
ְוֵאֶלה ְשמֹות )שמות א:א(
And these are the names. (Shemos 1:1)

The appellations given to the books of 
the Torah generally reflect the themes 
within. For example, Bamidbar is not 
merely the first word of the fourth book; 
it alludes to the thirty-eight years the 
children of Israel sojourned in the desert. 
Every event recounted in the book of 
Bamidbar took place in the desert, so this 
choice of name is not merely semantic. 
Similarly, Devarim is a repetition of 
“items” (i.e., mitzvos and events) 
previously discussed in the Torah. Vayikra 
refers to the appointment between God 
and Moses in the Ohel Moed.

What is the significance of the name 
Shemos?

A name indicates individuality. The Torah 
wishes to emphasize that God concluded 
the covenant not with a nation but with 
an individual. The covenant was initially 

made with Abraham alone. Although the 
community through its sins may lose 
its right to exist, God is willing to deal 
with but one person. A name signifies 
uniqueness. The Ten Commandments 
were addressed not in the plural but 
in the singular, to emphasize that God 
relates not only to the collective but to 
the individual as well. That is why in 
Shemos, the names of Jacob’s children 
are repeated and emphasized.

When I visited the Land of Israel, I 
was taken to a secular kibbutz, where 
the tour guide introduced me to a cow 
he called Rachel. Upon hearing this, I 
instinctively recoiled. When the guide 
saw my reaction, he asked sarcastically 
if giving a cow a name was yet another 
prohibition imposed by the rabbis.

Giving an animal a human name is in 
fact wrong because the individuality 
denoted by a name belongs exclusively 
to humans. Every human death is a loss 

which cannot be replaced: Reuven is 
not like Shimon. The Torah introduced 
the laws of mourning because even if 
someone of lowly character dies, his 
death is still a loss, for every individual 
has been endowed with the divine 
image. The preservation of life is a 
supreme value, even if it necessitates 
the breaking of the Sabbath. The Torah 
therefore emphasizes the importance 
of bikur cholim (visiting the sick) and 
hachnosas orchim (welcoming guests).

A dog may exhibit great friendship 
for his master, but a different dog 
can be substituted which could 
display an identical friendship. A dog 
fundamentally has no name; it is merely 
part of a species. As devoted as a dog 
may be, there can be no aveilus for it.

That is why halachah is so insistent 
that the names recorded in a marriage 
document be written with precision. 
Abraham was elevated to spiritual 
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SHEMOS

One of the most fascinating parts of 
Parshat Shemot is the famous burning 
bush scenario. Moshe is shepherding in 
the desert when he suddenly discovers 
a bush that, despite being on fire, is not 
actually burning. The situation only 
gets more interesting when G-d Himself 
calls out to Moshe, “Here I am Moshe!” 
Moshe takes G-d’s words as enough of 
an invitation and he walks closer to the 
bush just in time to be stopped by G-d, 
“No no no! You can’t come near! You’re 
wearing shoes!” What? Moshe was an 
incredible person. We know that he left 
the comforts of Egyptian princehood just 
because of his devotion to Bnei Yisrael. 

We know that eventually he will be 
chosen to take Bnei Yisrael out of Egypt 
and towards Eretz Yisrael. What could 
possibly be wrong with Moshe’s shoes?

The land around the burning bush, and 
thus surrounding the physical notation 
of G-d’s presence, was very holy. As 
regular human beings, we cannot even 
imagine such a situation as the one in 
which Moshe found himself. Because 
of this holiness, G-d wanted to ensure 
that Moshe was completely connected to 
the situation at hand, so He had Moshe 
remove the only physical boundary 
between himself and the holy ground: 

his shoes.

While it is unlikely that we will find 
ourselves in a situation comparable to 
Moshe’s, we can definitely take this idea 
into our daily lives. In a world full of 
cellphones, internet, and endless GIFs, it 
is up to us to choose to connect ourselves 
to G-d. In the moments when we truly 
feel spiritual we have the responsibility 
of removing all physical boundaries. Just 
like Moshe took off his shoes, we need to 
remember to unplug and log out so that 
we can increase our connection to G-d.

Aliza Makovsky is the teen co-president of 
Southwest NCSY.



Don’t come any closer.  As Moshe approaches the burning 
bush, God asks him to remove his shoes “because the 
ground on which you stand is holy.” 

Rabbi Yisroel Meir Kagan, known as the Chofetz 
Chaim, explains that God’s message to Moshe is for all 
generations. God was telling Moshe that wherever you 
find yourself - whatever place and whatever moment - 
there is an opportunity to apprehend holiness.

Sometimes, we are in situations or places that seem 
irredeemable. God was reminding Moshe - and all 
subsequent generations - that the capacity for holiness 
can always be found where you stand.

The pasuk says that Pharaoh’s daughter sent her 
handmaiden (amah) to retrieve the basket containing the 
infant Moshe. 

Rashi cites the Talmud (Sotah 12b), that she actually sent 
forth her hand, which grew many cubits (amos) and she 
retrieved the basket herself. But why tell us such a story? 
Surely, if the basket were many yards away, Pharaoh’s 
daughter would have known it was beyond her reach and 
not attempted such a ridiculous feat!

The lesson here is always to give one’s best effort and not 
to rely on excuses. The Mishna in Avos (2:16) tells us, “It is 
not your responsibility to complete the task but that does 
not exempt you from the attempt.” We are obligated to 
always do the best that we can. We must do our share to 
the best of our ability and leave it to God to take care of 
the rest.

The Midrash also tells us that Pharaoh had three advisors: 
Balaam, Iyov (Job) and Yisro, each of whom was repaid 
according to the counsel they gave. 

Balaam advised Pharaoh to oppress the Jews; he was 
subsequently killed in battle with Bnei Yisroel. Yisro 
could not abide the plan to oppress the Jews and ran 
away in protest; he was rewarded with righteous Jewish 
descendants. Iyov remained silent; he was punished with 
great suffering, as described in the Book of Job. 

But why did Iyov deserve to suffer? He couldn’t have 
changed Pharaoh’s mind, just as we see that Yisro 
couldn’t.

The Brisker Rav explains that Iyov’s suffering is indeed 
middah k’neged middah for his silence. Yisro couldn’t 
change the plan but he still objected, by running away 
rather than being a tacit accomplice. Iyov’s willingness 
to abstain from objecting shows that he didn’t 
have empathy; he couldn’t feel the Jews’ suffering. 
Accordingly, Iyov had to be shown what it meant to suffer.

The Talmud (Brachos 8a) tells us, “One should 
always complete the reading of the weekly 
Torah portion together with the congregation, 
twice from the mikra and once from the 
Targum.” Mikra means the actual Torah text, 
while Targum means the Aramaic paraphrase 
of Onkelos. 

Human nature is to start learning Shnayim 
Mikra v’Echad Targum with Parshas Bereishis, 
but one can start any time - and Parshas 
Shemos is the perfect jumping-on point.

The name of the parsha – שמות – is also the 
abbreviation for שנים מקרא ואחד תרגום. 
The Baal HaTurim extrapolates the first 
phrase of the parsha - “V’eileh Shemos Bnei 
Yisroel” - as an abbreviation for “V’adam asher 
lomeid haseder shnayim mikra v’echad targum 
b’kol naim yashir, yichyeh shanim rabbos aruchim 
l’olam – A person who learns the weekly 
Torah portion twice in the text and once in 
translation in a sweet, steady voice will live 
many long years.”

So if one is not already fulfilling this weekly 
obligation, Parshas Shemos is a fortuitous 
time to begin!

An idolater once asked Rabbi Yehoshua ben 
Karcha why God addressed Moshe from a 
thornbush. He replied, “You would have asked 
me the same question had God addressed 
Moshe from a sycamore tree. Nevertheless, I’ll 
give you an answer: it was to teach us that no 
place is bereft of God’s presence, not even a 
lowly thornbush.”

The Midrash is full of explanations for the 
significance of the burning bush. Here are 
two:

(1) The reason it was a thornbush is because 
when one sticks his hand into a thornbush, 
he is uninjured; the damage occurs when 
one tries to pull his hand out. Similarly, 
the Jews’ entry into Egypt was painless, 
even welcoming. Trying to get out, on the 
other hand, proved to be an excruciating 
experience. 

(2) The fact that the bush was burning 
without being consumed was symbolic of 
how Israel would survive subjugation in 
Egypt without being destroyed. Chazal 
derive many other important lessons from 
this humble sign.
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SEE IT INSIDE
Parsha ideas that are so good, you have to see them inside!

PARSHA S SHEMOS

In his youth, Reb Zorach Braverman, who later was known as a brilliant Jerusalem scholar, 
once travelled from Eishishok to Vilna, Lithuania. Sitting next to him was an elderly Jew 
with whom he began to converse. Reb Zorach commented to the old man that it was sad 
that in a city as large as Vilna there was no organized Torah youth group.

The old man became agitated. In a tear-stained voice he responded, “Whom do you 
expect to organize these groups, “he asked incredulously, ” the communal leaders who 
are destroying Judaism in Vilna? They do nothing to promote Torah values!” The man 
went on to condemn a group of parnasim (wealthy men) who had assumed control 
of the community affairs and constantly overruled the Rabbinical authorities in every 
aspect of communal life as it related to observance of Jewish law. 

Reb Zorach became incensed. Who was this man to deride a group of community elders? He 
responded vociferously. “Excuse me,” he interrupted,” but I think you should study the new 
sefer (book) that was just published. It is called Chofetz Chaim and deals specifically with the laws 
of slander and gossip. It details all the transgressions listed in the Torah for gossip as such! In fact, I 
have it here with me.” 

The old man asked to see the book. He took it and immediately opened it to a section which specified the rare 
instance it was a mitzvah to speak out against a group of people, in the case when they act defiantly against rabbinic 
authority. Reb Zorach remained quiet and silently took back the book. 

The trip ended and the old man and Reb Zorach went their ways in Vilna. It only took a day until Reb Zorach found out that he 
was seated next to none other than the Chofetz Chaim himself.

Of course, Moshe was the compassionate advocate for Klal Yisrael. But the Torah chooses to define his leadership in a clear and 
unambiguous manner in strong and controversial encounters. His first act was to kill an Egyptian who was smiting a Jew, and 
his second was to chastise two Jews who were fighting so strongly that they threatened to report his former act to the Egyptian 
authorities. After the Torah establishes an ability to reprove and even rebuke sin, only then does it tell us of Moshe’s compassion 
in protecting the daughters of Yisro, in tending sheep by running after a tiny lamb who lost its way in the scorching desert.

Great leaders and Torah visionaries do have tremendous love for all Jews, but they do not compromise on Torah law or on Torah 
values. They are vociferous advocates of right versus wrong. Though one minute they may be chasing lost sheep, running after 
a small child who dropped a small coin, or translating a letter for an indigent immigrant, they would not hesitate to strike the 
Egyptian and chastise their fellow Jew who raised his hand against another, physically or spiritually. What truly makes a great 
man is not only knowing how and when to hold them, but also knowing how and when to scold them.

Adapted from “Tough Love” by Rabbi Mordechai Kamenetzky

KLI YAKAR 1:7 The oppression of affluence.

RAMBAN 1:10 Pharaoh’s oppression began clandestinely.

BAAL HATURIM 2:6 How did the daughter of Pharaoh know Moshe was Jewish? The power of 
empathy.

RAMBAN 2:25 At a certain point, the only thing that can save us is prayer.

RAMBAN 3:13 Our prayers will always be heard - for all generations.

RAMBAN 3:15 Always remember your forefathers.

RAMBAN 4:1 Why did Moshe doubt that the Jewish people would believe him?

RAMBAN 4:13 “You think you’re humble?!” - on the humility of Moshe
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Rabbi Uri Pilichowski is a Rebbe at Yeshivat 
Migdal HaTorah in Modi’in, Israel.

WHAT CAN AMERICA LEARN 
ABOUT TORAH EDUCATION 
FROM YOUR COMMUNITY IN 
ERETZ YISRAEL?
That our children’s Torah education must 
be our top priority. I live in a community 
of professionals. Modern Orthodox, 
Zionist, doctors, lawyers, accountants 
etc. and yet the first concern with the 
local school among all the parents is 
their children’s success in Torah study. 

From Gan to 12th grade, while success 
in secular subjects and the Bagrut 
(standardized national matriculation 
exam) are also important to the 
parents, the first concern is always their 

children’s Torah study. I think the parents 
of Mitzpe Yericho’s priorities should be a 
model for others. 

WHICH SEFER WOULD YOU 
RECOMMEND FOR STUDENTS 
TO LEARN PRACTICAL DAILY 
HALACHA?
Any sefer that teaches a subject that the 
student is engaged by and in a language 
the student can understand. Students 
will only learn if they’re engaged by 
the subject. Some students enjoy more 
background and discussion, so a book 
that takes a few pages on each topic 
might be more interesting for them, and 
others enjoy a list of do’s and don’ts. 
I don’t think there are any must-buy 
sefarim that each student must read - or 

enjoy, for that matter. 

WHAT ADVICE WOULD YOU 
GIVE TO AN ASPIRING HEAD OF 
SCHOOL OR ADMINISTRATOR?
I’ve spent very little time as an 
administrator in education, so I’m not 
one to give advice. I can say that as a 
teacher, my favorite administrators and 
heads of schools have been the ones 
that put the students’ needs first and see 
their role as making sure their teachers 
succeed. Teachers face many hurdles 
to success in the classroom, and an 
administrator who handles the hurdles 
for their teachers will reap the benefits 
when their teachers are motivated by 
the support of their Head of School and 
administrator.

To receive a digital 
copy of this Parsha 
Newsletter or to 
bring one to your 
shul, please contact 
synagogue@ou.org.
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greatness by changing his name. 
Maimonides says that the name Jacob 
reflected a certain destiny, while 
Israel reflected a different destiny. 
The appellation of the book of Shemos 
signifies that the Exodus would have 
taken place even if only one individual 
had been in Egypt.

Rashi cites the phrase, He brings out 
and counts His heavenly Hosts (Is. 40:26). 

This phrase refers to the position of the 
stars within each constellation. Each 
star is but part of a universe, yet each 
star is numbered, named and accounted 
for individually by God. Each has its 
individual function. Similarly, Knesses 
Yisrael is one system which is composed 
of individuals.

(Boston, 1980)

The Mesoras HaRav Chumash, 
based on the teachings of Rabbi 
Joseph B. Soloveitchik, was edited 
by Dr. Arnold Lustiger.
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