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Parshat Shmot

The Makings of a Leader
Simon Wolf

As discussed previously, the early part of Sefer
Shmot is the story of “Building a Nation” (See
Parshat Shmot). Parshat Shmot, in particular, is
focused on the choice of a leader, the person who
will be able to skillfully shepherd the tribe of slaves
to become the chosen nation that represents
God. He will need emotional intelligence and
leadership prowess to escort the new nation
through its growing pains and its trials and
tribulations. Moreover, he will also need to be a
master orator and statesman to gain the
confidence and the following of Bnei Yisrael and
to successfully navigate negotiating with Paraoh,
the preeminent leader of the largest empire of the
time. God obviously sees in Moshe the
ingredients that make him the best candidate for
this position. Moshe’s deeply caring way and
humility along with his moral aptitude to take
decisive action are the requisite raw materials
incumbent for developing a leader of the caliber
necessary for this job. Aside from his natural
humility, Moshe is also keenly aware of his
shortcomings that make him the unlikely choice
for this position. He believes that his oratory
challenges and his lack of established history with
the people should disqualify him from
consideration. On the other hand, God sees
those difficulties as enhancing Moshe’s appeal.
God first reassures Moshe that his brother Aharon
will be his orator and that God will assist the two
of them to successfully make their case before the
people and before Paraoh.' In addition, God
provides Moshe with credentials to present before
Bnei Yisrael in order to secure his credibility with
the people.? Moshe’s deficits are actually an
advantage to his being chosen as the leader of
Bnei Yisrael since his being an outsider gives him
a unique and different perspective on the situation
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and his lack of eloquence makes it clear that it is
God who is really orchestrating the situation and
not some charismatic revolutionary leader. But
Moshe is still lacking one essential ingredient and
that is leadership experience.

Leadership is rarely born overnight, but rather it is
the sum total of the experiences encountered by
an individual that cumulatively prepares them for
that position. Good leaders grow and evolve, they
do not suddenly appear. Dovid HaMelech, who
also went from being a shepherd to an
unparalleled leader, fills many interim roles of
leadership before he eventually becomes the
king. He is at first a “general” in Shaul’s army,3
then he leads a rag-tag group of rebels,*
ultimately he becomes the king of Yehuda® and
then finally the king over all of Bnei Yisrael.®
While Dovid’s rise to stardom with the defeat of
Goliat might have been meteoric, his rise to
leadership was a gradual and steady progression
of increasing responsibility. This experiential
easing into leadership seems to be totally absent
in the life of Moshe. The Midrash tries to
compensate for this deficit by filling in the “missing
years” in Moshe’s life story with roles of
leadership.” In the Yalkut Shimoni, there is found
a long and intricate story, the historicity of which
is somewhat questionable. It has Moshe
eventually ascending the throne of Kush (wi),
over which he rules for forty years.® While the
Midrash is trying to deal with a difficult and cryptic
verse where Miriam and Aharon speak negatively
about the “Cushite woman who he [Moshe] had
married”® and simultaneously account for all the
years missing from Moshe’s life story, it is also
clearly sensitive to and trying to compensate for
the lack of leadership experience in Moshe
Rabbeinu’s life. Other Midrashim, like the one
cited by Rashi, tell of Moshe becoming Paraoh’s
chief of staff, similar to Yosef's role in the house
of Potifar.'" All of these sources are trying to
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bridge the glaring gap between Moshe’s being a
shepherd and his suddenly being thrust into a
position of leadership which only serves to
exacerbate the absence in the Torah of any
description of Moshe’s evolution into becoming a
leader.

Leadership experience can be garnered in two
fashions. One is the assumption of smaller
positions of responsibility that gradually grow into
larger leadership roles. On the other hand, one
can also gain experience by encountering and
navigating challenges that prepare the individual
for the task. Obviously, in an optimal world, the
leader would possess a background that includes
both of these, but in situations that involve the
birth of a new nation, it might be much harder or
nearly impossible to come by leaders with
significant prior leadership experience. In the
absence of such previous leadership trials, one
would hope and expect the leader's life
experience to compensate for the lack of
leadership background. In that vein, we would
like to suggest that the anecdotes from Moshe’s
life story prior to assuming the mantle of
leadership, which are told in Parshat Shmot, are
actually a microcosm of all the challenges that he
will encounter after becoming the leader of Bnei
Yisrael. It would seem that Chazal were attuned
to this concept since many of the Midrashim seem
to enhance the linguistic parallels that point to this
phenomenon. We will try to lay out the highlights
of the parallels in prose, but as in previous
instances we will add a table at the end of the
D’var Torah that will provide more detail and a
visual perspective of our thesis.

Moshe is born under the shadow of Paraoh’s
decree that all male children shall be thrown into
the Ye'or (1np'7¢n mix'n Tivn [an 72).'? Painted
into a corner, his mother is left with no choice, but
to place him into a basket a float him in the reeds
on the banks of the Ye'or (now %y qiea nyni
ax'n)."® His sister watches from nearby to see
what salvation might be wrought by God.'
Suddenly, the daughter of Paraoh appears and
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spots the baby amongst the reeds. She stretches
out her arm and plucks the basket from the
waters. When she discovers that there is a baby
inside, she has pity on the baby and decides to
undermine her father's decree by sparing the
baby’s life.'> The Gemara in Sota identifies the
date of this occurrence as the twenty-first of
Nissan which not coincidentally is the same date
as Kriyat Yam Suf.'® Rabbi Elazar goes one step
further and also suggests that the reeds
mentioned (OX'n N9y 7y qiea oynl) are
synonymous with Yam Suf, the Sea of Reeds."”
The Midrash in Sota also mentions that Paraoh’s
daughter was so taken by the baby because of the
presence of God that accompanied him.'® All of
these Midrashim are pointing to the fact that this
story is parallel to Bnei Yisrael's experience at the
Yam Suf. There, the pursuing Egyptian army had
pinned Bnei Yisrael against the Yam Suf which
left them no choice or possible escape but to enter
the waters.' Moshe instructs the people to stand
by and watch the salvation provided by God. God
commands Moshe to stretch out his arm over the
waters which suddenly splits the sea to allow Bnei
Yisrael to cross to safety and sets in motion the
final defeat of Paraoh. Bnei Yisrael witness the
presence of God, and the Egyptians chasing them
are trapped in the collapsing sea to avenge their
drowning of the Israelite children.?®

Now that the daughter of Paraoh has spared
Moshe, she needs to find him a wet nurse. The
Midrash claims that she tried and failed with many
Egyptian nurses.?® This then leads to the
continuation of the story in the Torah whereby his
sister offers to fetch a nurse from the Ivriot and
calls the mother of the child to nurse him.?
Moshe is returned to his biological mother to be
nursed and raised until he is old enough to return
to the daughter of Paraoh. Bnei Yisrael’s
emergence from the Yam Suf is peppered with
stories of their inability to find water or food in the
desert. They wander for three days without
finding water until they finally reach waters that
are not potable because they are bitter.?
Eventually, God shows Moshe how to make the
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waters drinkable which provides them with the
much needed water. The scenario repeats itself
again with the Maan and again with the waters at
Masa u'M’'Riva.?* Each time Moshe provides a
solution that allows Bnei Yisrael to be nurtured
and nourished by God, the source of all their
sustenance.

Once Moshe is weaned, his mother brings him to
his adoptive mother, the daughter of Paraoh.?®
What is so striking is that Moshe is now the lone
member of his nation to take up residence in, or
maybe even enter, the king’s palace. The Midrah
suggests that the daughter of Paraoh’s interest
and maybe even infatuation with Moshe was
because of his unusual countenance. “Whoever
saw him could not take their eyes off of him."%6
Paraoh, as his adoptive grandfather, used to play
with him on his lap whereby Moshe would
playfully remove Paraoh’s crown and place it on
his own head (presaging Moshe’s eventual defeat
of Paraoh). The other opinion in the Gemara Sota
as to the date when Moshe was placed in and
saved from the waters is the sixth of Sivan, an
obvious reference to Ma’amad Har Sinai.?” Given
that perspective, it is interesting to note the
Gemara’s interpretation that the reason Paraoh’s
daughter went to bathe in the waters was to
“cleanse” herself of the idolatrous practices of her
father’s house (a quasi-conversion).?®

Interestingly, Ma’amad Har Sinai has many of
these same elements. Moshe instructs the
people to sanctify themselves and launder their
clothing in anticipation of the revelation at Har
Sinai, or in the view of Chazal undergo
conversion.?® Here too, Moshe alone is instructed
to approach God while everyone else remains on
the outside.®® After the Chet Ha’'Egel, Bnei
Yisrael are instructed to remove their crowns or
finery from Ma’amad Har Sinai®*' while Moshe who
was on Har Sinai returns with a radiance that
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captivates Bnei Yisrael and must be veiled.??
Moshe is the lone member of Bnei Yisrael to have
grown up in a house of royalty and to speak face
to face with Paraoh on a regular basis and
similarly he alone ascends Har Sinai to receive
the Luchot and learn the Torah and he also
uniquely speaks to God Panim EI Panim ('7x n1o
n19).33

Once Moshe grows up, he wanders out of the
palace to see the plight of his people.®* He is
appalled by the moral indifference of the Egyptian
taskmaster and impulsively takes action by killing
the oppressor. Moshe is a Levi and similar to his
forefather, who wiped-out the city of Sh’chem, is
zealous, impulsive and unwavering in his
dedication to that which is right and just. That
leads Moshe to take immediate action upon
exiting the palace even though it may not have
been the popular thing to do or in his best
interests. This is very similar to Moshe’s return
from Har Sinai (palace) to the camp of Israel (his
people) after receiving the Luchot. Upon
witnessing the unimaginable Chet Ha'Egel, he
cries out, “Mi LaHashem Elai ("7x 177 ' mxi).”3°
Sure enough, the entire tribe of Levi gathers at his
side, whereupon he commands them to purge the
camp of the violators.

Moshe’s killing of the Egyptian taskmaster
eventually lands him in trouble with Paraoh. His
fear is piqued by the fact that when he intercedes
with the two quarreling Ivrim he encounters, they
ask him if he plans to kill them like he killed the
Egyptian. Moshe surmises from this that his
supposedly surreptitious actions have now been
exposed and it is only a matter of time before the
information reaches Paraoh. Rashi quotes the
Midrash that suggests that Paraoh was made
aware of this incident by informers from amongst
Bnei Yisrael.*® Moshe thereby concludes that it
must be the sin of Lashon Ha’Ra that landed Bnei
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Yisrael in this difficult predicament of exile. As a
result of this Lashon Ha’ra, Moshe is forced to run
away to Midyan where he spends his years of
exile shepherding sheep in the Midbar. According
to the Midrash, Moshe ran away either at the age
of twenty or forty.3” If he left Mitzrayim at forty and
returned at the age of eighty,® he spent forty
years in exile. Once again here, this vignette is
reminiscent of the Chet Ha'M’Raglim ( xon
D'722mn). After the spies bring back a seditious
and evil report about the Land of Israel which
leads to a rebellious groundswell and heresy
amongst the people, God decrees that Bnei
Yisrael will be relegated to wandering in the
Midbar for forty years (with Moshe shepherding
them) and all the male members from age twenty
and older will perish in the desert.

When Moshe heads out of the palace on the
“second” day, he tries to intervene in a quarrel that
he witnesses between two Ivrim.?®* He is once
again bothered by the inappropriate behavior or
injustice and tries to mediate the situation.
Shockingly, the quarreling parties turn to Moshe
and say, “who appointed you to be a leader or
ruler over us?” They reject his leadership
overtures as well as his moral guidance. In the
Gemara Nedarim, Chazal identify the arguing
parties as Datan and Aviram (oaxi [nT).4% This
is so interesting because Datan and Aviram make
similar claims in opposition to Moshe’s leadership
in Korach’s rebellion. When Moshe approaches
them personally to try to quell the rebellion, they
respond negatively to Moshe’s overtures by
asking “why do you lord over the congregation of
God?” and “Is it not enough...that you also want
to lord over us?"*' Their rejection of Moshe is
almost identical to the claims of the quarreling
lvrim.42

God tells Moshe that it is safe for him to return to
Egypt “because all of those looking to prosecute
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you have passed away.” Once again, Chazal in
the Gemara Nedarim assume this is a reference
to Datan and Aviram who had not passed away,
but rather had fallen on hard economic times that
impoverished them. They invoke the dictum that
Ani Chashuv K'Met (nn> aiwn 1y) in order to
suggest that they had “passed away”.#3 After they
or whoever was an obstacle had passed away,
Moshe is able to begin his mission to lead Bnei
Yisrael out of Mitzrayim. Similarly, in Korach’s
rebellion, once the perpetrators are eliminated
along with their possessions by being swallowed
up by the ground, Moshe’s leadership is firmly
grounded.** Or possibly, when all the generation
of the Exodus perishes in the Midbar, God
instructs Moshe to begin the process of leading
the next generation into the Land of Israel.*®

At this point in Moshe’s life, God’s intention was
for Moshe to not only lead Bnei Yisrael in the
Exodus, but also to accompany them into the
Land of Israel. The subsequent vignettes,
including the story of the burning bush, the
anecdote about circumcision and Moshe’s
complaining about his initial failure to secure Bnei
Yisrael's freedom from Paraoh, all find parallel
narratives in Sefer Yehoshua.

In summary, while it is possible that Moshe did not
have official previous leadership experience, the
challenges, trials and tribulations he encounters
during his lifetime are a microcosm of the more
formidable challenges that he will face when he
assumes the mantle of leadership. What is true
for Moshe is true of each individual in their own
capacity. Through this prism, we can therefore
attempt to take a more positive approach to our
challenges and difficulties in life since they are
lessons that will help make us more capable and
experienced leaders in the future.

Shabbat Shalom
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