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9. Rav Shimshon Raphael Hirsch: She did not call him  one drawn up from the water.
Perhaps this gives us an indication of the whole tendency of the education which the Princess
gave her foster-son, and the deep impression that was made from the very first on his character.
By giving him this name she said to him: All his life, he is never to forget that he was thrown
into the water and that I drew him out of it. Therefore all his life he is to have a soft heart for
other people’s troubles and always be on the alert to be a , a deliverer in times of distress.
His Hebrew name always kept the consciousness of his origin awake within him. The Princess
surely enquired from the mother what the Hebrew term was, to express this thought, otherwise
she would have given him his name in Egyptian. In all this we can see the humane noble
character of the saviour of Moses.
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Honesty has been lacking,
He who turns away from evil is despoiled.”

The LORD saw and was displeased
That there was no redress.

He saw that there was no man,
He gazed long, but no one intervened.
Then His own arm won Him triumph,
His victorious right handd supported Him.

25. Nechama Leibowitz: Moses intervened on three occasions to save the victim from the
agressor. Each of these represents an archetype. First he intervenes in a clash between a Jew and
non-Jew, second, between two Jews and third between two non-Jews. In all three cases Moses
championed the just cause.

Any further clash must needs belong to one of these three categories. Had we been told only of
the first clash we might have doubted the unselfishness of his motives. Perhaps he had been
activated by the sense of solidarity with his own people, hatred for the stronger oppressing his
brethren rather than pure justice. Had we been faced with the second example we might still have
had our doubts. Perhaps he was revolted by the disgrace of witnessing internal strife amongst his
own folk, activated by national pride rather than the objective facts. Came the third clash where
both parties were outsiders neither brothers, friends nor neighbours. His sense of justice and
fair play was exclusively involved. He instinctively championed the just cause. The third
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example is of special significance. The Bible abounds in examples of repeated trials, particularly
the third one successfully withstood, that prove the mettle of the personality involved. A first
win, as it were, proves little. Perhaps he was prompted by the incentive of recognition and
reward. Only when repeated championing of justice brings no reward can we be convinced of the
unselfishness of the deed. Perhaps Moses on the first and second occasion may have imagined
that he would have earned the gratitude of his own folk, not their insults and threats, as he did.
What is more, he had to run for his life from Pharaoh and go into exile. That was his only
reward. Nevertheless his first deed on arriving in the land of his forced exile after having risked
his life to protect the defenceless was to repeat his action and champion the weak again.

30. Rabbi Sacks: The quintessential Jewish expression of thanks, gratitude and acknowledgment
is Baruch Hashem, meaning “Thank God,” or “Praise be to the Lord.”

...The words Baruch Hashem appear in this week’s parsha. But they are not spoken by a Jew.
The person who says them is Yitro, Moshe’s father-in-law. Rejoining Moshe after the Exodus,
bringing with him Moshe’s wife and children, and hearing from his son-in-law all that had
happened in Egypt, he says, “Praise be to the Lord [Baruch Hashem], who rescued you from the
hand of the Egyptians and of Pharaoh, and who rescued the people from the hand of the
Egyptians” (Ex. 18:10).

Three people in the Torah use this expression – and all of them are non-Jews, people outside the
Abrahamic covenant. The first is Noach: “Praise be to the Lord, the God of Shem” (Gen. 9:26).
The second is Avraham’s servant, presumed to be Eliezer, whom he sends to find a wife for
Yitzchak: “Praise be to the Lord, the God of my master Avraham, who has not abandoned His
kindness and faithfulness to my master” (Gen. 24:27). The third is Yitro in this week’s parsha...

It is, though, possible that a more fundamental point is being made. The Torah is signalling its
most subtle and least understood idea: that the God of Israel is the God of all humankind, even
though the religion of Israel is not the religion of all humankind. As Rabbi Akiva put it:
“Beloved is humanity, for it was created in the image of God. Beloved is Israel, for they are
called children of God.”[2]

We believe that God is universal. He created the universe. He set in motion the processes that led
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to stars, planets, life, and humanity. His concern is not limited to Israel. As we say in the prayer
of Ashrei, “His tender mercies are on all His works.” You do not need to be Jewish to have a
sense of reverence for the Creator or recognise, as Yitro did, His hand in miraculous events. It
would be hard to find another religious literature that confers such dignity on figures who stand
outside its borders...

Consider also, the fact that the title of our own parsha this week, which contains the Ten
Commandments as well as the most significant event in all of Jewish history, the covenant at
Sinai, carries the name of a non-Jew. What is more, immediately prior to the revelation at Sinai,
the Torah tells us how it was Yitro the Midianite Priest who taught Moshe how to organise the
leadership of the people...

Why then does Judaism distinguish between the universality of God and the particularity of our
relationship with Him? Answer: because this helps us solve the single greatest problem humanity
has faced since earliest times. How can I recognise the dignity and integrity of the ‘other’?
History and biology have written into the human mind a capacity for altruism toward the people
like us, and aggression toward the people not like us. We are good, they are bad. We are
innocent, they are guilty. We have truth, they have lies. We have God on our side, they do not.
Many crimes of nation against nation are due to this propensity.

Which is why Tanach teaches otherwise. Noach, Eliezer and Yitro were people of God without
being members of Israel. Even the people of Nineveh became an example of how to heed a
Prophet and repent. God blessed Yishmael as well as Yitzchak. These are powerful lessons...

That is what the Torah is doing when it tells us that Noach, Eliezer and Yitro said Baruch
Hashem. They thanked God, just as we, today, thank God. God is universal. Therefore humanity,
created in His image, is universal. But the revelation and covenant at Mount Sinai were
particular. They belong to our story, not the universal story of humankind.

I believe this ability to be both particular in our identity and universal in our commitment to the
human future is one of the most important messages we, as Jews, have to deliver in the 21st
century. We are different, but we are human. Therefore let us work together to solve the
problems that can only be solved together.

33. Rabbi Sacks: But there is another question within the question. “Who am I?” can be not just
a question about worthiness. It can also be a question about identity. Moses, alone on Mount
Horeb/Sinai, summoned by God to lead the Israelites out of Egypt, is not just speaking to God
when he says those words. He is also speaking to himself. “Who am I?”

There are two possible answers. The first: Moses is a prince of Egypt. He had been adopted as a
baby by Pharaoh’s daughter. He had grown up in the royal palace. He dressed like an Egyptian,
looked and spoke like an Egyptian. When he rescued Jethro’s daughters from some rough
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shepherds, they go back and tell their father, “An Egyptian saved us” (2:19). His very name,
Moses, was given to him by Pharaoh’s daughter (Ex. 2:10). It was, presumably, an Egyptian
name (in fact, Moses, as in Ramses, is the ancient Egyptian word for “child”. The etymology
given in the Torah, that Moses means “I drew him from the water,” tells us what the word
suggested to Hebrew speakers). So the first answer is that Moses was an Egyptian prince.

The second was that he was a Midianite. For, although he was Egyptian by upbringing, he had
been forced to leave. He had made his home in Midian, married a Midianite woman Zipporah,
daughter of a Midianite priest and was “content to live” there, quietly as a shepherd. We tend to
forget that he spent many years there. He left Egypt as a young man and was already eighty years
old at the start of his mission when he first stood before Pharaoh (Ex. 7:7). He must have spent
the overwhelming majority of his adult life in Midian, far away from the Israelites on the one
hand and the Egyptians on the other. Moses was a Midianite.

So when Moses asks, “Who am I?” it is not just that he feels himself unworthy. He feels himself
uninvolved. He may have been Jewish by birth, but he had not suffered the fate of his people. He
had not grown up as a Jew. He had not lived among Jews. He had good reason to doubt that the
Israelites would even recognise him as one of them. How, then, could he become their leader?
More penetratingly, why should he even think of becoming their leader? Their fate was not his.
He was not part of it. He was not responsible for it. He did not suffer from it. He was not
implicated in it.

What is more, the one time he had actually tried to intervene in their affairs – he killed an
Egyptian taskmaster who had killed an Israelite slave, and the next day tried to stop two
Israelites from fighting one another – his intervention was not welcomed. “Who made you ruler
and judge over us?” they said to him. These are the first recorded words of an Israelite to Moses.
He had not yet dreamed of being a leader and already his leadership was being challenged.

Consider, now, the choices Moses faced in his life. On the one hand he could have lived as a
prince of Egypt, in luxury and at ease. That might have been his fate had he not intervened. Even
afterward, having been forced to flee, he could have lived out his days quietly as a shepherd, at
peace with the Midianite family into which he had married. It is not surprising that when God
invited him to lead the Israelites to freedom, he resisted.

Why then did he accept? Why did God know that he was the man for the task? One hint is
contained in the name he gave his first son. He called him Gershom because, he said, “I am a
stranger in a foreign land” (2:22). He did not feel at home in Midian. That was where he was, but
not who he was...

Who am I? asked Moses, but in his heart he knew the answer. I am not Moses the Egyptian or
Moses the Midianite. When I see my people suffer I am, and cannot be other than, Moses the
Jew. And if that imposes responsibilities on me, then I must shoulder them. For I am who I am
because my people are who they are.

That is Jewish identity, then and now.
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