these people as Pharaoh threw their sons into
the Nile, kidnapped their daughters, bathed in
their newborns' blood? Used their children's
bodies to fill quotas of unmade bricks? Where
were You?
And He answers: Tell them I Will Be As I Will
Be. Where was I? I was with them the whole
time. When Pharaoh bathed in their babies'
blood, it was my blood that was spilled. When
he shoved their tiny limbs into spaces meant for
bricks, it was me who was shoved in there.
Everything they endured, I endured. Everyone
who tortured them tortured me. "I am with

them in their suffering."

A bush is on fire but it is not consumed. A nation is threatened with death — killed time and
time again — but it does not die.
But how does the bush burn without being
consumed? For it is I in the fire. Just as I live
forever, they live with me. Just as these people
live forever, I live with them. We will get
burnt on the way. We will suffer. But we will
suffer together. And we will not be consumed.
Alone. Together.

Why, though, is all this suffering, and retelling
and reliving of this suffering, not melancholy to
those who live it and tell it and live it again?
Because it reminds them of the second phase of
the words spoken to the barefooted shepherd.
That together we will live, we will leave. With
tangible treasure and unmitigated spirit.

With the Book of Exodus we encounter the
people of Israel — not individuals like the Patriarchs, unique if not lonely in their faith, but
an entire community, a nation. Throughout the
rest of the Pentateuch, the dominant figure
is Moses, who in today's Torah portion is
charged with taking his people from slavery
to G‑d's service.
G‑d's first revelation to Moses was at the burning bush. "An angel of G‑d appeared to him in
a flame of fire from a thorn-bush; the thornbush was burning with fire but was not consumed." The details of this revelation are an
intriguing and inexhaustible source of interpretations. There is obviously a symbolic besides a

literal significance to the account.
The thorn-bush is a lowly, inconspicuous plant,
and it was chosen rather than the impressive
cedar for the revelation. In terms of the individual, G‑d does not reveal Himself to the arrogant, the self-styled important. And this arrogance is not necessarily the extreme and repulsive kind. It can seem quite innocent and still be
fatal to the spirit. It is complacency, a serene
feeling of contentedness with what one is, the
assurance that one has done his duty by G‑d and
can with equanimity await an appropriate and
generous reward from a grateful Creator.
"I must turn aside (from here to approach
there)," says Moses when he sees the burning
bush.1 For one to deserve and appreciate a revelation, a feeling of G‑dliness, a taste of what
religion and faith can really be — for this the
requisite is discontent, a turning, an urge to
growth, a dissatisfaction with one's spiritual status quo.
This might be a definition of humility —
awareness that one has not achieved what he
can, that the unachieved overshadows the accomplished.

Q: What’s the difference between love and
marriage?
A: Love is blind and marriage is an eye-opener!
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This week we open a new book, Exodus,
second of the Five Books of Moses. The
story of our Parsha, Shemos, begins with the
enslavement and bitter bondage of the Israelites in Egypt. In spite of the back-breaking
oppression, the hardship and humiliation,
the Jewish people would be forged in the
fiery furnace of exile.
Jewish women, in particular, are given much
of the credit for our eventual deliverance. In

the merit of the righteous women of that
generation was Israel redeemed from Egypt
(Sotah 11b). The most important contribution of the women then was that they were
prepared to bring children into the world
despite the most impossible living conditions. Furthermore, it was they who encouraged the men folk to raise families during
their slavery. The Talmud recounts how the
women would soothe their husbands in the
fields, charming and easing them into intimacy. Through their dedication was a generation born.

And today? There is no bondage and little
suffering in our lives. Our biggest hardship is
paying the mortgage, tuition fees, and fixing
the transmission in the second car. Even
those among us who struggle financially live
far more comfortably than any of our forbears. But we have been so conditioned,
make that brainwashed, by a societal value
system and media manipulation, that anybody with more than three children is positively primitive and, oh so crude.
Everyone knows that the very first com-

mandment in the Bible is Be Fruitful and Multiply and all of us are called upon to build and populate the world. But the argument goes that this
only applied in the beginning of time when there
was Adam and Eve and a handful of others, but
today we suffer from overpopulation, hunger and
poverty. Well, everyone also knows that overpopulation is not a problem in affluent countries
and communities. And we also know that hunger
could be alleviated if there was an equitable global food distribution program. Having another kid
in California isn’t really going to cause starvation
in Bangladesh.
Certainly, from a uniquely Jewish perspective, we
Jews are grossly under populated. We have still
not replaced the one third of our nation wiped
out in the Holocaust. By now, we should have
been far more numerous. Sure, our numbers are
depleting because of assimilation but also because
we are having smaller families. Jews seem to take
the two per family rule more seriously than most.
If anything, we can claim a dispensation from
Zero Population Growth on the grounds that we
are still making up our losses. Besides, chances are
we won’t be turning to the United Nations or
the World Bank for their assistance. If necessary,
we will help ourselves.
Then there is Israel. Let’s face it. A factor which
exacerbates our difficulties in the Middle East is
that Palestinians have more children than Israelis.
If every Israeli family had just one more child, we
wouldn’t be so dependent on massive Aliyah
numbers from around the world. Actually, on my
most recent visits to Israel I was pleasantly surprised to see so many secular Israeli women ex-

pecting babies.
Isn’t it expensive to have a big family? Without
doubt, more mouths to feed, clothe and educate means a bigger family budget. But it is also
a question of priorities, allocations and making
choices. A family vehicle instead of a luxury car
is only one example of how larger families
manage. At the end of the day, we trust in G-d
and really do believe that with every new child
comes a new blessing of sustenance from Hashem to help us raise that child.
Over the years, on many occasions I have heard
women past menopause say they wish they had
had more children. How many famous actresses
have been busy with their careers and when
they were finally ready to start a family, it didn’t just happen on cue. Their own biological
clocks ticked away while they were playing
other people’s lives on screen.
My wife and I have, thank G-d, been blessed
with a large family. Over the years, we have
been on the receiving end of many jokes and
snide remarks. With incredulous, wide eyes
people asked my wife, how many children do
you have?! Her stock answer? One of each. I
can well appreciate the Rabbi who got tired of
all the dirty looks at his kids. Wise guys would
challenge him with questions like when are
you going to stop already?! So he came up with
this reply… When I hit Six Million! End of
discussion.
So, if you’re feeling broody, go for it. If you
want to bring yourself many beautiful blessings
(not to mention grandchildren) for many years
to come, have another child. Don’t be intimidated by convention, cynics, or even your
mother in law! Plan a larger family. It’ll make
you larger than life and give you much satisfaction and nachas – for life.
Our grandmothers in Egypt were heroines.
Their faith built a nation. May we do our share
and, please G-d, we will be redeemed too.
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This week's portion tells a story often repeated
throughout history: The Jews become prominent
and numerous. There arises a new king in Egypt
"who did not know Joseph" (meaning he chose
not to know Joseph or recognize any debt of gratitude). He proclaims slavery for the Jewish people.
Moshe (Moses) is born and immediately hidden
because of the decree to kill all male Jewish babies. Moses is saved by Pharaoh's daughter, grows
up in the royal household, goes out to see the
plight of his fellow Jews. He kills an Egyptian
who was beating a Jew, escapes to Midian when
the deed becomes known, becomes a shepherd,
and then is commanded by God at the Burning
Bush to "bring My people out of Egypt." Moses
returns to Egypt, confronts Pharaoh who refuses
to give permission for the Israelites to leave.

It's probably the oldest question in the history of
human thought. It's surely the most disturbing,
the most frequently asked and the least satisfactorily answered: Why, oh why, do bad things happen to good people?
Everyone asks the question: philosophers, theologians, butchers, bakers and candlestick-makers.
No one really answers it. The Bible devotes the
41 chapters of the Book of Job to the subject,
offering several interesting explanations only to
refute them all, the conclusion being that finite
man cannot fathom the ways of G‑d.
For most, the protest against evil is something
that rises out of one's own encounters with the
rough spots of life. To a true leader who feels
the pain of his people as his own, it is a bottomless cry issuing from the seemingly bottomless
well of human suffering.
It didn't take long for Moses to issue that cry.
Shortly after G‑d appeared to him in a burning
bush to appoint him liberator of Israel, Moses
was back.

And Moses returned to G‑d and said: "My G‑d,

why have You done evil to this people?! Why
have You sent me?! For since I came to Pharaoh to speak in Your name, he has done worse
to this nation; and You have not saved Your
people!'' (Exodus 5:22-23).
And what does G‑d say? Hold on just a little
longer and you'll see that it all turns out right at
the end. Encouraging words, especially when
coming from G‑d Himself; but still no answer
for the ultimate Question.
Was it a failing on the part of Moses that he
protested G‑d's way of doing things? A cursory
reading of the Talmudic and Midrashic expositions on Moses' dialogue with G‑d would suggest that it was. Moses is criticized for not
measuring up to the unquestioning faith of the
Patriarchs; by some accounts, he is even punished for his outburst.
But a fundamental rule of Torah scholarship is
that "the Torah does not speak negatively even
of an impure animal" unless there is a positive,
constructive lesson to be derived. To what end
does the Torah tell us about Moses' "failing"?
Some would say that this is to teach us that
even great men such as Moses can experience
doubt and despair. The Lubavitcher Rebbe,
however, takes a different approach. Moses'
protest to G‑d , says the Rebbe, was not a
breach of faith, but an act of faith of the highest
order.
Indeed, the question/protest/outcry, "Why
have You done evil to Your people?!" can issue
only from the mouth of a true believer. The
non-believer, too, may be outraged by the cruelty and suffering our world abounds with, but
just who is he outraged at? The blind workings
of fate? The oblivious and apersonal god of
physical law and evolutionary process? The
random arrangement of quarks that make up
the universe?
Even people who believe in G‑d are not necessarily driven to confront Him as Moses did.
They may not believe that He is truly responsible for all that transpires in the world. They
may not be convinced of His ultimate goodness. They may think that it's pointless to protest to Him, since He doesn't really care how
they feel about it. Or maybe everything's just

fine in their lives, and what's happening to the
rest of the world just doesn't concern them.
The true believer, on the other hand, knows
that everything that happens happens only because it is ordained from Above. He knows that
G‑d is the essence of good and that only good
flows from Him. And he also knows that man
can talk to G‑d and expect a response to his
entreaties. So he cannot but cry out: "My G‑d,
why have You done evil to Your people?!"
This is what we must learn from Moses. We
must speak to G‑d, confront Him, ask Him:
Why is there evil and suffering in Your world?
We do not know enough to comprehend the
answer; we must, however, believe and care
enough to ask the question.

"Where were you?" Whether the question is
from Mom, the boss, the wife, the husband or
the grown children; they are not asking, they
are accusing: Why weren't you where you were
supposed to be?

Your answer is an excuse. Unless you answer
"I've been here the whole time."
A shepherd sees a little lamb run off. The shepherd runs after the lamb: to save it from wolves,
to ensure the lamb has enough water and
enough tender green grass.
While chasing the lamb, he sees a bush on fire,
but it isn't burning. He takes off his shoes in
deference. He is told by He-knows-who to go
free the people from Pharaoh.

But they will ask me Your name, what do I say?
asks the shepherd. A bizarre question matched
by an equally perplexing answer: tell them my
name is I Will Be As I Will Be. (It is the first
recorded conversation between the world's
greatest teacher and the world's foremost student.)
What is your name? A name is how we relate; it
defines who is speaking to whom. If you say
Dad, Mr. Smith, Dr. Smith or Sonny or Bubba
you're not talking about you or them; you are
articulating a relationship.
What is your name? How have you related to

