
Torah Portion: Va’era 
 

(Book of Exodus) 
 
 
“Moses appealed to God saying, “[If] the Israelites would not listen to me, why would Pharaoh 
respond to me, a man of impeded speech?” 
                                                                        -Exodus 6:12 
  
     Most young children engage in some form of bible study.  Among the plethora of biblical 
characters encountered in religious school settings, Moses stands out.  There is hardly a child 
who does not know about Moses and the Ten Commandments.  Probably the same can be said 
for the Midrash (legends) that have arisen with regard to Moses’  famous speech impediment.   
  
     One such Midrash teaches when Moses was a child, sitting on Pharaoh’s knee, he took the 
crown off of Pharaoh’s head and put it on himself.  The court magicians took this as a bad sign 
and demanded that he be tested.  They placed a platter with a piece of gold and a hot coal before 
Moses to see which he would take.  If he took the gold, he would have to be killed.  An angel 
guided Moses’ hand to the hot coal, and he put it into his mouth, leaving him with a life-long 
speech impediment. 
  
     Children inevitably become adults.  For many adults, the stories learned in their youth-
especially with regard to bible-have a way of becoming imbedded in their DNA!  When Moses 
says to God, “why would Pharaoh respond to me, a man of impeded speech?” it is understood to 
mean Moses suffered some form of speech defect.  However, the 19th century Rabbi Yehudah 
Aryeh Leib of Ger (known as the Gerer Rebbe) suggests another way of understanding Moses’ 
disability: 
  
     “If the children of Israel refuse to listen to their leaders, there can be no leaders who are able 
to speak, who can become a mouth for them.  If the children of Israel listen to Moses, his mouth 
would be opened, his speech would be fluent, and his words would reach Pharaoh. But, if they 
don’t want to listen to him, he would be effectively made into one “of impeded speech.” 
  
     Effective leadership requires an effective following.  Leadership is only as good as the people 
they purportedly lead. The Gerer Rebbe suggests the fault does not rest with Moses, but with the 
Israelites, themselves.  As slaves they learned to trust no one, nor extend their faith beyond their 
own selfish needs.  The Israelites listened to what they wanted to hear, and little else. The 
disability was not with Moses but the people he would lead for 40 years in the desert. 
  
     You might say some individuals are not cut out to be leaders, while other people are not 
worthy of having them!  As Gloria Estefan sings, “It cuts both ways!” 
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