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“Aharon cast down his staff before Pharaoh and 
before his servants, and it became a snake”  

(Shemot 7:10)
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1st Aliya (Kohen) – Shemot 6:2-6:13
God reassures Moshe that He will keep His promise to the forefathers to bring 
the nation into the Land of Cana’an (later Israel). God has heard the crying out of 
the enslaved Israelites; He instructs Moshe to tell them that He will redeem them 
from slavery. The Israelites, exhausted from their labour, do not accept Moshe’s 
reassurances.

2nd Aliya (Levi) – 6:14-6:28
The Torah details the genealogy of Moshe and Aharon. They are the sons of Amram 
and Yocheved, who were both descendants of Levi, the third son of Yaakov.
Point to Consider: Why does the Torah break from the previous narrative to discuss 
this genealogy? (6:14) 

3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 6:29-7:7
Moshe re-expresses his reluctance to speak to Pharaoh, given his speech impediment. 

Sidra Summary

Keeping 
it Real
by Rabbi Natan Fagleman,  
Allerton Hebrew Congregation, Liverpool 

We have seen 
society change quite 
dramatically in recent 
years. There are some 
people who, sadly, 

can no longer just enjoy what they 
are doing; they feel compelled to 
post their lives on their Facebook 
pages and Instagram accounts.  I 
know students who take photos 
whenever they dress up for a night 
out to ensure that everyone can 
comment on their attire. I also 
know a young teenager whose 
exasperated parents were patiently 
waiting for him to decide whether 
he wanted the new pair of jeans 
he had just tried on, only to be told 

that he was waiting to see how 
many of his friends ‘liked’ them.

And these are just the amateurs. 
As one moves up the social media 
ladder towards the world of 
celebrities, ‘influencers’ are paid 
eye-watering sums to promote 
brands and products. Yet, there is 
one claim that even they have not 
yet made: humans do not profess 
to be God.

Unless, of course, you are 
Pharaoh, the Egyptian king at the 
centre of the Exodus story. God 
told Moshe, “Go to Pharaoh in the 
morning – behold! He goes out to 
the water…”, and tell him to “let 
my people go” (Shemot 7:15-16). 
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God restates that Aharon will be Moshe’s spokesman. God 
will harden Pharaoh’s heart and He will send plagues. This 
will make Egypt aware of God’s omnipotence.

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 7:8-8:6
Upon God’s command, Aharon throws down his stick in 
front of Pharaoh; it turns into a snake. Pharaoh’s magicians 
duplicate this. However, Aharon’s stick swallows up their 
sticks. The 1st Plague: Moshe and Aharon confront Pharaoh 
while he is bathing in the Nile and warn him that if he 
does not let the Israelites leave, the waters of Egypt will 
turn to blood. Pharaoh ignores the warning; Aharon strikes 
the water with a stick and it turns into blood. Pharaoh’s 
magicians duplicate this. The plague lasts a week. (This 
pattern follows for most of the rest of the plagues – three 
weeks of warning and a week of plague – see Rashi’s 
commentary.) The 2nd Plague: Aharon strikes the waters of 

the Nile. A plague of frogs emerges, which covers Egypt. 
Pharaoh asks Moshe to pray for the frogs to die.

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 8:7-8:18
The 3rd Plague: Aharon strikes the ground with his stick and 
lice spread all over Egypt. The Egyptian magicians fail to 
duplicate this, admitting it is the ‘finger of God’.

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 8:19-9:17
The 4th Plague: A plague of wild beasts spreads over Egypt, 
apart from Goshen, where the Israelites live. Pharaoh agrees 
to let the Israelites leave for three days to bring offerings in 
the desert. Moshe prays for the plague to stop but Pharaoh 
reneges on his promise. The 5th Plague: The Egyptian 
livestock is killed, but the Israelites’ animals are untouched. 
The 6th Plague: Moshe throws a fistful of ash in the sky. 
This turns into dust covering all of Egypt, which then turns 

In loving memory of Avraham ben Yisrael z”l

Rashi (1040 – 1105), trying to 
understand why this would be a 
good time and place for a meeting, 
quotes the Midrash (Shemot 
Rabbah 9:8; Tanchuma Va’era 14), 
which explains that Pharaoh had 
deified himself and thus claimed 
that as a god he did not need to 
perform the bodily functions that 
other mortal beings had to occupy 
themselves with. God was sending 
Moshe and Aharon to expose 
the king and to show him that 
he was as vulnerable and 
helpless as any other human 
being.

Projecting a perfect life on 
social media certainly has 
its challenges. The perfect 
look requires immense 
self-discipline, resilience 
and sometimes painful and 
expensive beauty and exercise 
regimes. In fact, it has been 

identified as a cause of much 
adverse mental health and anxiety. 
Can we imagine the physical 
discomfort of trying to be a god, 
unable, for example, to relieve 
oneself every day for a full twenty-
four hours?

Furthermore, surely this charade 
was an unnecessary delusional 
extravagance. Even if Pharaoh 
was not a god, he would still have 

been respected as the totalitarian 
almighty ruler of the most powerful 
empire of the ancient world. Why 
did he feel the need to project 
himself as divine?

Rabbi Chaim Shmuelevitz 
(1902–1979) explains that this is an 
example of the extremes that some 
people will go to for the sake of 
honour and prestige. Pharaoh’s 
insatiable desire for glory 
compelled him to reach for an even 
higher level of admiration, even the 
impossibility of deification. For that 
minor difference, Pharaoh deemed 
it worthwhile to suffer the immense 
pain of pretending to be a god.

It seems then that this behaviour 
being foisted upon our youngsters 

by aspects of social media 
may have its roots in Egyptian 
culture. It is very un-Jewish, 
and it is incumbent upon us 
as parents and educators to 
teach our children a better way. 
Judaism respects modesty and 
humility. In the words of the 
prophet Michah (6:8), “And what 
does God ask of you: only to do 
justice, and to love goodness, 
and to walk modestly with your 
God”.

The perfect look requires immense 
self-discipline, resilience and 
sometimes painful, expensive 
beauty and exercise regimes.



into boils on the Egyptians and their animals. God hardens 
Pharaoh’s heart.

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 9:18-9:35
The 7th Plague: A fiery hail falls on all of Egypt, apart from 
Goshen. Pharaoh admits that he has sinned and that God 
is righteous. After Moshe has prayed for the hail to stop, 

Pharaoh refuses to let the Israelites go.

Haftarah
The prophet Yechezkel (Ezekiel) prophesies about the downfall 
of the future Egyptian empire, after Israel will have mistakenly 
relied upon them as an ally. Egypt will be invaded by the 
Babylonian leader Nebuchadnezzar.

The Haftarah of Va’era - 
Pharaohs’ Delusions
by Rabbi Steven Dansky, Cranbrook United Synagogue

This week’s Haftarah 
comes from the 
book of the prophet 
Yechezkel (Ezekiel), 
who prophesied in the 

aftermath of the destruction of the 
First Temple in 586 BCE. Within it is 
a message for the Egyptian nation 
of his day who, because of their 
arrogance, would be given into 
the hands of the Babylonians. This 
Haftarah resonates with the subject 
matter of our parasha, which also 
deals with the downfall of Egypt, 
through the plagues which were 
brought on them by God centuries 
earlier.

Yechezkel describes the Pharaoh 
of his day as “the large crocodile 
who crouches within its rivers, 
saying: The Nile is mine, and I have 
made myself (powerful)” (Yechezkel 
29:3). The Nile was the lifeblood of 
ancient Egypt; its waters created 
fertile alluvial plains for its people, 
ensuring food for all. The Nile itself 
does not run dry - it is self-sustaining 
as its waters stem from deep inland. 
It is an unchanging river. More 
than that, the prophet compares 
Pharaoh to the mightiest of animals 
in the Nile, the crocodile, who has 

complete dominion over everything 
within the river. Such a powerful 
animal is at the top of the food chain 
in the water. Moreover, Pharaoh is 
being compared to a deity as owner 
of the Nile, and being self-sustaining 
(“I have made myself”), like the river.

This insight into the Pharaohs of 
Egypt deepens our understanding 
of why Pharaoh would not let the 
Israelites go. We might have seen 
Pharaoh’s defiance of God as a way 
of ensuring that he kept the Israelites 
as his assets, guaranteeing slave 
labour. Yechezkel shows us, however, 
that he had a far more deep-rooted 
rationale for his actions. He saw 
himself as god of the Nile, and as 
such, he was the strongest creature 
within it. Letting go of the Israelites 
would be a clear threat to this notion. 
It is for this reason that he does not 
recognise God and says, “Who is 
God that I should listen to him and let 
Israel go? I do not know God, nor will 
I let Israel go” (Shemot 5:2).

Furthermore, Pharaoh considered 
himself the god of a river that never 
changed. He believed nature to be 
something which never changed its 
course. The river never changed and 
therefore any change that challenged 

the status quo would simply not be 
accepted. It is no surprise, therefore, 
that we find him so averse to 
the idea of change in this week’s 
parasha; even when his advisors 
plead with him to send the Israelites 
away, he still refuses to do so.

It is precisely for this reason 
that God causes the ten plagues to 
befall the Egyptians. It is not only 
to punish them for what they have 
done to the Israelites by enslaving 
them and killing the male children 
born to them, but also to disrupt the 
status quo of nature.  The waters of 
the Nile, once so constant a source 
of nutrition, are transformed to 
blood, frogs explode from the river 
and wild animals swarm over urban 
areas, showing Pharaoh that change 
does happen, and that it is in God’s 
hands.

Pharaoh’s refusal to listen to 
sense and reason tells us not only 
how deep-seated his beliefs were, 
but also challenges our perceptions 
about who was truly free and who 
was enslaved in ancient Egypt.  We 
think of the Israelites as slaves, but 
perhaps Pharaoh was the greatest 
slave of all, to the perception he had 
of himself.

In memory of Mordechai Avraham ben Nechemia z”l



The Mishna in Tractate 
Eruvin (4:1) discusses 
the rule of Techum 
Shabbat (Shabbat 
boundary), whereby a 

person may not venture more than 
2,000 cubits (approx. 1km) from his 
residence on Shabbat; although if 
one is in a village or city, one only 
begins the count from the edge of 
the built-up area. What happens if 
one was forced by others to travel 
beyond that boundary and taken to 
another city or walled enclosure?

Rabban Gamliel and Rabbi Elazar 
ben Azaria rule that such a person 
can traverse the whole of the city 
or other enclosure, whereas Rabbi 
Yehoshua and Rabbi Akiva argue 
that they may only move four cubits 
(approx. 2m) from the spot to which 
they have been forcibly taken.

The Mishna continues with an 
anecdote about when these same 
Rabbis were on board a ship which 
sailed out of the city of Brindisi (also 
called Prandisin), in southern Italy, 
on Shabbat, beyond 2,000 cubits 
from the shore. Rabban Gamliel 
and Rabbi Elazar ben Azaria walked 
throughout the ship, while the 
dissenting Rabbis remained in the 
same small area of the ship for the 
rest of Shabbat.

What were they all doing on this 
ship?  They were on a diplomatic 
mission to Rome to plead for the 
inhabitants of the Land of Israel, 

which was occupied by Rome. At 
the time, Brindisi was the chief 
point of embarkation for Greece 
and the East and was connected to 
Rome by the Via Appia, the major 
highway of Imperial Rome.

A number of such Rabbinic 
deputations took place; there are 
many references in the Talmud and 
Midrash to such journeys.

Thus, for example, in the Talmud 
(Succah 23a) we read of Rabbi Akiva 
putting up a succah on a boat, but 
the succah was blown down by the 
wind the next day. Rabbi Gamliel 
challenged him asking, “Akiva, 
where is your succah?!” By this he 
was intimating that the succah had 
been invalid to begin with, because 
it could not withstand the strong 
ocean winds.

The Talmud (Succah 41b) relates 
that on the same festival, there was 
only one set of arba’ah minim (the 
four species: lulav, hadassim, aravot 
and etrog, we are commanded 

to wave on Succot) on the ship. 
Rabbi Gamliel, who owned the 
arba’ah minim, first fulfilled the 
mitzvah and then gave them as a 
gift to Rabbi Yehoshua who, after 
fulfilling his mitzvah, gave them as 
a gift to Rabbi Elazar ben Azaria 
who eventually gave them to Rabbi 
Akiva. This incident is brought as 
an illustration of the rule that on 
the first day of Succot one can only 
fulfil one’s mitzvah with one’s own 
arba’ah minim and not with those 
borrowed from another. 

It is believed that there were at 
least two Rabbinic deputations to 
Rome involving Rabban Gamliel, 
who was the first leader of the 
Sanhedrin (in Yavneh) after the 
destruction of the Temple.  The first 
mission took place in 95CE when 
the Emperor Domitian was in power, 
and there was a further deputation 
by Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai and 
Rabbi Elazar ben Yossi, as set out in 
our article about Rome.

In memory of Tzemach ben Yisrael z"l

Foreign Places in the Mishna  

by David Frei, US Director of External and Legal Services  
and Registrar of the London Beth Din

Part Eleven: 
Brindisi

Brindisi, Southern Italy



In memory of Moshe ben Avraham Zarach z"l

In the previous 
chapter, we learned 
of David’s exceptional 
victory over Goliath. 
However, in Chapter 

18, King Shaul (Saul) and David’s 
relationship will sour. The chapter 
opens with a description of the great 
friendship cemented between David 
and Yonatan (Jonathan), Shaul’s 
son. Interwoven into this story is the 
narrative of Shaul’s animosity and 
harsh behaviour towards David. For 
example, he does not allow David to 
return to his father’s house (1 Shmuel 
18:2). 

David has become a popular 
war hero among the people, which 
provokes Shaul’s envy. The women 
praise the troops returning from the 
battle with the Philistines singing, 
“Shaul has killed thousands and 
David tens of thousands!” (ibid 
18:7). Radak (Rabbi David Kimchi, 
1160-1235) explains two possible 
approaches to this verse. First, this 
is referring to the numbers of the 
enemy they have killed (albeit with 
exaggerated figures). Secondly, 
this is describing Shaul and David 
as fighting bravely as if they had 
thousands of soldiers alongside 
them. Unfortunately, Shaul interprets 
these words as an insult to him, even 
though he is praised first (showing 
him as the primary character). 

Shaul becomes jealous and 
hostile towards David, stating that 
the latter “only lacks the kingdom” 
(ibid 18:8). This is surprising as 
David has not yet shown any 
interest in taking away Shaul’s 
power. However, Shaul has become 
insecure. He dwelt on Shmuel’s 
prophecy that his kingship will be 
given over to someone else more 
deserving (ibid 15:28). From now on, 
Shaul views David with enmity. 

Next we see Shaul’s first attempt 
to kill David. Initially this is rather 
half-hearted, with Shaul hurling 
a spear towards David as he is 
playing the harp. After that, Shaul 
removes David from the palace 
and makes him a captain in the 
army. It is not clear why Shaul does 
this, possibly because he hopes 
David will die on the frontline. 
Thirdly, Shaul agrees that David can 
marry his daughter Merav (as was 
promised to the person who would 
defeat Goliath), but only if he fights 
the Philistines. In the end, Merav is 
given in marriage to someone else.

Finally, David marries Michal, 
another of Shaul’s daughters. 

However, he first needs to kill 100 
Philistine men and the text explicitly 
states Shaul’s intentions here: 
“Shaul intended to have David fall 
at the hands of the Philistines” 
(ibid 18:25). He also expects Michal 
to act on his side against David, 
as a “snare” (ibid 18:21). Despite 
all of this, David becomes more 
successful and beloved than ever, 
including by his new wife Michal.

Dr. Yael Zeigler, lecturer in 
Tanach at Herzog College, Israel, 
explains that as David becomes 
more successful, Shaul begins to 
fail more and more. This is seen in 
three distinct areas: Divine, military 
and personal relationships. As God 
is with David, Shaul feels more 
distant from Him. The women’s song 
earlier in the chapter demonstrates 
the gulf in military success between 
the men. Finally, the word “love” 
appears five times in this chapter, 
all directed towards David, who is 
loved by Yonatan, Michal and the 
nation.

The chapter concludes stating 
that “Shaul continued to fear 
David” (ibid 18:29) and that David’s 
reputation “became outstanding” 
(ibid 18:30). Unfortunately, this will 
only inflame the situation, with 
Shaul’s attempts at taking David’s 
life becoming more apparent and 
extreme.

Sefer Shmuel  (the Book of Samuel)

Chapter 18:  
A Strained Relationship 
by Pnina Savery, US Jewish Living Educator and  
Participant in the Chief Rabbi’s Ma’ayan Programme

David has become 
a popular war hero 
among the people, which 
provokes Shaul’s envy. 






