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“The kind of help/That helping's all about”

Shabbat shalom. There’s a poem I used to love as a kid by Shel Silverstein, about helping
people. We used to play it as a family on long car rides, and it goes like this:

“Christopher John mows the lawn while Agatha Fry helps rake it,
but Jennifer Joy makes a toy and Zachary Zugg helps break it...
…[S]ome kind of help is the kind of help
That helping's all about,
And some kind of help is the kind of help
We all can do without.”

While this cheeky poem has great rhyming and word play, there’s also something deeper here. We often
want to help others, but us wanting to help isn’t all that’s necessary to ensure proper execution of
supporting other people. Actually, it’s often quite complicated and messy.

Moshe - who we are introduced to for the �rst time in this week’s parsha - grows up in the
Egyptian palace, far away from his Hebrew family. And yet, as he grows, he begins to notice the system
of oppression all around him. The verse says (2:11):

י  ל מֶֹׁש֙ה׀ַויְִה֣ ם ַוּיִגְַּד֤ ים ָהֵה֗ יוַּבּיִָמ֣ א ֶאל־ֶאָח֔ םַוּיֵֵצ֣ ְרא ְּבִסְב�ָת֑ …ַוַּי֖
Some time after that, when Moses had grown up, he went out to his kinsfolk and witnessed their labors…

It is interesting to note the phrase “ בסבלותםוירא ”. This could literally mean that Moshe saw Bnei
Yisrael’s su�ering: Moshe saw people make bricks, pull stones, build pyramids. But the pre�x ”ב“ on
the word סבלותם is an unusual placement, as it often is used to connote being physically inside
something - making the verse say that Moshe saw INTO Bnei Yisrael’s su�ering.

Shemot Rabbah, a collection of midrashim on the Book of Exodus, expands:

What is, " ְּבִסְב�ָתםַוּיְַרא .?" For [Moshe] would look upon [Bnei Yisrael’s] burdens and cry and say, " ִליֲחָבל
ֲעֵליֶכםמֹוִתייִֵּתןִמיֲעֵליֶכם - Woe is me unto you, who will provide my death instead of yours, for there is not

more difficult labor than the labor of the mortar." And he would give of his shoulders ֵמֶהןְוֶאָחדֶאָחדְלָכל
assist each one of [the Hebrew slaves].

The midrash picks up on this grammar anomaly of the ”ב“ pre�x, and sees it as an expression of
Moshe’s deep empathy. Moshe is not just looking at the su�ering around him, but by peering into
their strife,  he seems to feel it himself as well. His feeling of their su�ering is not just seeing with his
eyes but it’s a kind of joining in their struggle too. He cries, and even wishes to su�er and die in their

https://www.sefaria.org/Shemot_Rabbah.1.27?ven=Sefaria_Community_Translation&lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
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place. Not only does he connect with Bnei Yisrael’s cause, but even goes down to the slave yards and
begins working with them in an attempt to lighten their load.

This midrash is beautiful. It picks up on an idea actually echoed in Pirkei Avot (6:6), of נושא
חבירועםבעול , literally bearing the yoke of one’s friend. It is exemplary of a process of empathy being a

catalyst for action - seeing the struggle of the Other and then in doing so, being compelled to act.

However, I want to share a di�erent read of this midrash, one that echoes Shel Silverstein’s
poem from earlier. When I read the midrash, I actually wasn’t sure how to understand Moshe’s
actions. It is raw and intense that Moshe was moved so deeply in seeing the Hebrew slaves su�ering.
But his response to the su�ering seems somewhat self-absorbed. He sees their su�ering, and he
responds: ֲעֵליֶכםִתימֹויִֵּתןִמיֲעֵליֶכםִליֲחָבל ” - Woe is me unto you, who will provide my death instead of
yours!” He feels so overpowered by empathy that he feels pain and su�ers, but he is experiencing this
from the comfort of the royal palace. He goes to help the Israelites with their load, but does so most
likely in his royal garb, while still popularly understood to be the prince of Egypt, and without asking
the Israelite slaves how best he can help them. He is in the royal court after all - think about how much
Yoseph, only a few generations before, reformed the entire economic system of Egypt just by talking to
Pharaoh! And yet Moshe is here feeling pained, goes to help move some bricks, and then
returns to the comfort of his palace, which was most likely built by the same backs he’s trying
to share the load with!

Not only that, but with this reading of the midrash, a whole new layer is added to the
interaction of Moshe with the two �ghting Hebrew slaves that happens soon after. In the text, Moshe’s
seeing of Bnei Yisrael’s su�ering leads him to kill an Egyptian taskmaster who was �ogging a Hebrew
slave. The next day, Moshe sees two Hebrew slaves �ghting and asks why they’re hitting one another.
And the response (2:14):

ְמ י ָׂשֽ ינּו֞�ִמ֣ ר ְוׁשֵֹפ֙ט ָעֵל֔ יׁש ַׂש֤ ְלִא֨
Who made you chief and ruler over us?

Who put you in charge? Who are you, Moshe, prince of Egypt - to rule in our Hebrew a�airs? Are you
even one of us anyway? You see something that upsets you, and you automatically jump in to save the
day?

There is a sense of being out of touch in Moshe’s response to his feeling of the Israelites’
su�ering. His heart is in the right place, but the execution is poor. His desire to help based on what
causes him discomfort, rather than have any curiosity about what the Israelites say they want or need.
His desire to help seemingly is overstepping his place, as not yet part of the Israelite community and an
outsider – getting involved in a�airs that are not his. He wants to help, but more so to alleviate his own
feelings of distress, rather than taking a step back and wondering if larger and less trigger-happy
approaches to change, are in his capacity.

https://www.sefaria.org/Pirkei_Avot.6.6?vhe=Torat_Emet_357&lang=bi
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Like Shel Silverstein’s poem said, there are ways to help that are indeed actually helpful, but
sometimes certain kinds of help might be more self-serving than we �rst realize. I wonder if this
midrash can draw our attention to that phenomenon, and make us consider what ideal help actually
looks like.

Thinking that our help might hurt, is scary. In fact, this could be why Moshe - even decades
later and after running away to Midian, is so cautious to step in to help yet again. When God
approaches him at the Burning Bush in a call to lead the Israelites out of slavery, Moshe responds
(3:11):

“ י ִכיִמ֣ ֹ֔ יָאנ �ִּכ֥ הֵאֵל֖ ֹ֑ ֶאל־ַּפְרע - Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh and free the Israelites from
Egypt?”

After the �are up with the two Hebrew slaves, Moshe now recognizes that insensitive involvement or
over-involvement is not necessarily the best way to truly help others. But at the same time, there seems
to be a sense of overcorrection on Moshe’s part. Moshe is taking away from his previous experience of
out-of-touchness that he should be wary to help altogether. And that’s when God responds: No,

�ִּכֽי־ֶאְֽהֶי֣ה ִעָּמ֔ - I will be with you Moshe, you must still help anyway.

Moshe then, by being the greatest leader in Jewish history, models for us an interesting kind of
leadership. It is not one that is linear in its growth; there are bumps along the way and learning curves
regarding how best to serve and how best to lead. But in fact, showing that Moshe grows and learns
along the way, is what makes him so admirable. As Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel, whose 50th
yahrzeit was commemorated this past week, writes, “...[t]he Bible is a book about man. It is not a book
about God” (Moral Grandeur and Spiritual Audacity pg. 157). This approach, of acknowledging
Moshe’s �aws and recognizing  his attempt to grow and learn from them, empowers us to feel
comfortable trying to help even when there is potential for messing up; to persevere anyway. Moshe
balancing his desire to help without overstepping can remind us of the image of Burning Bush in our
parsha. When God appears to Moshe, the bush is described as (3:2): “ רַהְּסֶנ֙הְוִהֵּנ֤ה ׁשּבֵֹע֣ ֻאָּכֽל׃ֵאיֶנּ֥נּוְוַהְּסֶנ֖הָּבֵא֔
- there was a bush all aflame, yet the bush was not consumed.” Fire is powerful and good, but it must be
spread responsibly and thoughtfully without causing damage. The bush burning and yet not turning
into kindle, represents Moshe’s balance of burning but not consuming – how we can help others in a
way that best bene�ts them, and not just ourselves.

This dance of Moshe trying to �gure out the best way to help, is one that often comes up today
in trying to �gure out how best to help those around us in need. As Martin Luther King Jr. wrote in
“Letter from Birmingham Jail” in 1963: “Shallow understanding from people of good will is more
frustrating than absolute misunderstanding from people of ill will." Sometimes, even when one’s heart
is in the right place, their ability to help is stunted since they haven’t sat with the oppressed and learned
what the marginalized group needs. And yet, Martin Luther King Jr. says in the same letter: "...[j]ustice
too long delayed is justice denied." One cannot be immobilized out of fear of messing up. In fact, it
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might be better to realize that often in helping others, there will be mess ups. But this does not need to
deter us from trying to help altogether. As the mishna in Pirkei Avot says (2:16): “ ִלגְמֹר,ַהְּמָלאָכהָעֶלי��א

ִמֶּמּנָהִלָּבֵטלחֹוִריןֶבןַאָּתהְו�א . - It is not your duty to �nish the work, but neither are you at liberty to
neglect it.”

Hopefully this upcoming MLK Day weekend, we can take this time as an opportunity to pay
attention to notice the su�ering around us, and see into that su�ering in a way that pushes us to
action. Hopefully though, in a way that is “the kind of help/That helping's all about”, but also if not,
in a way that makes us feel empowered to continue pushing and growing. To continue burning and
not consuming.

https://www.poemhunter.com/poem/helping-2/

