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In loving memory of Malka bat Peretz

“God said to Moshe, ‘Say to Aharon, “Take your staff and stretch out your hand over the waters of
Egypt: over their rivers, over their canals, over their reservoirs, and over all their gatherings of water,
and they shall become blood; there shall be blood throughout the land of Egypt”’ (Shemot 7:19).
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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. 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.

Question: How old were Moshe and Aharon at
the point? (7:7)  Answer on bottom of page 6.

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 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.
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3In memory of Avraham ben Yehoshua

Without Hesitation
by Rabbi Alex Chapper, Community Rabbi, Borehamwood & Elstree United
Synagogue

Abigail Adams, the wife of
John Adams, who served as
the second President of the
United States, once said:
“Great necessities call forth
great leaders”.

This principle is perhaps best illustrated by
Moshe. In last week’s sidrah, he was sent by God
to Pharaoh to demand the release of the Children
of Israel. Not only did this mission fail, but it
resulted in the slavery actually being intensified.
In response, Moshe did something very bold - he
questioned God, asking why God would cause
greater hardship for His people. Moshe queried
God’s method as well as his part in the plan. God
responded somewhat cryptically, “Now you will
see what I shall do to Pharaoh, for through a
strong hand he will send them out, and with a
strong hand he will drive them from his land”
(Shemot 6:1).

In this week’s sidrah, Moshe is given a powerful
message to be delivered to the Children of Israel.
On behalf of God, he is to tell them, “I am God,
and I shall take you out from under the burdens
of Egypt, and I shall rescue you from their
service, and I shall redeem you with an
outstretched arm and with great judgments. I
shall take you to Me as a people, and I shall be a
God to you, and you will know that I am the Lord
your God, Who takes you out from under the
burdens of Egypt. I shall bring you to the Land
about which I raised My hand to give it to
Avraham, Yitzchak and Yaakov, and I shall give it
to you as a heritage; I am God” (ibid. 6:6-8).

Moshe dutifully delivers this inspiring
pronouncement. Yet what happened? Seemingly
nothing. The people did not listen due to their
desperate mental state and their physical
exhaustion (see 6:9 with Rashi’s commentary). 

However, the nation’s response is perhaps the
least significant part in this narrative. What is
more remarkable is that Moshe went back to the
people to relay the message. As we have seen,
he had been unsuccessful in this arena
previously. He had already questioned God’s
strategy and he surely knew that the people were
not going to greet his speech with delight and
follow him unquestioningly. Yet he went anyway.
Without hesitation and without any hint of
reticence, he precisely conveyed the Divinely-
prescribed message.

This is a tremendous tutorial in leadership. When
needs must, whatever personal doubts that are
harboured have to be put aside. A leader has to
step forward and deliver because sometimes the
message is greater than the messenger.

In times of national emergency or communal
crisis, leadership has to be strong and decisive.
Whether or not the message will be listened 
to, agreed with or acted upon, is sometimes
secondary. It is of primary importance that, 
like Moshe, a leader stands at the front. This
strength in and of itself – a clear and present
voice – provides hope and reassurance.



4In memory of Harav Binyamin ben Harav Shalom

Solutions in the Sidrah: Pharaoh’s Heuristics  
by Rabbi Yoni Birnbaum, Hadley Wood Jewish Community

Some of the most 
famous social science
experiments were carried
out in the 1970s by 
Amos Tversky and Daniel
Kahaneman. Although
Tversky passed away 
in 1996, Kahaneman

received a Nobel Prize in Economics in 2002 
for the work that the two men did together, 
later publicised by Kahaneman in his 2011
bestselling book Thinking, Fast and Slow (Farrar,
Straus and Giroux). 

Much of the researchers’ work focused on the
strategies employed by people in immediate
problem-solving and decision-making, known as
‘heuristics’. They demonstrated how heuristics
are often based upon pre-assumed biases and
fallacies, leading to seemingly illogical decisions.
According to Kahaneman, one of the main
means of overcoming these biases and avoiding
the bad decisions they may lead to, is simply
being aware of their existence. If we know that
we are likely to be biased, we can devise
methods to ensure that the decisions we take are
more balanced.

During the sixth plague, the Torah describes how
God Himself “hardened Pharaoh’s heart”
(Shemot 9:12). According to the Rambam
(Maimonides d. 1204), this removal of Pharaoh’s
free will was a punishment. He had spent so long
resisting the messages being sent his way that
he now lost the ability to change his behaviour,
even if he would have wanted to do so. The
Ramban (Nachmanides d. 1270) takes the
opposite approach. By this stage, the plagues
were so overwhelming that without God
hardening Pharaoh’s heart, he would have had
no genuine free will to decide of his own volition
whether or not to let the Israelites go.

However, why was there no need for God to
‘harden Pharaoh’s heart’ during the first five
plagues – blood, frogs, lice, wild animals and

pestilence? What prevented Pharaoh from
changing his mind throughout this period? 
Based on Kahanamen and Tversky’s research,
perhaps we can suggest that Pharaoh’s
unwillingness to bow to Moshe’s demand to set
the Jewish people free, despite the repeated
destruction wrought by this series of plagues
upon Egypt, was a remarkable example of the
effect of cognitive bias. However disastrous the
consequences of his negative decision-making,
Pharaoh was simply unable to change. He had
convinced himself to such an extent that his
worldview was the correct one, that his ability 
to change moved further and further away 
from him. Only after those plagues did the
circumstances affect him to the point that,
according to the Ramban, God needed to
hearden Pharaoh’s heart.

According to Daniel Kahanamen, “we think that
we make our decisions because we have good
reasons to make them. Even when it's the other
way around. We believe in the reasons, because
we've already made the decision”. One lesson of
Pharaoh’s intransigence in this week’s sidrah is
to take the time, wherever possible, to take note
of any cognitive biases we may have, and
consciously reflect on how they may influence
our own decision-making.



5In memory of Chaim ben Moshe Bentzion

The Book of Shemot
by Rabbi Daniel Fine, Community Rabbi, Stanmore & Canons Park United
Synagogue

The Ramban (Nachmanides
d. 1270) refers to the Book
of Shemot as Sefer
Hageulah – ‘The Book of
Redemption’. He writes that
there are two requirements
for the nation of Israel to be
considered ‘redeemed’. The

first is that we need to be in the Land of Israel;
the second is that we need to have ‘reached the
spiritual levels of our forefathers’. Thus, even
after we had left Egypt, we were still considered
to be in exile, for we were lacking the first
requirement - we were not in our Land. 

However, continues the Ramban, once we came
to Mount Sinai and built the Mishkan, with God’s
Presence residing within our camp, we were then
considered redeemed, as we had reached the
level of our forefathers. The obvious question is:
what happened to the first requirement - how
could we be considered redeemed if we were not
yet in our Land?

The Talmud (Berachot 8a) reports that Rabbi
Yochanan was surprised when he heard that
there were old people alive and well in Babylonia.
The Torah states (in the second paragraph of
Shema): “in order that your and your children’s
days be increased on this Land…,” which seems
to imply that people will only reach old age in
Israel and nowhere else. Yet Rabbi Yochanan’s
shock was allayed when he heard that in
Babylonia people arrived early and stayed late in
shul. 

Rabbi Eliyahu Kramer (known as ‘the Vilna Gaon’
d. 1797) asks on this passage: what happened
to the verse? These people may have been
diligent in shul attendance, but the Torah implies
that only the Land of Israel provides longevity! He
answers that the shuls of chutz l’aretz (outside of
Israel) are actually considered part of the Land of
Israel. This is based on a Talmudic statement that
in the messianic future, the shuls of Babylonia will
move over to Israel, indicating that they must

already have an aspect of the kedushah
(holiness) of the Land (see Megilah 29a). This
explains why the prophet Yechezkel
(Ezekiel), when consoling the Jews about having
been exiled, told the people that God would be
with them in the shuls of Babylonia, for these
shuls were really part of the Land of Israel. Rabbi
Shmuel Eidels (known as the Maharsha d. 1631)
goes even further, ascribing to shuls in chutz
l’aretz the kedushah of the Temple itself. 

This can help us to understand the seemingly
cryptic comment of the Ramban quoted earlier.
Once the Mishkan had been erected, the camp
was infused with the kedushah of the Land of
Israel. Just like a shul is considered part of the
Land due to its future resettlement there, the
Mishkan follows the same rule, for it too was
eventually to be set up there. 

One could add a slightly different approach too.
The kedushah of the Land of Israel is based on
the uniquely direct relationship with God that the
Jewish people can have there (see Devarim
11:12). This is why Rashi (d. 1105) writes that the
main facet of the kedushah of Eretz Yisrael is the
Beit Hamikdash, the epitome of this direct
relationship. Therefore, once the nation had a
Mishkan and God’s Shechinah rested amongst
them, they achieved the type of direct connection
which is part and parcel of the kedushah of the
Land. They were now considered ‘redeemed’. 
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Jewish Contemporary Ethics Part 16: The Written and Oral
Torah VIII 
by Rabbi Dr Moshe Freedman, New West End Synagogue

Previous articles have noted
that both the Written and
Oral Torah were revealed by
God to Moshe at Mount
Sinai. While the Written
Torah is fixed, the Oral Torah
offers the opportunity for
human innovation. However,

these two statements seemingly conflict with one
another; if the Oral Torah was revealed to Moshe
at Sinai, implying that it is hermetically sealed
from human interference, what room is left for
innovation? Furthermore, Talmudic Sages often
disagree in matters of Jewish law. How could this
have happened if their role was to faithfully
transmit God’s Torah from generation to
generation?

In his work People of the Book, Israeli philosopher
Moshe Halbertal summarises three positions
which address these questions:

The Spanish philosopher Rabbi Avraham ibn
Daud (d. 1180) states that rabbinic innovation is
merely an act of uncovering the pre-existing
truths of Torah, hidden by God. This is similar to
the view of Rabbi Yeshayahu Horowitz (known as
the Shelah HaKadosh, d. 1630) mentioned in 
the previous article. Yet one of the challenges to
this perspective is the existence of machloket –
rabbinic disagreement, which implies a
breakdown in the retrieval process of this hidden
Oral Torah. Indeed this is the reason given by the
Talmud for the disputes between Hillel and
Shammai (Sanhedrin 88b).

Opposing this position, the Rambam
(Maimonides d. 1204) states that the sages
legitimately innovated novel interpretations 
of Torah, in addition to those given to Moshe 
at Sinai. Controversy only developed as a 
result of these new interpretations. As Halbertal
puts it: “controversy arises out of the process 
of derivation rather than through a crisis of
transmission”. 

A third view however, turns the issue of halachic
controversy on its head. Based on the writings of
the Ramban (Nachmanides d. 1270), this
approach views the Talmudic Sages as the
constitutive decisors of Jewish law. This means
that rabbinic disagreement is merely part of the
process of ascertaining what the law should be,
based on the biblical dictum of majority rule (see
Shemot 23:2). Ostensibly, this position may risk
undermining the idea of a fundamental halachic
status. Some objects have qualities which are
unnegotiable, such as being kosher or not kosher.
The power of the Talmudic Sages extends to
being able to render something impure (tamei) as
pure (tahor) and vice versa.

Rabbi Yair Chaim Bacharach (known as the
Chavat Yair d. 1702) scrutinises each approach
and exposes the tension within the fundamental
principles of the transmission of Torah. We must
either assert that the Oral Torah is all Divine (Rabbi
ibn Daud and the Shelah HaKodosh) and exclude
dissenting views from the Sinai revelation or
alternatively embrace rabbinic disagreement at
the cost of an absolute halachic truth, leaving us
with a more open-ended Torah (in line with the
Rambam and Ramban, albeit they had differing
approaches).

The next two articles will further examine each
side of this debate, after which we will embark on
the next stage of our journey, which will look at
the mechanisms of how Jewish law is decided in
the modern world.

Answer:  Moshe was 80, Aharon was 83
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