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Asking Bigger Questions: Shemot 
 

Exodus 1:1-6 
 

Shemot 5781: How do we cry out? 
 
We live in a paradoxical time when it comes to raising our voices. On the one 
hand, it has never been easier to make ourselves heard. Through video, audio, 
pictures, blogging, tweets, and all the various platforms of social media, virtually 
anyone can put out a message to the world and attempt to draw attention to a 
cause they care about. On the other hand, that very proliferation of media 
channels comes with two shadow sides. First, it is harder for any single person’s 
voice to stand out from what becomes background noise. Second, it becomes so 
easy for us to speak out on everything, posting or tweeting about every cause and 
issue, that we exhaust even ourselves (not to mention those around us, who are 
more apt to tune us out) with our frequent cries. 
 
This reality of our lives today invites us to reflect on a Big Question of parshat 
Shemot: How do we cry out?  
 
We first encounter a cry in the dramatic words that close chapter 2 (vv. 23-25):  
 

ַוְיִהי ַבָּיִמים ָהַרִּבים ָהֵהם ַוָּיָמת ֶמֶלְך ִמְצַרִים ַוֵּיָאְנחּו ְבֵני ִיְׂשָרֵאל ִמן ָהֲעֹבָדה ַוִּיְזָעקּו ַוַּתַעל  
ְּבִריתֹו ֶאת  ַוִּיְׁשַמע ֱאֹלִהים ֶאת ַנֲאָקָתם ַוִּיְזֹּכר ֱאֹלִהים ֶאת   ַׁשְוָעָתם ֶאל ָהֱאֹלִהים ִמן ָהֲעֹבָדה:

 ַוַּיְרא ֱאֹלִהים ֶאת ְּבֵני ִיְׂשָרֵאל ַוֵּיַדע ֱאֹלִהים: ַאְבָרָהם ֶאת ִיְצָחק ְוֶאת ַיֲעֹקב:
 

A long time after that, the king of Egypt died. The Israelites were groaning 
under the bondage and cried out; and their cry for help from the bondage 
rose up to God. God heard their moaning, and God remembered His 
covenant with Abraham and Isaac and Jacob. God looked upon the 
Israelites, and God was aware of them. 
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The Italian commentator Obadia Sforno (1475-1550) explains that “they cried 
(za’aku/ זעקו) out from the pain in their hearts over their enslavement”. He then 
connects their cry to another collective cry, in the verse (Isaiah 14:31): ‘Howl, O 
gate; cry (za’aki/ זעקי) out, O city!’” (Sforno, Exodus 2:23). That is, under the 
weight of their collective suffering, the people cried as a collective body from the 
depths of their pain. 
 
In our own time we have this kind of crying out, perhaps most visibly in the social 
protests over racial injustice and police brutality. It is a kind of crying that is public 
and collective, happening not only through media channels but, even more 
powerfully, through embodied collective action. When that kind of cry rises up, it 
seemingly affects everyone and everything. Like the Divine in Exodus, our 
collective conscience seemingly hears and sees and remembers. Our awareness, 
da’at, is broadened and activated. 
 
What Kind of Cry? 
But there is an earlier instance of crying in the parasha which is not public, but 
personal and intimate—and yet also a hinge moment in the Exodus story. After 
Pharaoh decrees that all the male children of the Israelites are to be killed, the 
baby Moses’s mother puts him in a basket on the Nile and sends him off. The 
child is found by Pharaoh’s daughter as she bathes in the river. The Biblical text 
there notes that, “She spied the basket among the reeds and sent her slave girl to 
fetch it. When she opened it, she saw that it was a child, a boy crying. She took 
pity on it and said, ‘This must be a Hebrew child.’” (Ex. 2:5-6) 
 
This moment is absolutely pivotal. In a gesture that is at once extraordinary and 
the definition of basic human decency, she has compassion for a crying child 
whom her father, the king, has decreed should die. Without her courageous 
mercy—like that of other women in these opening chapters of Shemot—the 
exodus would not have taken place. 
 
And yet if we read closely, there is something curious here: Why did she only 
realize the baby was crying when she opened the basket and saw him? 
Presumably she could have heard him. Rabbi Chaim of Tchernovitz (1760-1817) 
asks this question in the course of the following teaching (Be’er Mayim Chayim 
Shemot 2:6:1): 
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ותפתח וגו' ותאמר מילדי העברים זה. פירוש אף שיש ביאור גם ילדי המצרים כאומרם  

ז"ל )סוטה י"ב.( בפסוק ויצו לכל עמו שאף על עמו גזר מכל מקום זה הכירה שהיא  
 מילדי העברים, ואמנם להבין על פי פשוטו מאין הכירה שמילדי העברים זה.  

 
ותראהו וגו' והנה נער בוכה וכי לבכיה   נראה, כי לכאורה יש לשאול במה שאמר הכתוב 

צריך ראיה לראות שהוא בוכה הלא גם בלא ראיה יוכל להשמע קול הבכיה והוה ליה  
 למימר ותשמע את קול הנער והנה בכה  

 
א א', י'( ובכה תבכה,  -ואכן אפשר לומר כי בכייתו היה על דרך הנאמר בחנה )שמואל

נשמע קולה שהרי נאמר שם וקולה לא  ושם ודאי היה הבכיה רק מלב בדמעות בלי  
ישמע וכן כאן לא שמעה קולו כי בכה בנחת וקולו לא ישמע כלל רק כשפתחה התבה  

ראתה שהוא בוכה ועל כן ותחמול עליו כי סברה שזה ודאי אחד משני דברים, או שכבר  
נחלש כחו כל כך שאינו יכול לבכות בקול כי אם בבכיית הלב או שזה מה' הוא שלא  

בקול בכיה פן ישמע קולו אחד ממצרים וידע כי נער שם וירד להמיתו או להשליכו  ישאג 
 מן התבה אל המים הרבים, ובין כך ובין כך נתמלאה חמלה וחנינה עליו.  

 
ואמנם עוד דבר אחד הרהרה במה שאינו שואג בקול והוא כמו שאמרו המפרשים ז"ל  

קן שהיה בא בדרך ושמע קול  בפירוש מאמר חז"ל שאמרו )ברכות ס'.( מעשה בהלל הז
צווחה בעיר אמר מובטח אני שאין זה בתוך ביתי וכו' עד כאן, כי הלל הזקן לימד את  

בני ביתו תמיד שלא יקראו תגר על מדותיו של הקב"ה ואיך שיהיה עמהם אף בהגיעם  
לפעמים לאיזה מקרה רעה ח"ו לא ירימו קולם לזעקה רק יבקשו רחמים בהכנעה בקול  

 כן כששמע קול צווחה אמר מובטח אני שאין זה בתוך ביתי וכו' עד כאן.  נמוך, ועל
 

וכן היא סברה כי על כן אינו בוכה בקול גדול להיות שבוצין בוצין מקטפיה ידיע )ברכות  
מ"ח.( ואינו רוצה לצעוק בקול, רק בלחש למי שהוא עונה לחש, וזה אמרה מילדי  

 .נהג העברים ומדת העברים בוהעברים זה פירוש הנה מעת ילידתו מתנהג כמ 
 

‘She opened and she saw… and she said, ‘Behold this is a Hebrew child!’ 
The Sages taught (Sotah 12a) that [Pharaoh had decreed that even the 
Egyptian male babies were to be killed—yet somehow Pharaoh’s daughter 
recognized that this was a Hebrew child. So, how are we to understand on a 
more basic level what is signified by her saying that this was a child of the 
Hebrews. 
 
It would seem we could begin by asking why the verse mentions that “she 
saw that it was a child, a boy crying”—does one need to see in order to 
recognize crying? Even without seeing the boy she presumably could have 
heard the sound of his cry! In that case, the verse should have said, “And 
she heard the voice of the child and behold he was crying.”  
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Now it could be that the nature of his cry was like that of Hannah: “She 
prayed to the Holy One, weeping all the while” (I Sam. 1:10). In that case, 
Hannah was crying only from the heart, with tears but no sound, as the 
story clearly states: “Only her lips moved, but her voice could not be heard” 
(I Sam. 1:13). Likewise, in the case of Moses, Pharaoh’s daughter did not 
hear his voice because he cried quietly, and his voice was not audible in the 
slightest. Thus, it was only when she opened the basket that she saw that 
he was crying. That led her to have mercy on him. For she reasoned that 
the case could only be one of two possibilities: 1) He was already so weak 
that he was not able to cry out loud, but only to himself; or 2) The matter 
was divinely ordained such that he would not cry aloud, lest he be heard by 
one of the Egyptians, who might then kill him or throw him into the deep. 
In either case, she was filled with tenderness and compassion for him.  

 
Further, she inferred something else from his lack of an audible cry, similar 
to that which our Sages taught (Brachot 60a): “There was an incident 
involving Hillel the Elder, who was coming on the road when he heard a cry 
in the city. He said: ‘I am certain that the cry is not coming from my house’. 
And of him, the verse says: ’He shall not be afraid of evil tidings; his heart is 
steadfast, trusting in YHVH’ (Psalms 112:7)”. For Hillel the Elder taught the 
members of his household not to decry God out loud regarding the painful 
nature of reality. Rather, he instructed them to accept events as they came 
and, even if they were difficult, not to raise their voices and cry out, but 
rather humbly request mercy in a quiet voice. Thus, when Hillel heard a 
shout on his way into the city, he was sure it was not coming from his 
house.  

 
It therefore stands to reason that Moses did not cry out in a loud voice, as 
the Talmud teaches, “A cucumber can be recognized from its blossoming 
stage” (Brachot 48a).1 Rather, Moses whispered to the One who answers 
whispered prayer. This is the deeper meaning of “And she said, ‘This must 
be a Hebrew child”: From the time he was born he had been brought up in 
the ways of the Hebrews, and their values were manifest in him.  

 
1 This statement comes as the summation of a story about the sages Rava and Abaye as young children, 
who were asked, “Where is God?” and proceeded to point to the ceiling and the sky outside, 
respectively. These answers indicated their deep understanding even as young people and were 
understood by the Talmud to foreshadow their later greatness as sages. 
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It seems to me that the message at the heart of Reb Chaim’s teaching focuses 
primarily on how we respond to the reality of our own suffering. The story of the 
infant Moses is surely particularly fraught. Yet, on another level, all of us suffer 
(like Moses) simply by virtue of being human and living in the world. We 
encounter physical and emotional pain. We are traumatized. We are at the mercy 
of currents and streams into which we are born and placed by our parents; larger 
systems of power and law, through no choice of our own. Even as adults, we 
sometimes find ourselves floating, abandoned, seemingly without hope. We often 
are waiting for “Pharaoh’s daughter” (or even we, ourselves) to save us. 
 
Some of us may have more material resources available to help mitigate our own 
suffering. Once “saved”, we may have the spaciousness to see others in need and 
bring our resources to their aid. In that respect, Pharaoh’s daughter is an 
exemplary role model. But even in the absence of sufficient resources, all of us 
can identify with the situation of a baby in need of care by others—because we 
were that baby once ourselves cared for by others, and because we may have 
cared for other babies like him, too. 
 
It is possible to read Reb Chaim’s interpretation of the Hillel story as saying 
simply, “Don’t complain. Be quiet and accept the suffering life doles out.” Yet I 
think with the image of the crying baby Moses in mind, we can read Reb Chaim as 
inviting us to go deeper. Firstl we are to see ourselves in the baby Moses. Then, 
we may be able to hear his lesson as a mindfulness teaching. He asks us to meet 
each moment in full awareness, recognizing that whatever is happening is indeed 
happening, and can’t be otherwise right now – and then to consider how we 
might cry out. Do we cry from a place of perceived lack, of needing to fill a hole in 
our bellies or our hearts? Do we become angry and bitter at the cosmic forces of 
the universe that we sense are treating us unfairly? When we cry in anger and 
bitterness, is that a mindful response (it might be) or is it an unconsidered 
reaction (which it also might be)? What might happen if we allow ourselves to 
acknowledge the presence of the pain we’re sensing, honor it, and, mindfully, 
choose a more considered form of response? That, I think, is what Reb Chaim is 
suggesting in this text. 
 
Our Freedom to Feel – and to Choose 
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In her book, The Inner Work of Racial Justice: Healing Ourselves and Transforming 
Our Communities Through Mindfulness, contemporary law professor and 
mindfulness and anti-racism teacher Rhonda Magee relates the story of 
Constantin, one of her students. In a course on racial bias, Constantin became so 
aggravated by what he was learning that he “came to a class session with a new 
level of outrage.”  
 
“Fuck!” he shouted loudly. “I just can’t believe this happened. And at the same 
time, I can’t believe I didn’t know about this!”  
 
The class was silent. Drawing on a mindfulness practice they had developed 
through Magee’s teaching, they paused together with Constantin and invited 
“ourselves to ground in the body, to sense the support that we feel when we 
bring our attention to the ground beneath us. From there, we settled in and 
opened up to insight,” including acknowledging the strong emotions aroused 
through the class’s often painful learning.  
 
“We sat together in silence,” Magee relates. 
 
Finally a student spoke. “‘I really feel angry,’” the student said. “‘And also, shame. 
But also feel resistant to saying that. What good is it to feel anger? I guess I just 
want to better understand how this relates to where we are now, and what we 
can do to prevent such injustices in the future.” 
 
The student raised a crucial question. It is one of the most important questions 
any of us can ask, not only in such charged situations, but on an ongoing basis: 
Acknowledging that I feel angry and ashamed, but also wondering what good 
those feelings can do, how can I mindfully choose a response that brings about 
greater justice and peace? This, I would suggest, is a version of the question into 
which Reb Chaim invites us: Acknowledging the many different emotions aroused 
in response to our own suffering, and witnessing the suffering of others (another 
of the crucial events in the life of young Moses), how do we cultivate the capacity 
to cry out with purpose and not just with our first, unconsidered reaction? What 
will nurture compassion – for our own pained hearts, but not only those – for 
those whose suffering causes us pain? 
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“Pausing long enough to allow ourselves to not know, or to feel all of the often 
conflicting emotions and sensations in our bodies, is really important if we are 
ever to truly change the patterns and habits we have created around race and 
racism,” Magee concludes.2 Or, we might say, to break the shackles of the 
psychological enslavement to which unmindful reaction contributes—the 
mitzrayim [Egyptian bondage] which we have left, and which we must leave anew 
every moment. 
 

Questions for Reflection and Conversation 
1. The Be’er Mayim Chayim tells a story about Hillel the Elder, who, according 

to the Talmud, taught that we should not argue with God about the 
suffering we endure. What does this position evoke in you? How does it 
make you feel? I have suggested here that we can interpret Reb Chayim to 
extend an invitation to mindful responsiveness to suffering. Does this 
reading differ from what you view as the plain meaning of the text? How 
does our interpretive reading resonate with you? Do you imagine that you 
might be able to internalize this lesson, to make it part of your life? When 
how, why or why not? 
 

2. As you reflect on this teaching, is there someone from your own life or 
experience who comes to mind as a model of it? What happened to them? 
How did they exemplify a mindful response to suffering? 
 

3. In your own life, what tendencies do you notice about how you cry out in 
response to suffering—either that which you experience or that which you 
witness? Are there patterns in your behavior? What, if anything, would you 
want to change? What prevents you from doing so? Who or what might 
help you to do so? 

 

Ideas for Practice 
Our Tikkun Middot practice at IJS rests upon a three-step foundation of: 1) 
hitlamdut, or nonjudgmental curiosity; 2) recognizing the bechira, or 
choice, point when we are able to choose our response to stimuli in the 
world; and 3) teshuva, returning to our original intention and acting 

 
2 Rhonda V. Magee, The Inner Work of Racial Justice: Healing Ourselves and Transforming Our 
Communities Through Mindfulness, TarcherPerigee (2019), 204-207. 
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accordingly. If you have taken our online course Awareness in Action: 
Cultivating Character Through Mindfulness and Middot, you will recognize 
this formula. If you haven’t, it is a simple and powerful framework to 
consider for aligning our behaviors with our intentions.  
 
As you go about your week, try to notice when you are reacting and when 
you are responding mindfully. Make a commitment this week to, at least 
once a day, consciously and mindfully slow down the process of stimulus-
response and engage in this three-step process.  
 
a) At the moment stimulus (e.g. irritation/anger, fear/reticence, 

jealousy/desire) arises, practice hitlamdut. Notice the sensations, 
emotions, and thoughts which habitually arise for you in this kind of 
situation. These may vary, depending upon the situation. Recognize and 
accept these, just as they are. Then, determine for yourself – but also in 
relation to others around you – how these emotions prompt a reaction 
or response. See which is skillful or wholesome, and which does not 
serve greater connection or peace. 
 

b) Look for the bechirah point, the moment in which you become aware of 
choices for responding in this situation, rather than reacting. What 
options are available? Which represent the path of the middah, the 
character trait, you seek to manifest? What, if anything, hinders you 
from following that path (that obstructs you from making your desired 
choice)? Investigate this “inner obstruction” with curiosity, releasing 
judgment. 
 

c) Practice teshuvah, returning to your intention to access your innate and 
natural capacity to respond mindfully, with wisdom and compassion. 

 


