Exodus 6:13 records that G-d commanded Mosheh and Aharon toward both the Children
of Israel and Pharaoh, without specifying the content of the command. Of course, there
are many subsequent commands that can be read back into this verse; but the key literary
Issues are

a) why the command is stated generically here

b) whether the intent is to parallel the charges toward Jews and Pharaoh

c) how these issues relate to the peculiar interjection of the genealogies of Reuven,

Shimon, and Levi immediately following
It is possible to explain all of these in a manner devoid of substantive significance, by
seeing this as a general introduction to Mosheh and Aharon’s mission. Thus a broad
statement of their overall role is followed by the genealogies going up to Mosheh and
Aharon, after which the missions are given more detail. This fails to satisfy me.
One midrashic approach focuses on the parallel by saying that they were commanded to
be gentle and tolerant with both Pharaoh and the Jews. Seforno, by contrast, sees it as
investing them with authority relative to both communities. Others focus on giving
substance to the command, seeing it as a decree against Avodah Zarah, or murder. But
the most interesting approach, found in Yerushalmi Rosh HaShannah 5:5, is that Mosheh
was commanded to tell the Jews about the halakhot of Jewish avdut, specifically that
Jewish avadim must be released after laboring for six years.
This approach uses the standard midrashic tactic of filling gaps in Tanakh on the basis of
extra material elsewhere; “the words of Torah are poor in one place but rich in another”.
Here, the gap is the generic command, which is filled on the basis of Yirmiyahu 33,
which declares that G-d commanded the Jews regarding the rules of slavery on the day
that He took them out of Egypt — even though that command first appears in Parashat
Mishpatim, after Sinai. And it seems contextually reasonable for G-d to give this
command now, as a moral contrast to Egypt and a declaration that the Jews must be
better.
Meshekh Chokhmah, however, takes the point much further. He argues that the three
tribes whose genealogies are mentioned were the specific targets of the command,
because they were, even in Egypt, enslaving fellow Jews. They were not enslaved
because, owing to their moral weakness, they would not have been able to maintain their
identities under slavery.
Now the Rabbis were not loath to point out that not all Jews were worthy of the
redemption — 80%, in one tradition, died during the plague of Darkness. But to paint
them as collaborators in slavery seems a level beyond; why did G-d redeem us then?
This is the question that Mosheh Rabbeinu faced in last week’s parashah, when
immediately after killing an Egyptian for beating a Jew, he found two Jews seeking to do
the same to each other.
The message, I think, is that redemption cannot come because Jews do not have the
capacity to commit the same crimes as others; we have no basis for spiritual
complacency. It can only come because, as a community, we overcome those
temptations — when we produce Mosheh Rabbeinus, or lehavdil Rav Yisroel Salanters,
who have, as Dumbledore wisely notes, the courage to stand up against friends, which is
harder than standing against enemies.
This courage is badly needed in Orthodoxy today. But we need to recognize that part of
that courage is being able to continue to recognize kinship while in opposition — to stand



up against friends while keeping them as friends, if possible. This requires great effort on
their part as well. | hope and pray that our community can find both these strengths

within ourselves.

Shabbat shalom
Aryeh Klapper
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