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Chapter XIV: Va’era (Ex. 6:2-9:35)

Essay 4. Why Israel wouldn’t listen

W) 2R MPYR TN A 0"WY U9 0ol 97y CIX) A0 3Ryt TRY R way XD X7 1" PI0R
YhTOR WY XY 200272 030 8ipa 007 12 1Y PRI °329 1 L nRian X9N9aY aYiva owpn .a7inay
XY M) 2R ) PR DY ARiad aved ar? 18 anT,"Dnol 91y " Ay Ty aYp a7aym o e

R*IT .2 WNRR? 1" P10 9Y DWpn TV .0M9W 27y MW nann M7 X2 281w why Koy My 0391 1K
2RI 0K Koy awhY TnvT RpPT X2

There is a verse: “Behold, the children of Israel did not listen to me; how then will
Pharaoh listen to me, when I am of uncircumcised lips.”! Rashi explained: This is one of the
ten a fortiori arguments that is in the Torah.

Question 1: People raise the difficulty that the refutation of Moses’ a fortiori argument
is obvious: what comparison can be made between Pharaoh and the children of Israel as far as
not listening to Moses? For [the Israelites] had crushed spirits, as it is written, “And they did
not listen to Moses because of crushed spirits and hard labor.”? I.e., according to this argument,
Pharaoh did not have crushed spirits, so maybe he would listen? But this argument seems
counterintuitive, as why would a strong Pharaoh listen to an argument to free his slaves? Indeed,
Zera Shimshon will explain that the crushed spirits are mentioned for a different reason, and that
this was not why the Israelites rejected Moses’ message.

Question 2: Another difficulty is the phrase “when I am of uncircumcised lips.” What
need is there for this additional reason beyond the a fortiori argument, especially since it does
not enter into the a fortiori itself, for Israel’s failure to listen was not due to Moses’ being of
uncircumcised lips?

Question 3: They also ask about the verse “What if they do not believe me and do not
listen to me, but say, ‘the L-rd did not appear to you.” > From where did Moses arrive at the
assumption that Israel would not believe him?

: English translation: Copyright © 2026 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com
'Ex. 6:12.

2Ex. 6:9.

3 Ex. 4:1.
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We must first introduce what [the rabbis] of blessed memory said in the first chapter
of Berakhot (9a):

“Speak, please, in the ears of the people, and let them ask each man from
his neighbor and each woman from her neighbor, objects of silver and gold.”* . ..
The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to Moses: I beseech you, go and tell Israel: I
beseech you; let them ask “each man from his neighbor and each woman from
her neighbor” to borrow vessels of silver and vessels of gold from the Egyptians,
so that that righteous person, [Abraham,] will not say: [G-d] fulfilled [His
pronouncement]: “[Know well that your offspring shall be strangers in a land not
theirs,] and they will be enslaved and oppressed [four hundred years],”’ [but G-d]
did not fulfill [His pronouncement]: “but I will execute judgment on the nation
they shall serve, and afterward, they will leave with great wealth.”¢

- Berakhot 9a-9b

Here too they ask: if the Holy One, Blessed be He, already promised that after “they
enslaved them” etc., they would go out with great wealth, why was there need for this
stratagem, to “borrow” silver and gold vessels without planning to return them, which appears
to involve cunning and deceit? He could have given them great wealth explicitly.

Furthermore, what is meant by “so that that righteous one should not say,” which
seems to imply that He does this so that Abraham should not have a complaint? Yet in any
case, the Holy One, Blessed be He, who is omnipotent, was obligated to fulfill His word that
He promised, “but I will execute judgment on the nation they shall serve and afterward, they
will leave with great wealth.”

4 Ex. 11:2.
> Gen. 15:13.
® Gen. 15:14.
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To resolve all of this, one must be precise that every time the parasha mentions that
the Holy One, Blessed be He, wishes to redeem Israel from Egypt, it also mentions the
pressure and the harsh bondage that the Egyptians imposed upon them. So it was at the
beginning of the Holy One, Blessed be He, words to Moses: “I have surely seen the affliction
of My people in Egypt and have heeded their outcry because of their taskmasters; yes, I am
mindful of their sufferings.”’

It is difficult to understand this: what need is there to base the reason for redemption
on Israel’s suffering in exile? Is it not enough that the time for their redemption had arrived?
If the time had not arrived to redeem them, what is meant by what He said, “I have surely
remembered you and of what is being done to you in Egypt,”® when it is still not the time of
remembrance, as four hundred years had not passed? Rather, it must certainly be said that
since the bondage was so harsh, there is reason to say that the term of Exile was completed,

as the commentators have written.
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Actually, this is fine according to the Attribute of Mercy, rachamim, i.e., compassion
operating within judgment, for when a matter is doubtful and balanced, “[He who is] ‘and
abundant in kindness*’ tilts [the scales] in favor of kindness [so that people who are borderline
won’t have to pass through Gehenna].”!°
But on the other hand, the Attribute of Strict Justice always has an opening to argue

that the term of Exile has not yet been completed.

7Ex. 3:7.

8 Ex. 3:16.

9 Ex. 34:6.

10 Rosh Hashana 17a.



Therefore, every time Israel’s redemption is mentioned, the harshness of the bondage
is also mentioned, as if to say that this caused their departure from Egypt. For even if we say
that the harshness does not complete the term, nevertheless they must leave from under
Egypt’s hand, since Egypt ruled over them unlawfully with crushing labor. As we have
explained at length earlier on the verse “Why have You done evil to this people,”!' “and with
a strong hand he will drive them out of his land.”'? See there, parashat Shemot, Essay 15.

That is, the crushed spirit of Israel was not stated by the Torah as the reason Israel refused
to listen to Moses. Rather, the crushed spirit, together with the unprecedented harshness of the
bondage, is what allowed the exile to be shortened. Since Egypt went beyond what was decreed,
the remaining years of exile were, as it were, consumed by the intensity of the suffering.
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Therefore, at the outset, the Holy One, Blessed be He, said to Moses: “I have surely
seen the affliction of My people in Egypt and have heeded their outcry,” “and I will come down
to rescue them from the Egyptians and to bring them out of that land.”'* That is as if to say,
that since Egypt ruled over them with crushing labor, I wish to rescue them from the hand
of Egypt, and at least to bring them up from that land specifically. That is, that they should
not complete the exile there but should go to other exiles. Likewise, shortly thereafter, He
said: “Now the cry of the Israelites has reached Me; and I have seen the oppression by which
the Egyptians oppress them;”!* “Yet I know that the king of Egypt will let you go only because
of a strong hand.”"> Rashi explains: as long as I do not show him My strong hand, etc.,
meaning that Pharaoh would have an opening to claim that the harshness of the bondage did
not complete the term and thus he would not let them go. But I will come upon him with a
strong hand in a way that covers all possibilities: even if you say that it did not complete the
term, nevertheless he ruled over them unlawfully with crushing labor, and therefore he must
send them out, and they will complete the Exile in other places.

11 Ex. 5:22.
2Ex. 6:1.
13 Ex. 3:8.
14 Ex. 3:9.
15 Ex. 3:19.
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This is the meaning of “I have surely remembered you and of what is being done to
you in Egypt.” “I have surely remembered” from one side, namely, according to the Attribute
of Kindness, chesed, i.e., unbounded beneficence, the harshness of the bondage completed the
term of Exile.!¢ If the Attribute of Strict Justice denounces that it did not complete the term
of Exile, there still remains “what is being done to you in Egypt,” that they ruled over them
with crushing labor. It is not a clear claim whether the harshness of the bondage completed
the term or not. Thus, Israel has no grounds to claim from the Egyptians, with a claim of
certainty, the great wealth that the Holy One, Blessed be He, promised to Abraham. For that
only applies after the completion of the days of bondage, and the burden of proof lies on the
claimant.

Therefore, the Holy One, Blessed be He, commanded them to employ this stratagem,
that they should ask from Egypt to borrow the vessels of silver and gold. Then, once this wealth
would be in Israel’s possession, the Egyptians would be considered those who seek to take it
from them, and the burden of proof would shift, and would lie upon them to show with
certainty that the harshness of the bondage did not complete the term.
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When Moses heard this, he said, “What if they do not believe me and do not listen to
me, but say, ‘the L-rd did not appear to you.” ”

Question 3 asked from where Moses arrived at the assumption that Israel would not believe
him. The answer is that he was thinking, perhaps they will not believe me when I say that the
harshness of the bondage did not fully complete the term, and they will not listen to my voice
to ask from the Egyptians through this stratagem. For they will say, “The L-rd did not appear

16 1.e., the Zera Shimshon refers in this essay to both the Attribute of Kindness (chesed), meaning giving beyond
what is deserved, and the Attribute of Mercy (rachamim), meaning softening judgment rather than canceling it.

5



to you,” meaning the Attribute of Mercy represented by the Tetragrammaton. That is, it is
according to the Attribute of Mercy that the harshness of the bondage certainly completed
the term, and they deserve to receive great wealth without any stratagem.

This is what the [rabbis] of blessed memory said, that the Holy One, Blessed be He,
said, “so that that righteous person, [Abraham,] will not say: [G-d] fulfilled [His
pronouncement]: “[Know well that your offspring shall be strangers in a land not theirs,] and they
will be enslaved and oppressed [four hundred years],” [but G-d] did not fulfill [His
pronouncement]: “but I will execute judgment on the nation they shall serve, and afterward, they
will leave with great wealth.” For according to the Attribute of Kindness, which is the
Attribute of Abraham, the harshness of the bondage completed the term, but “and afterward,
they will go out with great wealth,” He did not fulfill for them.

This answers Question 1, as to whether the crushed spirits had led the Israelites to disregard
Moses, whereas perhaps Pharaoh would listen to him. It was not the crushed spirits that led the
Israelites to disregard Moses, but the theological concern that the term of four hundred years of
Exile promised to Abraham had not yet been fulfilled. Furthermore, if it were to be cut short, they
were uncertain whether the great wealth promised would be delivered.
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Similarly, Scripture says: “I have now heard the moaning of the Israelites because the
Egyptians are holding them in bondage, and I have remembered My covenant.”!” “Say
therefore to the children of Israel, I am the L-rd, I will take you out from the labors of the
Egyptians and save you from their bondage; I will redeem you with an outstretched arm and

through extraordinary chastisements. And [ will take you to be My people, and I will be your

G-d.”!® Here it states four expressions of redemption: “I will take you out,” “and save, ” “and
I will redeem,” “and I will take you.” These correspond to four other exiles, viz, Babylon,
Persia, Greece, and Rome, to hint that this redemption is not complete, since the harshness of
the bondage did not fully complete the term, but rather He wishes to take them out of Egypt,
and afterward they will complete the exile in other exiles. Likewise, he was sent to say to
Pharaoh: “Go and tell Pharaoh king of Egypt to let the Israelites depart from his land,”'° that
he should send them out of his land, even though they would later be subjected to bondage
again.

1T Ex. 6:5.
18 Ex. 6:6-7.
19 Ex. 6:11.
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Question 1 asked what comparison could be made between Pharaoh and the children of
Israel as far as ignoring Moses, for the Israelites had crushed spirits, whereas Pharaoh did not.

When Moses spoke thus to the children of Israel, they did not listen to Moses, since
the reason for their redemption would be on account of the crushed spirits and the hard labor
imposed by the Egyptians. This is implied by the four expressions of redemption that they
would still need to complete the exile. Therefore, Moses said before the Holy One, Blessed be
He: “Behold, the children of Israel did not listen to me”? to be redeemed, on the grounds
that the harshness of the bondage did not complete the term; “how then will Pharaoh listen
to me?” Now the a fortiori argument between Pharaoh and the children of Israel works well,
with no further refutation.
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Question 2 asked why Moses added to the a fortiori argument between Pharaoh and the
children of Israel by adding, “when I am of uncircumcised lips.”

As for what Scripture adds, “when I am of uncircumcised lips,” its intent is to say: I
cannot tell Pharaoh that the harshness of the bondage completed the term, nor that the time
of redemption has arrived, for if so, I would not be of uncircumcised lips. Rather, certainly
from the fact that I am of uncircumcised lips, it is evident that Israel has not yet been rectified
and they are not worthy of redemption. This is because at the giving of the Torah, Moses was
healed,! for then the impurity was removed from our ancestors. If they had not sinned with
the Golden Calf, they would have attained freedom from subjugation to foreign kingdoms.

With this understanding, the mention of uncircumcised lips is not an expression of personal
inadequacy, but a theological proof.

20 Ex. 6:11.
2L Ex. 6:7.
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Itis known that Israel in Egypt rectified the blemish of four generations, Enosh [7i1§],
the Flood [7122], Sodom [2i79], and the Dispersion [737977]. These are the initial letters of the
phrase “Who freed you from the labors [ni?29 nmpm oony Xxina] of the Egyptians.”??
Corresponding to this, Moses our teacher, peace be upon him, also rectified them, for he was
equal to all of Israel, as the Kabbalists have written.*> For corresponding to the Ocean Sea
that flooded a third of the world in the generation of Enosh, here it was decreed, “Every boy
that is born you shall cast into the river.”>* Corresponding to the generation of the Flood, for
which it was said to Noah, “Make for yourself an ark of gopher wood,”* here it says, “And
she took for him an ark of reeds.”*® Corresponding to the people of Sodom who were struck
with blindness,”’ Moses’ ark was completely closed and he sat there in darkness,?® which was
not the case with Noah’s ark, which had a window.?’ Corresponding to the generation of the
Dispersion, whose language was confused, Moses was of uncircumcised lips.
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Thus Pharaoh argued well: if it were true that all the blemishes had already been
rectified and the time of redemption had arrived, you would not be of uncircumcised lips.
For had they completed the term of Exile there, all the blemishes would have been fully
rectified, and all impurity would have been nullified even before the giving of the Torah.

22 Deut. Rabbah 1:1.

23 Rabbi Menachem Azaria da Fano (“Rema M’Pano”) (1548-1620), Italian Kabbalist and commentator on the
Talmud. Asara Ma’amarot, Heker Din 3:22 (Venice 1597).

24 Ex. 1:22.

% Gen. 6:14.

26 Ex. 2:3.

27 Gen. 19:11.

28 The translator has not identified a source for this. In fact, pointing in the opposite direction, Sotah 12a and Ex.
Rabbah 1:20 say that when Moses was born, the house became filled with light, and Rashi interprets Ex. 2:6 (based
on Sotah 12b) that when Pharaoh’s daughter opened the ark, she saw that the Shechinah was with Moses.

2 Gen. 6:16.



