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Exodus 6:2-13 
ה אֱלהִֹים וַידְַבֵּר ֹּאמֶר אֶל־מֹשֶׁ  אֵלָיו וַי

 אֶל־אַבְרָהָם וָאֵרָא יהו''ה׃ אֲנִי
י בְּאֵל וְאֶל־יעֲַקֹב אֶל־יִצְחָק דָּ מִי שַׁ  ושְּׁ

י לאֹ יהו''ה   לָהֶם׃ נוֹדַעְתִּ

2-3. God spoke to Moshe and said to him, “I am YHVH.  I 
appeared to Avraham, to Yitzhak and to Ya’akov as El Shaddai, 
but by My Name YHVH I was not made known to them. 

רִיתִי הֲקִמֹתִי וְגַם ם אֶת־בְּ  לָתֵת אִתָּ
 מְגֻרֵיהֶם אֶרֶץ אֵת כְּנָעַן אֶת־אֶרֶץ לָהֶם

ָּרוּ ר־ג י אֲנִי וְגַם בָהּ׃ אֲשֶׁ מַעְתִּ  שָׁ
נֵי אֶת־נאֲַקַת רָאֵל בְּ ר יִשְׂ  מִצְרַיִם אֲשֶׁ

רִיתִי׃ וָאֶזְכֹּר אֹתָם מַעֲבִדִים  אֶת־בְּ

4-5. “I also established My covenant with them, to give them the 
land of Canaan, the land of their sojourning where they dwelled. 
And I also heard the moaning of the Children of Israel that the 
Egyptians enslave them, and I remembered My covenant.  

רָאֵל אֱמֹר לָכֵן  יהו''ה אֲנִי לִבְנֵי־יִשְׂ
חַת אֶתְכֶם וְהוֹצֵאתִי  מִצְרַיִם סִבְלתֹ מִתַּ

י י מֵעֲבֹדָתָם אֶתְכֶם וְהִצַּלְתִּ  וְגָאַלְתִּ
זְרוֹעַ אֶתְכֶם פָטִים נטְויָּה בִּ ְּדֹלִים׃ ובִּשְׁ  ג

י  לָכֶם וְהָיִיתִי לְעָם לִי אֶתְכֶם וְלָקַחְתִּ
ם לֵאלהִֹים י וִידַעְתֶּ  יהו''ה אֲנִי כִּ
חַת אֶתְכֶם הַמּוֹצִיא אֱלהֵֹיכֶם  מִתַּ

 מִצְרָיִם׃ סִבְלוֹת

6-7. “Therefore say to the Children of Israel: ‘I am YHVH; I will 
take you out from under the sufferings of Egypt; I will deliver 
you from their slavery; I will redeem you with an outstretched 
arm and by great judgments.  I will take you to be My people, 
and I will be your God, and you will know that I am YHVH  
your God who frees you from under the sufferings of Egypt. 

ר אֶל־הָאָרֶץ אֶתְכֶם וְהֵבֵאתִי  אֲשֶׁ
אתִי  לְאַבְרָהָם אֹתָהּ לָתֵת אֶת־יָדִי נָשָׂ
י ולְּיעֲַקֹב לְיִצְחָק  לָכֶם אֹתָהּ וְנָתַתִּ
ה ר יהו''ה׃ אֲנִי מוֹרָשָׁ ה וַידְַבֵּ  כֵּן מֹשֶׁ
נֵי רָאֵל אֶל־בְּ מְעוּ וְלאֹ יִשְׂ ה שָׁ  אֶל־מֹשֶׁ

צֶר ה׃ ומֵּעֲבֹדָה רוחַּ מִקֹּ   קָשָׁ

8-9. “‘I will bring you into the land that I swore to give to 
Avraham, to Yitzhak and to Ya’akov, and I will give it to you as 
an inheritance: I am YHVH.’”  Moshe spoke thus to the Children 
of Israel, and they did not hear Moshe from shortness of spirit 
and from hard labor. 

ה יהו''ה וַידְַבֵּר  בֹּא לֵּאמֹר׃ אֶל־מֹשֶׁ
ר רְעֹה דַבֵּ לַּח מִצְרָיִם מֶלֶךְ אֶל־פַּ  וִישַׁ

נֵי־ רָאֵל אֶת־בְּ  מֵאַרְצוֹ׃ יִשְׂ

10-11. YHVH spoke to Moshe saying: “Go and tell Pharaoh king 
of Egypt to let the Israelites depart from his land.” 

ה וַידְַבֵּר  הֵן לֵאמֹר יהו''ה לִפְנֵי מֹשֶׁ
רָאֵל נֵי־יִשְׂ ּ בְּ מְעו  וְאֵיךְ אֵלַי לאֹ־שָׁ

מָעֵנִי פָתָיִם׃ עֲרַל וַאֲנִי פַרְעֹה יִשְׁ  שְׂ
ר ה יהו''ה וַידְַבֵּ  וְאֶל־אַהֲרֹן אֶל־מֹשֶׁ
ם ֵּ נֵי וַיצְַו רָאֵל אֶל־בְּ רְעֹה יִשְׂ  מֶלֶךְ וְאֶל־פַּ

רָאֵל לְהוֹצִיא מִצְרָיִם נֵי־יִשְׂ  אֶת־בְּ
  מִצְרָיִם׃ מֵאֶרֶץ

12-13. Moshe spoke before YHVH saying, “The Children of Israel 
did not hear me – so how will Pharaoh hear me, I who am of 
blocked lips?”  YHVH spoke to Moshe and to Aharon, and 
commanded them about the Children of Israel, and about 
Pharaoh king of Egypt, to take the Children of Israel out of the 
land of Egypt. 

 
 
 

 

רוךְּ ה בָּ ​יהו׳׳ה אַתָּ
ּ ​הָעוֹלָם מֶלֶךְ אֱלהֵֹינו

ר נוּ אֲשֶׁ מִצְוֹתָיו קִדְשָׁ ​בְּ
ּ נו ָּ דִבְרֵי לַעֲסוֹק וְצִו  תוֹרָה: בְּ

Barukh Atah Adonai​
eloheinu melekh ha'olam​

asher kidshanu b'mitzvotav 
v'tzivanu la'asok b'divrei Torah. 

Blessed are You, YHVH, our God, 
eternal sovereign, who sanctified us 
in God’s mitzvot and commanded us 
to busy ourselves in words of Torah. 
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“I WAS NOT MADE KNOWN TO THEM” 
 

Exodus 6:3 
מִי י לאֹ יהו''ה ושְּׁ  .but by My Name YHVH I was not made known to them …  לָהֶם׃ נוֹדַעְתִּ

Rashi, Ex. 6:3 
י לאֹ א כָּאן כְּתִיב אֵין הוֹדַעְתִּ  אֶלָּ
י, לאֹ י לאֹ נוֹדַעְתִּ  בְּמִדַת לָהֶם נִכַּרְתִּ

י, אֲמִתּותּ לִּ עָלֶיהָ שֶׁ מִי נִקְרָא שֶׁ  שְׁ
ת נֶאֱמָן ה', בָרַי, לְאַמֵּ הֲרֵי דְּ  שֶׁ

ים י: וְלאֹ הִבְטַחְתִּ  קִימְַּתִּ
 

Not written is “I did not make [Myself] known,” but rather​
“I was not made known.”  [That is], I was not recognized by 
[Moshe’s ancestors] by My attribute of truth, for which I am 
called YHVH, faithful in the truth of My words, because 
promises [to them] I did not fulfill [in their lifetimes]. 

 

Sforno, Ex. 6:3 
רְאֶה, בְּאוֹתָהּ נֵּיתִי וְלאֹ הַמַּ  שִׁ

עֲדָם בְעֵי טֶבַע שׁוםּ בַּ י מִטִּ לְתִּ  הַבִּ
אוֹדִיעַ רָאויּ ולְּכֵן נִפְסָדִים.  זֶה שֶׁ

לֹּא לְזַרְעָם  מֵאֲבוֹתָם, זֶה קִבְּלוּ שֶׁ
 ובְּכֵן לְעָם, לִי אוֹתָם הָקִים לְמַעַן

 אֶגְאָלֵם.

By such an appearance.  Until now, I never needed to change 
nature for their sake: it would have been unseemly.  Now it 
was appropriate to make Myself known to their descendants 
in ways they could not receive from their ancestors, for the 
sake of establishing them through Me as a nation, and 
thereby to redeem them. 

Mekhilta d’R. Shimon Bar Yohai, Tos. 6:2 
 מדבר הקב״ה כשהיה האבות

 את מרעיש קולו היה לא עמהן
 היה שלא בחשאי אלא העולם
 אבל דורן: בני להשמיע הצורך

 הקב״ה כשהיה הנביאים שאר
 את מרעיש היה עמהן מדבר

 קול ה'( כ"ט )תהלים שנ' העולם
 ארזים שובר ה'

When the Holy Blessed One spoke with the patriarchs, God’s 
voice would not shake up the world, but it was rather quiet, 
since there was no need for the people of their generations to 
hear.  But all other prophets [starting with Moshe]: when the 
Holy Blessed One spoke with them, [God’s voice] shook up 
the world, as in (Ps. 29:5), “YHVH’s Voice breaks cedars!” 

Shemot Rabbah 6:4 
ה הַקּב׳׳ה א''ל  עַל חֲבָל לְמשֶׁ

אָבְדִין כְּחִין, וְלָא דְּ תַּ ה מִשְׁ  הַרְבֵּ
עָמִים  יִצְחָק אַבְרָהָם עַל נִגְלֵיתִי פְּ
י בְּאֵל וְיעֲַקֹב דַּ י וְלאֹ שַׁ  לָהֶם הוֹדַעְתִּ

י מִי כִּ ם ה' שְׁ י כְּשֵׁ אָמַרְתִּ  וְלאֹ לְךָ שֶׁ
ה מִדּוֹתָי… אַחַר הִרְהֲרוּ  וְאַתָּ
חִלַּת לִיחותִּי תְּ מִי מַה לִי אָמַרְתָּ שְׁ ְ  שּׁ

The Holy Blessed One said to Moshe: “Alas for the patriarchs 
no longer here.  Many times I revealed Myself to Avraham, 
Yitzhak and Ya’akov as El Shaddai and did not make Myself 
known, for My Name is [YHVH], the Name I told you, but 
they did not consider My qualities [i.e. who I truly am]....  But 
you, from the start of when I sent you out, said to Me, “What 
is [Your] Name”? 

 

Zohar 1:104a 
מְעוֹן ר׳ אָמַר א תּ׳׳ח שִׁ כִינתְָּ שְׁ  לָא דִּ

אַבְרָהָם מִנֵּיהּ אַעֲדֵי  בְּהַהִיא דְּ
עֲתָא קב׳׳ה שַׁ  ר׳ א׳׳ל לֵיהּ, אָמַר דְּ
א וְהָא אֶלְעָזָר כִינתְָּ יל הֲוָה שְׁ  מַלִּ
יהּ הָא עִמֵּ ְּלִי דָא דְּ  קב׳׳ה עֲלֵיהּ אִתְג

כְתִיב  ]וגו׳[ אַבְרָהָם אֶל וָאֵרָא דִּ
י. בְּאֵל דָּ אי. הואּ הָכִי א"ל שַׁ  וַדַּ

R. Shim’on said, “Come and see that Shekhinah did not move 
from Avraham, so at all times the Holy Blessed One spoke to 
him.”  R. Elazar said to him, “Shekhinah spoke with him, but 
the Holy Blessed One revealed only at his level, as in (Ex. 6), 
“I appeared to [the patriarchs] as El Shaddai” – to them exactly. 
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“FROM SHORTNESS OF SPIRIT” 
 

Exodus 6:9 

ה וַידְַבֵּר נֵי כֵּן מֹשֶׁ רָאֵל אֶל־בְּ  וְלאֹ יִשְׂ
מְעוּ ה שָׁ צֶר אֶל־מֹשֶׁ  ומֵּעֲבֹדָה רוחַּ מִקֹּ
ה׃  קָשָׁ

Moshe spoke thus to the Children of Israel, and they did not 
hear Moshe from shortness of spirit and from hard labor. 

Rashi, Ex. 6:9 

הואּ מִי כָּל רוח. מקצר  רוחּוֹ מֵצֵר שֶׁ
ימָתוֹ ימָתוֹ: לְהַאֲרִיךְ יָכוֹל וְאֵינוֹ קְצָרָה, ונּשְִׁ נשְִׁ  בִּ

From shortness of spirit – If one is in narrowness [=anguish], 
breath comes in short gasps: one cannot lengthen breath. 

Sforno, Ex. 6:9 

צֶר ֹּ י רוחַּ. מִק  אֶל אֶת נֶאֶמְנָה לאֹ כִּ
 לְהִתְבּוֹנֵן. לֵב נָתְנוּ וְלאֹ רוחָּם,

From shortness of spirit – It did not appear believable to their 
spirits, so their heart could not understand. 

Ibn Ezra, Ex. 6:9 

 אזן הטו ולא שמעו ולא וידבר.
 באורך רוחם קצרה כי לדבריו
 שנתחדשה קשה ובעבודה הגלות,
 עליהם:

Moshe spoke – They could not hear or even incline their ears 
to his words, for their spirits were short [i.e. impatient] due to 
their length of exile and the hard labor newly added to them. 

Ramban, Ex. 6:9 

ה ומֵּעֲבדָֹה רוחַּ מִקּצֶֹר עֲבורּ לאֹ קָשָׁ  בַּ
לּאֹ ּ שֶׁ לּאֹ רַק ובִּנבְִיאוֹ, בַּה' יאֲַמִינו  שֶׁ
ּ צֶר לִדְבָרָיו אֹזֶן הִטּו  כְּאָדָם רוחַּ, מִקֹּ

קְצַר תִּ עֲמָלוֹ, נפְַשׁוֹ שֶׁ  יִרְצֶה וְלאֹ בַּ
צַעֲרוֹ, רֶגַע לִחְיוֹת עְתּוֹ בְּ רְוַח מִדַּ ִּ י  שֶׁ

 הואּ הָרוחַּ וְקֹצֶר כֵן, אַחֲרֵי לוֹ
ם חְדָּ לּאֹ פַּ רְעֹה יהַַרְגֵם שֶׁ חֶרֶב פַּ  בַּ
ר ּ כַּאֲשֶׁ ה, אֶל שׁוֹטְרֵיהֶם אָמְרו   מֹשֶׁ

From shortness of spirit and from hard labor – It was not that 
they didn’t believe in God and God’s prophet: they paid no 
attention [at all] from shortness of spirit – like one whose soul 
is aggrieved in one’s misery and doesn’t want to live another 
moment in one’s suffering though they know that later it will 
be relieved.  Their shortness of spirit was fear that Pharaoh 
would murder them by sword, as their officers said to Moshe.  

R. Shefa Gold, Torah Journeys: Vaera 
 

At the center of our liturgy is the prayer that says, “Listen!  Sh’ma!” Listening is the 
first step in the process of liberation.  Va-eyra reveals to us two main obstacles to listening, 
and here our spiritual challenge is laid out. 

 
The first challenge to listening is “shortness of spirit.”  This is sometimes translated 

as “impatience.” The process of liberation requires great patience and discipline to take the 
small, necessary steps that will not necessarily relieve our immediate pain.  Resolute 
patience is required to fully rest in the present moment as it is.  This full acceptance of 
“what is” awakens the power of our presence and allows the process of transformation to 
unfold. Here is the paradox: One must patiently BE… in order to BECOME… 

 
THE SPIRITUAL CHALLENGE of [this Torah portion] is to keep the heart open in 

the face of prolonged suffering and to let the seeds of freedom grow in the darkness.  

 

https://www.rabbishefagold.com/va-eyra/
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R. Sandra Lawson, “Vaera: When Breath is Short” 
 

God speaks to Moses with words of hope and liberation. But when Moses brings this 
message to the Israelites, the Torah tells us they cannot hear him because of kotzer ruah – a 
shortness of breath, a constricted spirit. 

 
That matters this week.  Kotzer ruah is what happens when trauma settles into the 

body.  It’s the tightness in the chest when we learn a synagogue has been destroyed by fire.  
It’s the shallow breathing that comes with shock, grief, fear, and anger compressed 
together….  In [this Torah portion], God meets the Israelites exactly where they are and 
says: I hear your groaning. I see your pain. I know… 

 
R. Kimberly Herzog Cohen, “Turning a Diminished Spirit into Hope”  

 

The root of kotzer can mean “to be shortened” but it also can mean “reap, harvest, 
join together.” A well-known use of the word kotzer with the meaning “reap, harvest, 
join together” is Psalm 126:5: “Those who sow in tears, shall reap with songs of joy” 
(b’rinah yiktzoru). In this single, seemingly simple verse, we learn of the possibility to 
turn kotzer ruach, a diminished spirit, into rinah yikzoru, songs reaped in joy – a soul that 
is shortened, into a sense of hope and promise.  

 
R. Erin Leib Smokler (on the Sfat Emet) 

 

Moses is to bring a message of salvation to a downtrodden people, promising them 
that God will – finally – deliver them.  After hundreds of years of slavery, generations of 
oppression and trauma, redemption is nigh.  But the people could not hear it.  [T]he 
Israelites were too deeply mired in their pain of the moment to take in future-oriented 
promises.  They could not fathom a reality other than the one they (and their grandparents 
and their grandparents) inhabited, and so they blocked out even mention of an alternative.  
They simply could not metabolize what seemed so flagrantly false…. 

 
[While Torah records that Moses was a man of “blocked lips,”] Moses could not 

speak because the people could not hear.  That is, he could not communicate with a people 
so very shut down and unavailable to his messaging.  With no a priori buy-in, no openness 
to taking in new things, Moses, the harbinger of hope, was effectively silenced. 

 
Exile is not a place.  It is a condition of being in which we are closed down, shut off, 

unable to receive, unable to activate our faculties of imagination.  It is the state of being 
stuck, folded into ourselves, unable to open to the presence of another.  To exit exile, then, 
we must render ourselves vulnerable, capacious, receptive.  Redemption and revelation 
demand radical openness, an inner quieting so that we might hear the sounds of the others 
who call to us.   Such an emptying… will return us to deep breath (neshimah) and to our 
expansive souls (neshamah).  In humbly listening for the whispers of revelation, we 
simultaneously attune ourselves to intimations of the Divine. 

 

 

https://tjpnews.com/turning-a-diminished-spirit-into-hope-for-a-better-tomorrow/
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THIS IS RISKY.
IT MAY HURT.



 

Martin Buber, “Tales of the Hasidim: Later Masters,” 277 
 

The great Hasidic master Rabbi Menahem Mendel of Kotzk [=Kotzker Rebbe] 
asked some learned men who were visiting him, “Where is the dwelling place of God?”  

Laughing, they responded, “What a thing to ask!  Is not the whole earth full of 
God’s glory?” (Isaiah 6) 

Menachem Mendel then answered his own question: “God dwells wherever we 
let God in.” 

The ‘Kotzer’ Rebbe  
 כביכול נעדר כשהקב׳׳ה מרגישים

 שמוצפים בזמן אותו כשנחסם רק
 להתרגל צריכים הנסיבות. ע׳׳י

 רוח בקוצר הזאת המציאות להבן
 רוחנו קוצר את לקשר ודאי,

 גבול לה שאין הכללית לנשמה
 רוח מקוצר יוצאים וא׳׳כ ומדה.

 ענני יה, קראתי המצר מן ע׳׳י
 הוא הראשון הצעד יה. במרחב

 אחוז הכאב היכן לב לשים
 בתשומת עמוק לנשום בחוזקה.

 שוב. ולנשום לגמרי לצעוק לב.
  יה. למרחב לפתוח כך

We feel that God is absent, as it were, because – overwhelmed 
by circumstance – we block God out.  We must accustom 
ourselves to discern this condition from the shortness of spirit 
itself, then reconnect the shortness of our spirit back to the 
totality of Spirit that has no boundary or measure.  Then we 
can emerge from it by (Ps. 118:5), “From the narrows I call out 
to You, and You answered me in Yah’s expansiveness.”  The 
first step is to notice where pain is held tightly.  Breathe in 
with mindfulness.  Cry out completely, let the lungs empty, 
then inhale again.  This is opening to Yah’s expansiveness.  

 
 

“I WHO AM OF BLOCKED LIPS” 
 

Sforno, Gen. 6:12 

פָתָיִם. עֲרַל וַאֲנִי י שְׂ ב כִּ לֹּא חָשַׁ  שֶׁ
א עִמּוֹ אַהֲרֹן צֵרַף דִבּורּ אֶלָּ  רִאשׁוֹן בְּ

הָיָה בְרוֹ שֶׁ  לָעָם. דִּ

I who am of blocked lips. For he thought that Aaron would not 
accompany him except when he first spoke to the people. 

Isaiah 6:5-8 

י כִי־נִדְמֵיתִי אוֹי־לִי וָאֹמַר  אִישׁ כִּ
פָתַיִם  עַם־טְמֵא ובְּתוֹךְ אָנֹכִי טְמֵא־שְׂ

פָתַיִם ב אָנֹכִי שְׂ י יוֹשֵׁ לֶךְ כִּ  אֶת־הַמֶּ
ָּעׇף עֵינָי׃ רָאוּ צְבָאוֹת יהו׳׳ה  אֵלַי וַי

רָפִים אֶחָד ְ ה ובְּיָדוֹ מִן־הַשּׂ  רִצְפָּ
מֶלְקַחַיִם חַ׃ מֵעַל לָקַח בְּ זְבֵּ ַּע הַמִּ  וַיגַּ

י ֹּאמֶר עַל־פִּ  עַל־ זֶה נָגַע הִנֵּה וַי
פָתֶיךָ אתְךָ עֲוֺנֶךָ וְסָר שְׂ ר׃ וְחַטָּ כֻפָּ  תְּ
מַע  אֶת־מִי אֹמֵר אֲדֹנָי אֶת־קוֹל וָאֶשְׁ
לַח  הִננְִי וָאֹמַר יֵלֶך־ְלָנוּ ומִּי אֶשְׁ

לָחֵנִי׃  שְׁ

I said, “Woe is me; I am lost!  For I am a man of impure lips 
and I live among a people of impure lips – yet my own eyes 
have beheld the Sovereign YHVH of Hosts.”  Then one of the 
seraphim flew to me, and in its hand were tongs by which it 
took a [hot] coal from the altar.  It touched it to my lips and 
said, “Now that this has touched your lips, your iniquity will  
depart and your sin will be atoned.”  Then I heard the voice 
of my Lord saying, “Whom shall I send?  Who will go for 
Us?”  I said, “Here I am.  Send me.” 
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Shemot Rabbah 1:26  

ּ ם וְהָיו בִין שָׁ י יוֹשְׁ  מִצְרַיִם, חַרְטֻמֵּ
ה אָנוּ מִתְיָרְאִין וְאָמְרוּ, ֶּ נוֹּטֵל מִז  שֶׁ

תְרְךָ לאֹ רֹאשׁוֹ, עַל וְנוֹתְנוֹ כִּ  יִהְיֶה שֶׁ
אָנוּ אוֹתוֹ זֶה עָתִיד אוֹמְרִים שֶׁ  שֶׁ

ךָ. מַלְכותּ לִטֹּל  אוֹמְרִים מֵהֶם מִמְּ
רְפוֹ, אוֹמְרִים מֵהֶם לְהָרְגוֹ,  לְשָׂ

ב יִתְרוֹ וְהָיָה ינֵיהֶן יוֹשֵׁ  וְאוֹמֵר בֵּ
ה הַנעַַּר לָהֶם, ֶּ עַת, בּוֹ אֵין הַז א דַּ  אֶלָּ
חֲנוּ קְעָרָה לְפָנָיו וְהָבִיאוּ אוֹתוֹ, בַּ  בִּ

יט אִם וְגַחֶלֶת, זָהָב הָב יָדוֹ יוֹשִׁ ָּ  לַז
עַת בּוֹ יֵשׁ ּ דַּ יט וְאִם אוֹתוֹ, וְהִרְגו  יוֹשִׁ

ַּחֶלֶת יָדוֹ עַת בּוֹ אֵין לַג  עָלָיו וְאֵין דַּ
פַּט ָּד מָוֶת. מִשְׁ  לְפָנָיו הֵבִיאוּ מִי
לַח ח יָדוֹ וְשָׁ הָב, לִקַּ ָּ ַּבְרִיאֵל ובָּא הַז  ג
ַּחֶלֶת אֶת וְתָפַשׂ יָדוֹ אֶת וְדָחָה  הַג

ַּחֶלֶת עִם יָדוֹ וְהִכְנִיס יו לְתוֹךְ הַג  פִּ
ּ לְשׁוֹנוֹ, וְנִכְוָה נוּ ה ומִּמֶּ  …: נעֲַשָׂ

 

Egypt’s magicians were sitting there and said: “We are afraid 
of this one who takes your crown and puts it on his head, lest 
he be the one of whom we said that he is destined to wrest 
your kingdom from you.”  Some said to behead him, some 
said to burn him.  Yitro was sitting in their midst and saying 
to them: “This boy has no da’at [=knowing].  Rather, test him.  
Bring before him a bowl with gold and [a bowl] with a hot 
coal.  If he extends his hand to the gold, he has da’at and [you 
should] kill him.  If he extends his hand to the coal, he has no 
da’at and he has no sentence of death.” Immediately, they 
brought [them] before him and he extended his hand to take 
the gold.  Gavriel came and pushed his hand.  He seized the 
coal and placed his hand with the coal into his mouth, and 
his tongue was burned. From that he became (Ex. 4:10) “slow 
of speech and slow of tongue.” 
 

Jessica Jacobs, “Moses and this Moment” 
 

When God comes to Moses and asks him to speak to Pharaoh as God’s prophet, 
Moses replies he is unworthy as he has aral sfatayim [=blocked lips].  Often translated as 
“impeded speech,” the literal translation is much stranger: “uncircumcised lips.”  Yet 
aral can also mean “unharvested” and sfatayim, “language.” 

 
What might it mean to have “unharvested language?” 
 
When crops remain unharvested, they go to seed and stop producing.  When we 

speak without first considering our words, repeat and repost ideas and slogans without 
thinking, or add our names to petitions we haven’t completely read, we let our critical 
faculties lay fallow and the better parts of ourselves go to seed within us.  From Moses’s 
hesitation, we learn we can instead opt to tend our words with care, choosing which to 
compost and which to share, which aspects of ourselves to cultivate and which to 
witness as they arise but not react to or act upon. 
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