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 חקַּ֗יִּוַ ...השֶׁ֔מֹ ןתֵ֣חֹ ן֙יָדְמִ ןהֵ֤כֹ וֹר֨תְיִ עמַ֞שְׁיִּוַ ׳ב-׳א:ח״י תומש
 ׃הָיחֶֽוּלּשִׁ רחַ֖אַ השֶׁ֑מֹ תשֶׁאֵ֣ הרפצ תא השֶׁ֔מֹ ןתֵ֣חֹ וֹ֙רתְיִ

Exodus 18:1-2 And Yitro priest of Midian, 
father-in-law of Moses heard... So Yitro, father-
in-law of Moses took Zipporah, Moses’ wife, 
after she had been sent home. Initially, the text 
identifies Yitro as a priest and father-in-law, but 
then, next verse, it identifies him only as a father-
in-law. Implication? Yitro is coming to Moses not 
in an official capacity but in a personal one.  

 ברֶחֶ֥מֵ ינִלֵ֖צִּיַּוַ ירִ֔זְעֶבְּ י֙בִאָ יקfֵ֤אֱ־יכִּֽ רזֶעֶ֑ילִאֱ דחָ֖אֶהָ םשֵׁ֥וְ ׳ד:ח״י
 ׃העֹֽרְפַּ

18:4 and the other was named Eliezer, meaning, 
“The God of my father was my help, and He 
delivered me from the sword of Pharaoh.” An 
alternative translation: The God of my father 

ירזע  ...was my strength/power and He saved me -ב
(based on a similar word in Ugaritic.) Subtle but 
different. Was God the source of Moses' "help" or 
Moses' "strength"? Likewise, when the Psalmist 
says, ׳ ה םעמ ירזע  (Psalm 121) does he mean, my 
help comes from the Lord or my strength comes 
from the Lord? Is there a difference? Yes.* 

ֹביָּוַ ׳ה:ח״י ־לאֶ השֶׁ֑מֹ־לאֶ וֹתּ֖שְׁאִוְ וינָ֥בָוּ השֶׁ֛מֹ ןתֵ֥חֹ וֹר֨תְיִ א֞
 ׃םיקִֽ`אֱהָ רהַ֥ םשָׁ֖ הנֶ֥חֹ אוּה֛־רשֶׁאֲ רבָּ֗דְמִּהַ

Exodus 18:5 Yitro Moses’ father-in-law, came 
with (Moses’) sons and wife to Moses in the 
wilderness, where he was encamped at the 
mountain of God. Is this the same place that God 
first appeared to Moses (Exod. 3)? If so, then this 
moment is layered with private meaning for him. 
Pilgrimage and prelude. Do he take a moment to 
say to his family: See that place? That's where I 
had the vision of the bush on fire and noticed that 
it wasn't destroyed. That's where I first heard 
God.  Right now, our being here is the fulfilment 
of God's promise, (3:12)    ַּֽאֱהָ֣־תאֶ ן֙וּדבְעַתfִ֔לעַ֖ םיק 

׃הזֶּֽהַ רהָ֥הָ  you will worship God at this mountain. 
 }פ{ ׃וֹצֽרְאַ־לאֶ וֹל֖ �לֶיֵּ֥וַ וֹנ֑תְחֹ־תאֶ השֶׁ֖מֹ חלַּ֥שַׁיְוַ ז״כ:ח״י 

18:27 Then Moses sent his father-in-law, and he 
went his way to his own land. After their reunion 
and celebration, after the experience of mentor-

 
* "My help" suggests passivity and quiescence. "My 
strength" suggests autonomy and resoluteness. "My 
help" is when your car breaks down and you get a 
tow. "My strength/power" is when you get refueled.  
** Gifts are tangible. Honor is intangible. When you 

ship that Moses gets from Yitro, they part. R. 
Joshua says that he sent him with honor, R. Elazar 
Hamodai says that he sent him with many gifts. 
How do you part from a loved one? What is the 
difference between honoring and giving a gift?**  

 םוֹיּ֣בַּ םיִרָ֑צְמִ ץרֶאֶ֣מֵ לאֵ֖רָשְׂיִ־ינֵבְּ תאצֵ֥לְ ישִׁ֔ילִשְּׁהַ שׁ֙דֶחֹ֨בַּ ׳א:ט״י
 ׃ינָֽיסִ רבַּ֥דְמִ וּאבָּ֖ הזֶּ֔הַ

19:1 On the third new moon after the Israelites 
had gone forth from the land of Egypt, on that 
very day, they entered the wilderness of Sinai. 
The verse establishes for us the temporal and 
geographical setting of the story. But could there 
be something else signified by the fact that this is 
the third month? We have moved from one 
season to another, we are now in a new quadrant 
of the year, a new phase. Recall also that when 
Moses was born, his mother hid him three months 
after which, a new phase of his life began.  

־לעַ ם֙כֶתְאֶ אשָּׂ֤אֶוָ םיִרָ֑צְמִלְ יתִישִׂ֖עָ רשֶׁ֥אֲ םתֶ֔יאִרְ םתֶּ֣אַ ׳ד:ט״י
 ׃ילָֽאֵ םכֶ֖תְאֶ אבִ֥אָוָ םירִ֔שָׁנְ יפֵ֣נְכַּ

19:4 ‘You have seen what I did to the Egyptians, 
how I bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you 
to Me. God's purpose in taking Israel out of Egypt 
was to bring them close to him. These verses 
express God's fervent hope and desire that Israel 
become the instrument through which God can 
break through to the world. 

 הלֶּאֵ֚ שׁוֹד֑קָ יוֹג֣וְ םינִ֖הֲכֹּ תכֶלֶ֥מְמַ ילִ֛־וּיהְתִּ םתֶּ֧אַוְ ׳ו:ט״י
 ׃לאֵֽרָשְׂיִ ינֵ֥בְּ־לאֶ רבֵּ֖דַתְּ רשֶׁ֥אֲ םירִ֔בָדְּהַ

19:6 but you shall be to Me a kingdom of priests 
and a holy nation.’ These are the words that you 
shall speak to the children of Israel.” What does 
this mean? A priest is an intermediary, an agent, 
a teacher. These words encapsulate the mission of 
Israel: they are to be, simultaneously, a part of 
the world and yet also apart from the world. But 
will this people, fresh from the experience of 
slavery comprehend what is being asked of them? 

ֹביָּוַ ׳ז:ט״י ־לכׇּ תאֵ֚ םהֶ֗ינֵפְלִ םשֶׂ֣יָּוַ םעָ֑הָ ינֵ֣קְזִלְ ארָ֖קְיִּוַ השֶׁ֔מֹ א֣
 ׃'ה וּהוָּ֖צִ רשֶׁ֥אֲ הלֶּאֵ֔הָ םירִ֣בָדְּהַ

19:7 Moses came and summoned the elders of the 
people and put before them all that the LORD had 
commanded him. Why elders? What are they for?$ 

give someone a parting gift it will always trigger a 
memory. When you give them honor, you kindle their 
heart. What's better?  
$ The Elders function as intermediaries. They are a 
necessary element in the chain of transmission. 



ֹיּוַ ו֙דָּחְיַ םעָ֤הָ־לכׇ וּנ֨עֲיַּוַ ׳ח:ט״י  השֶׂ֑עֲנַ 'ה רבֶּ֥דִּ־רשֶׁאֲ לכֹּ֛ וּר֔מְא֣
 ׃'ה־לאֶ םעָ֖הָ ירֵ֥בְדִּ־תאֶ השֶׁ֛מֹ בשֶׁ֧יָּוַ

19:8 All the people answered as one, saying, “All 
that the LORD has spoken we will do!” And 
Moses brought back the people’s words to the 
LORD. The people receive the message spoken 
by Moses, mediated by the elders, and they 
commit to what has been asked of them. But do 
they really understand what is being asked of 
them? How could they? What do they know of 
being priests and being holy? (Not much).  

ֹיּוַ ׳ט:ט״י  ן֒נָעָהֶֽ בעַ֣בְּ ֮£ילֶ֘אֵ אבָּ֣ יכִ֜נֹאָ הנֵּ֨הִ השֶׁ֗מֹ־לאֶ 'ה רמֶא֨
 דגֵּ֥יַּוַ םלָ֑וֹעלְ וּנימִ֣אֲיַ x֖בְּ־םגַוְ vמָּ֔עִ יִ֣רבְּדַבְּ ם֙עָהָ עמַ֤שְׁיִ רוּב֞עֲבַּ
 ׃'ה־לאֶ םעָ֖הָ ירֵ֥בְדִּ־תאֶ השֶׁ֛מֹ

19:9 And the LORD said to Moses, “I will come 
to you in a thick cloud, in order that the people 
may hear when I speak with you and so trust you 
ever after.” Then Moses reported the people’s 
words to the LORD. God will speak to Moses, and 
the people will overhear what He says. Why? 
Because they are not capable of hearing God 
directly themselves. The experience of divine 
disclosure is too overwhelming for them. Only a 
person with exceptional capabilities, a prophet 
like Moses, can translate that experience into 
words that are comprehensible. The only way that 
they will be able to trust you is if they hear Me 
talking to you.            ֶ׃'ה־לאֶ םעָ֖הָ ירֵ֥בְדִּ־תא השֶׁ֛מֹ דגֵּ֥יַּוַ         
Moses reported the people’s words to the LORD. 
In other words, God needs Moses to convey His 
message to the people, and the people need Moses 
to convey their message to God. The ground rules 
of the relationship are being established. This is 
how it's going to work.  

ֹיּוַ םעָ֑הָ־לאֶ השֶׁ֖מֹ דרֶ יֵּ֥וַ ׳א:׳כ-ה״כ:ט״י  רבֵּ֣דַיְוַ ׃םהֶֽלֵאֲ רמֶא֖
  ׃רמֹֽאלֵ הלֶּאֵ֖הָ םירִ֥בָדְּהַ־לכׇּ תאֵ֛ םיקfִ֔אֱ

19:25-20:1 And Moses went down to the people 
and spoke to them. God spoke all these words, 
saying: Unfortunately, the text is bafflingly un-
clear. But that might be the point! To recap: God 
has instructed Moses to get the people ready in 
two days, because on day three, God will descend 
before the people on Mount Sinai.  The people are 
warned that if they come close to the mountain 
they will incur the penalty of death. On the third 
day, the mountain is a spectacle of lightning and 
thick clouds, they hear crashing thunder and loud 
shofar blasts. They tremble because it is so over-
whelming and frightening. Nevertheless, Moses 
brings them closer, right to the edge of the moun-

tain! The mountain is quaking, erupting in fire 
and billowing smoke. God calls Moses, Moses 
ascends. But then, God tells Moses to go back 
down and warn them not to come closer to the 
mountain. But then, Moses reacts and says, The 
people cannot come up the mountain because we 
have already restricted it. But then, God replies, 
Go back down and then come up with Aaron your 
brother... So then, Moses goes down and that is 
when he speaks to the people.  Does Moses relay 
the Ten Statements, or does God relay them 
Himself? We don't know! Do the people even 
hear them? They are scared out of their minds! 
They see a mountain on fire, billowing smoke! 
They hear thunder and trumpets! Could they have 
heard anything that was said? Would an ordinary 
person have been able to hear anything let alone 
make sense of it under these circumstances? 
Layers of commentary (and a movie!) have shaped 
our understanding of what happened here. But the 
text indicates that it was a moment of pure terror 
and that while the words were being said, (by 
God or by Moses) this is how they were behaving: 

 ת֙אֵוְ םדִ֗יפִּלַּהַ־תאֶוְ תf֜וֹקּהַ־תאֶ םיאִ֨רֹ ם֩עָהָ־לכׇוְ ז״ט-ו״ט:׳כ
ֻניָּוַ ם֙עָהָ ארְ֤ יַּוַ ןשֵׁ֑עָ רהָ֖הָ־תאֶוְ רפָ֔שֹּׁהַ לוֹק֣  ׃קחֹֽרָמֵֽ וּד֖מְעַיַּֽוַ וּע֔
ֹיּוַ  וּנמָּ֛עִ רבֵּ֥דַיְ־לאַוְ העָמָ֑שְׁנִוְ וּנמָּ֖עִ התָּ֥אַ־רבֵּדַּ השֶׁ֔מֹ־לאֶ וּ֙רמְאֽ
 ׃תוּמֽנָ־ןפֶּ םיקfִ֖אֱ

20:15-16 All the people witnessed the thunder 
and the torches, the blare of the horn and the 
mountain smoking; and the people saw and they 
shook and went to stand at a distance.  They said 
to Moses, “You speak to us and we will listen, but 
let not God speak to us, lest we die. Why do they 
say that? Because they couldn't hear what was 
being said, with the equivalent of a volcanic 
eruption going on right in front of them! It's not 
that they weren't interested, it was that they 
simply couldn't hear and they certainly didn't 
understand its contents.  The message would have 
to be conveyed to them in a different manner. 
God so deeply wanted to break through to 
humanity. But God is too overwhelming and the 
moment doesn't work the way God wanted. Like 
so many other moments in the Torah, God 
expects one thing, and instead, another thing 
happens. Read this account with fresh eyes. God 
so deeply wants the people to hear Him. He really 
thought that they are going to want to run up the 
mountain! But in reality, all they want to do is run 
away from Him!                   Shabbat Shalom! 

 This week's Parasha Sheet is sponsored by Paula and Aaron Kondioti  
to commemorate the 22nd anniversary of the Bar Mitzvah of 

Benjamin Joseph Kondioti. 


