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“Moshe saw and behold! The bush was burning in 
the fire but the bush was not consumed”  

(Shemot 3:2)
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1st Aliya (Kohen) – Shemot 1:1-17
The Torah names the sons of Yaakov who came down to Egypt. Yosef’s death is 
recorded again. His brothers also die. The nation increases in number. A new Pharaoh 
comes to power, who subjects the nation to hard labour. Yet the more they are 
afflicted, the more they increase. The Egyptians intensify the labour. Pharaoh instructs 
the Hebrew midwives to kill new-born Hebrew males. They refuse, instead giving the 
babies food and drink (see Rashi’s commentary).
Point to Consider: What miraculous birth-rate is hinted to in verse 1:7? (see Rashi) 

2nd Aliya (Levi) – 1:18-2:10
Pharaoh commands the Egyptians to drown all new-born males in the River Nile. 
Moshe is born. After hiding him for three months, his mother Yocheved places him 
in a basket in the reeds at the riverbank. Pharaoh’s daughter retrieves the basket and 
identifies the baby as a Hebrew infant. Moshe’s sister Miriam, watching from afar, 
offers to get a Hebrew nurse. Pharaoh’s daughter agrees; Miriam brings Yocheved, 

Sidra Summary

True 
Identity
by Rabbi Emanuel Levy,  
Palmers Green & Southgate Synagogue

In this week’s sidra 
we find the Jewish 
people suffering under 
the terrible burden of 
the Egyptian bondage. 

Pharaoh had grown alarmed at the 
growing numbers of the Israelites. 
His fear was that they would plot 
his downfall and usurp power for 
themselves. He therefore took 
action against them by placing 
crushing labour upon them.

The Torah describes their work 
with these words, “And they (the 
Egyptians) made their lives bitter 
with hard work, with mortar and 

bricks, and with all kinds of work in 
the field. All the work they placed 
on them was with rigour” (Shemot 
1:14).

We may wonder why the Torah 
specifies different kinds of work 
that they performed. We can 
suggest that the Torah does this to 
emphasise the total lack of respite 
offered to the Jewish people. If 
we repeat the same job, time after 
time, the work becomes easier and 
our minds are free to contemplate 
other thoughts. Pharaoh therefore 
constantly changed their work in 
order to deny them any mental 
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who looks after him until he is weaned. Moshe is then 
brought up in Pharaoh’s house.

3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 2:11-28
Moshe encounters an Egyptian striking a Hebrew; he kills 
the Egyptian. Pharaoh hears of Moshe’s crime. Moshe 
flees for his life, arriving in Midian, where he meets the 
daughters of Re’uel (also known as Yitro) by a well. Moshe 
marries Re’uel’s daughter Tziporah. They have a child, 
called Gershom. God hears the Hebrews in Egypt crying out 
because of their hard labour.

4th Aliya (Revi’i) –  3:1-15
Moshe, shepherding Yitro’s flock, arrives at the ‘Mountain 
of God’. He encounters a fiery blaze in a bush, which is not 
consumed by the flames. God appears, instructing Moshe to 

take off his shoes. God tells Moshe that He will rescue the 
nation and that Moshe should go to Pharaoh and instruct 
him to let the nation leave Egypt.

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 3:16-4:17
God reassures Moshe that the elders of Israel will respond 
to his call. Moshe is to request from Pharaoh that he let the 
Hebrews out for three days, to bring offerings in the desert. 
Pharaoh will refuse, after which God will smite Egypt with 
plagues. God empowers Moshe with three signs to show 
the people – a staff that turns into a snake, his hand turning 
white with the appearance of leprosy and water taken from 
the Nile turning to blood. Moshe is reluctant to take the 
leadership. God tells Moshe that his brother Aharon can be 
his spokesman.

In loving memory of Reuven ben Avraham z”l

freedom, so that “all the work they 
placed on them was with rigour”.

All the efforts of the Egyptians 
were geared to strip the Jewish 
people of their identity, to make 
them forget their past, their dignity, 
self-esteem and responsibility, and 
to crush their chances of survival. 
This was Pharaoh’s own ‘Final 
Solution’ to the Jewish problem.

This very idea is borne out by 
Rabbi Ovadia Seforno (c.1475-
1550) who writes that the point of 
the harsh labour was so that the 
Israelites “could not settle their 
minds to concentrate”.

In direct contrast to Pharaoh’s 
nefarious plan for the Israelites, 
Moshe was a leader who 
recognised his true identity. 
Although he grew up in Pharaoh’s 
palace and dressed as an Egyptian, 
Moshe knew he was still a Jew 
at heart. When he saw his people 
suffering under their burdens, “he 
went out to his brethren” (ibid 2:11). 
The Midrash tells us, “He left his 
royal office and went to help them 
with their burdens” (Shemot Rabbah 
1:27). When Moshe performed 
signs to the people to validate his 
Divine mission, he reawakened in 

them their desire to be free men and 
women, “And the people believed, 
and they heard that God had 
remembered them” (Shemot 4:31).

Moshe was the catalyst who 
reawakened the true identity of 
the people. Seforno explains that 
he was given the name Moshe by 
Pharaoh’s daughter, who had found 
him in a basket in the River Nile. 
She called him Moshe “because I 
have drawn him from the water” 
(ibid 2:10). Grammatically, he 
should have been called ‘Moshuy’, 
a passive verb meaning ‘drawn’. 
The name Moshe is an active verb, 
meaning that he had the power to 
‘draw others’. This was the special 
quality of Moshe. He was called by 
a name reflecting his eventual role 
as a rescuer, a role played by Moshe 
for over forty years. He aroused us 
to our true identity and for this we 
are eternally grateful.

When Moshe performed signs to the 
people to validate his Divine mission, 
he reawakened in them their desire 
to be free men and women.



The Haftarah of Shemot - 
Days are Coming 
by Rabbi Steven Dansky, Cranbrook United Synagogue

This week’s parasha 
deals with the exile of 
the Israelites in Egypt 
and the beginning of 
their redemption.  Our 

Haftarah begins with the same theme 
of exile and redemption, but this time 
the focus is on the future redemption 
of the Jewish people with the coming 
of Mashiach.  While the theme is 
the same, there are some surprising 
contrasts, and these contrasts will 
clarify the means of our ultimate 
redemption.

The Haftarah begins with the 
words, “Days are coming when 
Jacob will take root; Israel will bud 
and blossom….” (Yeshaya/Isaiah 
27:6), giving Jews hope for the end 
of this long exile which we are still 
suffering today.  While the Jewish 
people as a whole may be ravaged 
by exile and persecution, there will 
come a time when those who remain 
will flourish.  The word haba’im, ‘are 
coming’, is also used at the beginning 
of this week’s parasha.  However, the 
contrast could not be greater.  “These 

are the names of the sons of Israel 
who are coming to Egypt” (Shemot 
1:1) signals the beginning of the 
bitter exile of the Israelites in Egypt.  
The influence of Yosef (Joseph) has 
waned, and while Israel does increase 
in number and “the earth becomes full 
of them” (ibid 1:7), they become more 
entrenched in exile.

The Haftarah talks about our 
unfaithfulness to God as the cause of 
the current exile, but then prophesies 
that eventually we will be redeemed.  
The prophet Yeshaya states, “It will 
be on that day that a great shofar 
will be blown, and those who are lost 
from the land of Assyria and those 
who are cast away from the land of 
Egypt will come and bow to God in 
Jerusalem” (Yeshaya 27:13).  Radak 
(Rabbi David Kimchi, 1160-1225) 
explains that this does not mean 
that a shofar will literally be heard 
across the world; rather, there will be 
an internal realisation amongst the 
Jewish people that the time has come 
to be redeemed.  Jews across the 
world will unite as if they all heard the 

siren of the shofar.  Their redemption 
will be internally driven.  Again, this is 
in contrast to our parasha, where the 
catalyst for change is external rather 
than internal. In Egypt, the elders 
needed to be encouraged by Moshe 
and the signs that he showed them to 
prove his veracity as God’s messenger.  

The Torah talks about the state of 
the Jewish people in exile, describing 
them as disconnected from their 
heritage, and that they “swarmed like 
insects” on the land (Shemot 1:7). 
Our Talmudic Sages assert that the 
Children of Israel had descended to 
the 49th level of spiritual impurity.  It 
was an incredible kindness from the 
Almighty that we were redeemed 
from Egypt.  In contrast, at the end 
of the Haftarah, we are told, “Now 
Yaakov (Jacob) shall not be ashamed, 
when he sees his children...who will 
sanctify my Name” (Yeshaya 29:22-
23).  The ultimate redemption of the 
Jewish people will occur when we 
reach a higher spiritual level and enjoy 
a close and loving connection with 
God and Jerusalem.

In loving memory of Dovid ben Avraham z”l

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 4:18-4:31
Moshe returns to Egypt from Midian. God tells Moshe to warn 
Pharaoh that He will eventually kill the Egyptian firstborn 
if Pharaoh refuses Moshe’s requests (Rashi). Moshe fails 
to circumcise his new-born son Eliezer when they stop in 
lodgings on the way; Tziporah does it instead. Aharon greets 
Moshe, who relates God’s words to him. Aharon in turn relays 
these words to the people. Moshe performs the three signs.

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 5:1-6:1
Moshe and Aharon approach Pharaoh. Pharaoh refuses their 

requests and increases the work load. The people complain to 
Moshe and Aharon. Moshe asks God why He sent him, if his 
intercession has only made life more difficult.

Haftarah
The prophet Yeshaya depicts how low the nation of Israel has 
stooped and bemoans the drunken arrogance of the tribe of 
Ephraim and the other lost tribes. However, one day a great 
shofar will be blown and all those cast away in foreign lands 
will return to Jerusalem.



Rabbi Samson Raphael 
Hirsch was a German 
rabbi, scholar, activist 
and pioneer of the 
‘Torah im Derech 

Eretz’ school of contemporary 
Orthodox Judaism, which endorsed 
a symbiotic relationship between 
observant Judaism and the modern 
world. He received both a general 
and religious education in his 
formative years, the latter taking 
place under the mentorship of 
Chacham Isaac Bernays, Chief 
Rabbi of Hamburg, and Rabbi 
Jacob Ettlinger, best known for his 
Talmudic commentary Aruch LaNer. 

At the age of 22 Rabbi Hirsch be-
came the Chief Rabbi of Oldenburg. 
Within eight years he had published 
both his Nineteen Letters of Ben Uz-
iel and Horeb, together presenting 
compelling intellectual explanations 
of Orthodoxy and a defence of its 
laws, teachings and institutions.

Rabbi Hirsch also served as rabbi 
in Emden, Nikolsburg (Moravia) and 
Frankfurt am Main. In each post, he 
used his considerable skills as an 
orator and writer to demonstrate the 
relevance of Orthodoxy to a modern 
contemporary society.  As Chief 
Rabbi of Moravia, he was politically 
active in the ultimately successful 
struggle for Jewish emancipation. 
Later, he was largely responsible for 
convincing the Prussian parlia-
ment to permit Jews to secede 
from the official state-recognised 
Jewish religious community, 
allowing break-off congregations to 

preserve their traditional, Orthodox 
character. In 1843, Rabbi Hirsch 
applied for the post of Chief Rabbi 
of the British Empire, but in the 
event lost out on the position to 
Rabbi Nathan Marcus Adler. 

Rabbi Hirsch was a man of 
seeming contradictions: a student 
of the Enlightenment who believed 
that Jews had a role to play in 
contemporary society - not only for 
themselves but because they had 
something to offer humanity; but also 
fiercely a traditionalist, who wrote 
that it would have been better for the 
Jews not to be emancipated if the 

price it entailed was assimilation.
The writings of Rabbi Samson 

Raphael Hirsch seem timeless. Many 
find that, ironically, his words seem 
more suited for our times than when 
he wrote them. He was especially 
prominent among commentators of 
his era in dealing with many themes 
of modernity: cultural evolution; 
our relationships with non-Jews; 
the Jewish mission to the rest of 
civilisation; free will versus deter-
minism; autonomy and totalitari-
anism; understanding the impact 
of paganism on the ancient world 
and his treatment of symbolism.

He left a rich legacy in his vast 
writings.  Undoubtedly his greatest 
achievement and legacy was as the 
founding father of ‘Torah im Derech 
Eretz’, reflecting his modern philos-
ophy to synthesise Torah learning 
with secular learning, particularly the 
sciences. This was seen by some to 
be understood as both a call to com-
bine a life of study with regular work, 
so that one can support oneself, and 
a call to be engaged with the outside 
world in a more general sense, 
behaving vis-à-vis other people, in-
cluding non-Jews, with propriety and 
respect. Rabbi Hirsch’s approach and 
philosophy became a cornerstone of 
Modern Orthodoxy and spread across 
much of European Jewry and beyond.

Rabbi Hirsch’s yahrzeit is 
this Friday (27th Tevet).
Resources that have been useful 
in the preparation of this article 
include Sefaria.org and Torah.org.

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch

Many find that, 
ironically, his 
words seem more 
suited for our 
times than when 
he wrote them.

Rabbi Samson Raphael 
Hirsch (1808-1888) 
by Rabbi Piny Hackenbroch, Woodside Park Synagogue



Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi 
(1745-1812)
by Rabbi Rafi Goodwin, Assistant Rabbi, Chigwell and Hainault Synagogue

Rabbi Shneur Zalman, 
also known as the ‘Rav’ 
and the ‘Alter Rebbe’, 
is most famous for his 
magnum opus the Tanya 

and his Shulchan Aruch HaRav. In his 
writings, Rabbi Shneur Zalman laid 
out a framework for infusing daily life 
with the most profound of mystical 
depths. He became the first Rebbe 
of seven in the Chabad Lubavitch 
dynasty.

After the death of his teacher the 
Maggid of Mezritch (Rabbi Dov Ber 
ben Avraham, 1704-1772), the princi-
ple student of the founder of the Chas-
sidic movement the Baal Shem Tov 
(Rabbi Yisrael ben Eliezer,1698-1760), 
Rabbi Shneur Zalman became the 
leader of the Chassidim in Lithuania, 
the centre of the ‘mitnagdim’ (early 
opponents of Chassidism). 

Undaunted by their strong opposi-
tion, he succeeded in creating a pow-
erful network of Chassidic centres. 
Some of his opponents resorted to 
the most extreme measures to under-
mine his work; he was denounced to 
the Russian government as a traitor 
and heretic. In 1798, Rabbi Shneur 
Zalman was arrested for high treason 
and subversive political activities (for 
supporting the Jewish community in 
the Land of Israel). After 53 days in 
prison, he was freed on the express 
orders of the Czar, after which he 
moved to Liadi (in present-day 
Belarus) where his movement grew 
immensely.

Rabbi Shneur Zalman took an 

active role in supporting Czar 
Alexander in the Russo-Franco War 
against Napoleon, due to concerns 
that the spread of the Enlightenment 
movement championed by Napoleon 
would bring greater moral harm than 
all the hostility of the Czarist regime. 
Accompanied by his family and a 
number of close disciples he took to 
the road, barely keeping ahead of the 
onrushing French armies. Though he 
escaped capture several times, he 
eventually became seriously ill and 
died. He was laid to rest in the 
Jewish cemetery in Haditz, Ukraine.

One of the most treasured aspects 
of Rabbi Shneur Zalman's legacy is 
his work of Chassidic philosophy, the 
Tanya. Let us briefly explore its main 
theme:

A person carries two voices, 
two souls: the animal soul and the 
Godly soul. In the words of Kohelet 
(Ecclesiastes 3:21), “The human 
spirit ascends on high and the spirit 

of the beast descends down into the 
earth.” They are in constant struggle; 
the animal soul seeking instant 
gratification and physical pleasure 
(like the ‘Id’ from Freud’s model of the 
psyche), and the Godly soul seeking 
transcendence and unity with God. 

The domain of the animal soul 
manifests in the impulsive emotions 
of the heart, while the domain of the 
Godly soul rests in the mind, which 
can control and temper impulsive 
reactions. A young child, for instance, 
is controlled entirely by emotion and 
yells out, “I want it and I want it all 
now!” Similarly, the animal within us 
selfishly barks, “give, give!” As our 
minds develop, we gain the ability to 
reflect, repress, temper or channel our 
impulses.

The question, of course, is which is 
the more dominant force within us?

In contrast to Freud and Darwin, 
amongst others, the Jewish answer 
is the Godly soul. The inner good in 
a person is the most dominant force 
in our lives. Yet, this force is locked 
in battle with the animal soul. We 
have the freedom and the ability 
to overcome any temptation, if we 
so wish, through self-control and 
reflecting on God's greatness. In the 
words of the Tanya, "moach shalit al 
halev - the mind is dominant over the 
emotions". We can not only train the 
animal soul, but harness its energy to 
serve our Creator.

Rabbi Shneur Zalman's yahrzeit is this 
Tuesday (24th Tevet).

In loving memory of Zora bat Shmuel z”l

Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi
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