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Back in around second grade, I remember participating in a bracha bee in my elementary 

school. Now – I actually have no idea if this goes on in New York day schools, but at 

Hillel Hebrew Academy in Los Angeles, this was apparently all the rage in the early 80’s. 

The idea, of course, was to encourage us to study and know the appropriate brachos for 

every occasion. There was no spelling involved, so that worked to my advantage, but if I 

remember correctly – I don’t think I ever made it past the second round. Rest assured – 

it’s not as easy as it sounds. Does a seven-year-old know that a mushroom doesn’t grow 

from the ground and that the proper bracha isn’t adama, but she’hakol? Or that the 

brachah on blackberries and blueberries is ha’etz but the bracha on raspberries is adama? 

Who knew? But the real toughies were the non-food brachos. Like the brachah on 

thunder or lightning – and being that it was California – the ever-relevant bracha on 

earthquakes.  

 

Over the course of the ten plagues, we’re witness to virtually every manner of natural and 

supernatural phenomena. But before we reach the end of the story, I’d like to address two 

questions that emerge from the text – two anomalies that deserve our attention:  

 

At Hashem’s behest, Moshe delivers the divine message of salvation to the Jewish 

people. After hundreds of years of slavery, he says, the moment of your national 

redemption has finally arrived. It’s time to go home.  

 

But rather than greeting Moshe’s message with celebration and fanfare, the Jewish people 

do quite the opposite. They ignore him. 

 ולא שמעו אל משה מקוצר רוח ומעבודה קשה

The people failed to listen to Moshe – buckling as they were – under the pain of hard 

labor.  

 

My first question is: Really?  

Tell a convict that he’s going free and he ignores you because he’s too busy? Tell a slave 

he’s been liberated and he brushes you off because his schedule is too full? As the 

medrash itself asks, what person doesn’t pipe up and listen when someone comes to tell 

them good news? What does the Torah mean when it tells us that they didn’t listen to 

Moshe מקוצר רוח ומעבודה קשה? 

 

Now let’s fast forward just a few פסוקים. Moshe and Aharon are about to embark on their 

great mission – when all of a sudden – we come upon an interlude. There’s a break in the 

action for a special message. The Torah interrupts the narrative to give us… a family tree. 

It’s wild. Out of nowhere comes the complete family history of Moshe and Aharon. Even 

if we grant that this information is important for the Torah to tell us – why here? Why 

now – right on the heels of Moshe’s failure to adequately convey the message of 

redemption to the Jewish people?  
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Question number one: How could it be that the Jewish people are too busy to listen to the 

news of their redemption? 

Question number two: What is a family tree doing stuck smack in the middle of the story 

of the Exodus? 

 

I’d like to suggest that we can answer these questions by turning to a perek of תהילים that 

we recite every Saturday night. It’s a promise that Hashem makes to a person at the 

moment of his greatest distress: 

 תהלים פרק צא 

  (טו) יקראני ואענהו עמו אנכי בצרה אחלצהו ואכבדהו:

When he calls on me I will answer him; I will be with him in distress; I will rescue him 

and make him feel him honored. 
 

The problem with a crisis is never just the crisis at hand. It’s the inherent loneliness of the 

moment. ר"ל – someone’s in an auto accident. They’re not hurt, but their car is totaled. 

It’s a disaster. 

 

Accidents happen all the time. Cars get fixed. Insurance claims get submitted. But to be 

all alone with no support doesn’t just exacerbate the problem; it creates a whole new 

dimension to the predicament.  

 

It’s at moments like these when Hashem assures us: עמו אנוכי בצרה. I’ll be with you at 

your time of travail, Hashem says. Whatever happens – I’ll be right there alongside you.   

 

With this simple principle in mind, let’s return to our two questions: 

You know why the people don’t listen to Moshe? It’s not the message they reject, it’s the 

messenger. Moshe is an outsider. A foreigner from Midian who shows up one day and 

says we’re going to be redeemed.   

 

The קוצר רוח and the עבודה קשה are what separate the people from Moshe. That’s why 

they don’t listen to him. He’s not one of them! He hasn’t suffered with them – there’s no 

way he can appreciate their condition. Until you can say, עמו אנוכי בצרה: Moshe – until 

you can say you’re one of us – we simply won’t be able to hear what you say. 

 

This, I believe, is the answer to our second question. The family tree is Hashem’s 

response to Moshe. Go back and tell them, Hashem says, just who you are. Tell them you 

share the same grandparents and great grandparents. Tell them you do get it – that you 

are one of them. You may not have been physically enslaved – but you’ve lived in Egypt 

and you’ve witnessed the suffering of your people. And now the time of the redemption 

has come.  

 

For the better part of this week, our eyes have been glued to the internet and the TV. 

We’ve listened to the radio and read the headlines with a sense of shock and horror. 

What’s happened in Haiti is a tragedy of epic proportion. That in a single instant an entire 

nation could be turned on its head and that tens of thousands of lives could be lost – is a 

staggering thought indeed.  
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As we talked about last week – there are no easy answers to the question of why 

something like this happens.  

 

But you know why we make a bracha on an earthquake? Because a bracha is the means 

by which we register an event in our consciousness. Because we’re called on to 

acknowledge God’s power and providence, we’re forced us to stop and notice; to react; to 

respond.  

 

We have a custom that on mentioning the plagues at the Pesach seder, we spill out a drop 

of wine from our cups. We shed a metaphoric tear when we think of the suffering and the 

loss of the Egyptians. As the Abarbanel says, we go out of our way to demonstrate that 

we take no pleasure in the downfall of our enemies. Imagine: even when our enemies 

suffer, we’re moved by their plight. How much more so when the victims are innocent 

people? 

 

It’s true. We’re outsiders. On some level, we’ll never be able to fully appreciate the 

particular pain that every Haitian feels right now. Every tragedy is different. But our 

response has to be the one Hashem tells Moshe to convey to the Jewish people. Even if 

our life stories aren’t identical; even if we don’t share common experiences, we share a 

common humanity.    

 

Part of our mission as Jews is to imitate the ways of the divine. מה הוא רחום אף אתה רחום. If 

Hashem’s solemn oath at our moment of pain is עמו אנוכי בצרה – that I will be with you – 

at the sight of others’ suffering, we must make the self-same pledge. It’s our duty to reach 

out – to be present in any way we possibly can. 

 

As Rabbi Blech wrote about in his beautiful article this week, it’s such a Kiddush 

Hashem to watch Israel respond to this week’s tragedy. Resources from every corner of 

the country are being summoned to help: The IDF, El Al, Zaka, the Israel police, Magen 

David Adom, IsraAid – the list goes on.  

 

We do it quietly. Not to attract attention to ourselves, but because it’s the right thing to 

do. As Jews, we understand all too well what it means to suffer tragedy; and we 

understand what it means to compound the tragedy by being made to suffer it alone.  

 

Each of us sitting in this room today can add our voice to the chorus of benevolent acts 

being sung by the Jewish people and the Jewish state.  

 

The Jewish Center has teamed up with the American Jewish World Service and the Joint 

Distribution Committee to raise funds for the ongoing emergency relief effort. You can 

donate directly through our website or can you can make a check out to the Rabbi Jung 

Fund and earmark it for Haiti relief.  

 

The quaking of the earth is meant to move each of us – to shake us from a slumber of 

inaction or indifference. Don’t be left on the sidelines. And don’t be daunted by the 
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magnitude of the calamity. It is possible to make a difference. All we require is the 

willingness to make it happen. 

 

 


