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I spent this past week in New York City at the Jewish Theological Seminary with twenty 

rabbinic colleagues from our movement. We were studying, in depth, hilkhot gittin, the laws of 

Jewish divorce, including how to properly write the bill of divorce, called a get, using special ink 

and a quill, writing in Hebrew letters similar but not identical to that which are used in the 

Torah scroll. The days were intense, beginning at 7:30 AM and concluding around 6:00 PM, with 

breaks to daven, to eat our meals, and very little else. But we did have the nights “off,” which 

allowed me and my colleagues to be tourists in New York City, eating in some excellent 

restaurants, taking long walks from place to place, and occasionally using mass transit when the 

shlep was just a bit too far. It has been years since I spent this much time in the city, a place 

with which I have a bit of a complicated relationship. As a rabbinical student, I loathed certain 

parts of living in New York City, and later commuting there from Long Island, but this past week 

reminded me that I also love visiting the place. The experience of returning to a place where I 

spent significant and formative years in my life was a bit surreal. So much of NYC has changed 

in the six years since I left it, and yet so much has stayed the same, which is why that 

experience of returning there is on my mind, and something that I just had to address as I 

prepared to deliver my sermon this morning.  

Coincidentally Parshat Vaera is also about a person returning to a place with which they 

had a complicated relationship. Despite his many attempts to shirk the responsibility, Moses is 

commanded by God to return to Egypt, to the place of his birth, where he was raised as a royal 

and from where he fled as a criminal. It will be his task to liberate the Israelites from slavery, 
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but to do so he must return to Egypt, face Pharaoh, and demand their freedom. But let us not 

forget the circumstances under which Moses fled from Egypt. In last week’s parsha, Moses 

leaves the palace, witnesses an Egyptian taskmaster beating an Hebrew slave, and he 

intervenes, killing the Egyptian in defense of the Hebrew. Even though he was an Egyptian 

royal, he knew in his kishkes that something here was not right, that no human being should be 

enslaved by another, treated in such a dehumanizing manner. But Moses could only save this 

one Hebrew—he could not same them all, or at least he did not know that he would one day. It 

was this incident that ultimately prompts his flight from Egypt.  

It takes many years for God to appear to Moses and for him to return to Egypt, and once 

he does so he is easily defeated. In response to Moses’ initial demand to free the Israelites, 

Pharaoh makes their lives even more bitter, and the people no longer look to Moses as a leader 

but as a thorn in their side. But God will not allow Moses to give up so easily. When Moses 

bemoans his situation in this week’s parsha, God responds to him, ּבֹא ַדֵּבר ֶאל־ַּפְרֹעה ֶמֶל� ִמְצָרִים, 

“Go and tell Pharaoh king of Egypt to let the Israelites depart from his land.”1 This is the first of 

four times that God will use this language with Moses. Four times Moses must be told to go 

back to Pharaoh, approach him and demand freedom for his kinsmen. Four times God says to 

Moses, ּבֹא, go to Pharaoh.  

Why does he need to be repeatedly told? Moses knows his task and his mission. He 

knows what he must say and do. In reading the text and seeing these repetitions, I believe that 

Moses was uneasy about the whole situation. Returning to Egypt, facing Pharaoh, being back in 

the place of his birth was for him a very difficult experience. Remember, Moses was raised in 

 
1 Exodus 6:11.  
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the lap of luxury, rescued as an innocent infant and brought into the palace to be raised 

alongside the royal family. And yet he is also keenly aware of the suffering of his people, and 

that it was through their suffering that Pharaoh and his family were enriched. So, do not 

underestimate the complexity of Moses’ relationship with Egypt. It could not have been easy 

for him to return.  

This is the challenge that Parshat Vaera sets before us. Imagine that you are Moses, that 

you have unfinished business, a task once started but not yet complete, and this task requires 

you to place yourself in a complicated situation. In many ways, Moses must have felt deeply 

grateful for the life he once had in Egypt. After all, it was Pharaoh’s daughter who rescued him 

and gave him a second chance, and it is in that palace that he was raised. But his eyes have 

been opened, and he knows the torment faced by his people, and those two stories are 

intertwined. He knows what he must do. He began the task decades earlier when he stepped 

outside the palace and saw the Egyptian taskmaster beating the Hebrew slave. He intervened 

to save that one person, but his task is not yet complete. And that is why God has to remind 

Moses four times saying Bo, “Go to Pharaoh,” complete the task. Sometimes, beginning the 

task is not enough; sometimes, we also have to finish it.  

And yes, I know what Rabbi Tarfon teaches in Pirkei Avot: לֹא ָעֶלי� ַהְּמָלאָכה ִלְגֹמר, ְולֹא

חֹוִרין ִלָּבֵטל ִמֶּמָּנה ַאָּתה ֶבן , “It is not incumbent upon you to finish the work, but neither are you 

free to desist from it [entirely].” 1F

2 In this case, Moses cannot desist from it, neither can he leave 

it incomplete. Remember that it was Moses who began this task. He was the one who saw the 

injustice of slavery with his own eyes and acted in defense of the Hebrew, but it takes these 

 
2 Pirkei Avot 2:21 (as translated in Pirkei Avot Lev Shalem, p. 100).  
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reminders from God for Moses to realize that this is a task which must be completed. These are 

details of the narrative not to be overlooked, and yet we often gloss over them so quickly. It is 

from within Moses himself that this sacred task initially emerges. He was the one who 

intervened. He was the one to act. It is not God who responds first to the cries of the Israelites, 

but Moses. God endowed each and every one of us with the sacred capacity to recognize when 

someone needs help, and even more importantly, the ability to act. Moses begins the project, 

and God must encourage him to return to it, to complete it, despite the difficulties and 

complicated circumstances that he will inevitably face.  

The same is true for all of us. I imagine that we all have some unfinished business from 

our past, to-do lists with weighty and incomplete tasks. Parshat Vaera challenges us to return to 

those lists, reexamine our current priorities, and set our minds on finishing what we have 

already started. It may not be easy—we may face challenges and difficulties along the way. But 

we must also remember that God will accompany us on any worthy endeavor, as long as we 

attune ourselves to hearing God’s encouraging message, bo, go and return to the task.  

Shabbat shalom.  


