced the plague of darkness to the beginning
of his list of all the plagues,'> as we have written below for parashat Bo'® on the verse, “a
darkness that can be touched,”!’” and see there. Therefore, the Holy One, Blessed be He,
answered [Moses], “He said to him, ‘I am the L-rd,” ” as if to say, “Who is faithful to grant a
good reward to those who walk before Me.” That is, as if to say, “Because I want to save the
worthy, I am forced to first kill the majority, who are wicked, and among them are those who
are placed in the building, who are all wicked souls.”
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This is the meaning of, “I am the L-rd, Who is faithful to exact punishment,” as Rashi
of blessed memory interpreted. He concludes, “Therefore, say to the children of Israel: [ am
the L-rd,” which is to say: “To those who are worthy of redemption—who are called ‘the
children of Israel’—say to them, ‘I am the L-rd, I am faithful in my promise.” Because of
this, you will see the death of the wicked, and the saving of the righteous.”

15 Ps. 105:28.
16 Zera Shimshon, Chapter XV: Bo, Essay 2.
17Ex. 10:21.



