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Leading Gently
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Shemot 6:9

NYN~7x 1Ny N71 W 027X 12 nYn AT
Y NTAYN1 DN YEn

But when Moses told this to the Israelites, they would
not listen to Moses, their spirits crushed by
cruel bondage.

1. Lead Them Gently

Midrash Shemot Rabbah 7:3
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And commanded them concerning the Israelites...”
— the Holy One blessed be He said to: ‘My children are
naysayers, they are irritable, they are burdensome.
Accept it upon yourself in full knowledge that they will
curse you [and] they will stone you with stones.’
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regarding the Israelites to deal with them in a gentle
manner and to be patient with them (Shemot Rabbah).

2. The Gentle Path to Freedom

Rabbi Kaloynmous Kalman Shapira, Esh Kodesh, Parashat Vaera 5700 (1939-1940)
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“God spoke... ‘l am the Lord’... and they did not
listen to Moses because of shortness of spirit and
hard labor... ‘Behold, the Children of Israel did not

listen to me’... And the Lord spoke to Moses and

Aaron and commanded them concerning the
Children of Israel... Rashi explains: He commanded
them to lead Israel gently and to bear them patiently.

But this requires explanation: what is the connection

between these things? Why should it follow that
because the Children of Israel did not listen due to
Pharaoh’s oppression, Moses and Aaron must therefore
lead them gently? And what good will gentle leadership
accomplish if, God forbid, Pharaoh continues to
afflict them anyway?”

" All translations are from Sefaria, unless otherwise noted.
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“But we pray: ‘Grant us favor, lovingkindness, and
mercy...'—first favor, then lovingkindness, and then
mercy. For favor (hen) applies even to one who, God
forbid, is not deserving of being saved at all, as the

Sages say (Sanhedrin 108; Bereshit Rabbah 29) on the
verse ‘And Noah found favor'—for even Noah was not
truly worthy to be saved, but he found favor.
Lovingkindness (hesed) is known to be pure kindness,
even toward one who is not deserving. Mercy
(rahamim), however, is already mixed with judgment: it
is neither pure judgment, nor complete kindness toward
one who is undeserving; rather, it applies where one is
somewhat worthy, and is treated mercifully.”
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“Therefore, we pray in precisely this order, for it is not
only the case that it is impossible for us to come before
judgment alone, and—out of the suffering and
afflictions—to do everything we are obligated to do, until
we would be worthy by strict justice of all good.
Rather, even to attain mercy, where we would be
somewhat deserving, we cannot reach that state
through suffering. Instead, ‘Grant us first favor and
lovingkindness'—so that even when we are not
deserving, You will save us. Only then will we be able to
come to mercy, where we will at least be somewhat
worthy. And it is not only that because of the afflictions it
is difficult for us to engage in Torah and to do all that we
must do; even what we do manage to do, we do without
vitality of spirit, but rather in brokenness and collapse,
and without joy, God forbid.”
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“Therefore, when our teacher Moses said, ‘Why have
You done evil...?" and the Holy One answered him,
‘God spoke... | am YHVH,’ this means that from this will
emerge the aspect of YHVH—mercy. For through the
intensification of the bondage, they would merit to leave
earlier, as is known. ‘But they did not listen to Moses
because of shortness of spirit and hard labor'—that is to
say: if they were to arrive at mercy through hard labor, it
would be with shortness of spirit, without vitality of life.
‘They did not listen... because of shortness of
spirit—because the shortness of spirit itself came from
the hard labor. Therefore, ‘The Lord (YHVH) spoke and
commanded the Children of Israel’: At first it is written,
‘God (Elohim) spoke..." and afterwards, ‘1 am YHVH’;
but here, ‘YHVH spoke’ appears first—that is, mercy
comes first. And this is ‘He commanded the Children of
Israel,” which Rashi explains as: He commanded them
to lead Israel gently. Meaning that all leadership over
them should not begin with judgment and only later
arrive at mercy, but rather the entire approach—already
from the beginning— must be gentle.”

Nehemia Polen, The Holy Fire, 14

Beyond anything Rabbi Shapira said to his hasidim, the very fact that he did not allow himself to be crushed by the
events of the war was surely the greatest teaching of all.

Big Question: What do we learn from Moshe’s model of “leading gently”?
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