
 
 
 
This drasha is dedicated to the memory of my beloved aunt, Shoshana Wolfin, my 
father’s only sister. Today is her first yahrzeit. May her memory be blessed. 
This drasha is dedicated with much love to our member Eva Adorian, a Holocaust 
survivor and bereaved mother who passed away yesterday at the age of 93. Eva was 
a regular participant in our Beit Midrash, including this past Sunday. She was witty 
and full of vitality, humor, and wisdom. She will be sorely missed! 
This drasha is also dedicated to the complete recovery of Na’ama. 

 
Dear Friends, 
 
Parashat Va’era highlights the power of speech. I have written about this topic before (in the 
context of the famous rock) but I never noticed, until now, that it is very much the underlying 
theme of this week's פarasha. 
 
God instructs Moshe to do a seemingly simple deed:“Come and speak to Pharaoh, king of 
Egypt, and he will let the Israelites depart from his land.” (Sh’mot 6:11) How simple this 
sounds… Just talk to him and all will be okay…  
 
Perhaps this is the way things work in God’s world, but in ours they don’t. At all. Moshe fails 
at his task miserably. He doesn’t even manage to convince Bnei Yisrael, let alone Pharaoh. 
“But when Moses spoke all of this to the Israelites, they would not listen to Moses, 
their spirits crushed by cruel bondage.” (Sh’mot 6:9) 
 
In a moment of great honesty, Moshe admits or perhaps explains his failure: “The Israelites 
would not listen to me; how then should Pharaoh heed me, a man of impeded 
speech!”(Sh’mot 6:12) 
 
Again Moshe reminds God and us that he is speech-challenged! In the previous parasha, at 
the burning bush… “Moses said to the LORD, ,Please, O Lord, I have never been a man 
of words, either in times past or now that You have spoken to Your servant; I am of 
heavy mouth and heavy tongue.”(Sh’mot 4:10) 
 
Moshe will spend the rest of his life - 40 years exactly - attempting to overcome the weight of 
his tongue and the impediment to his speech. But to no avail. On the fortieth year of Bnei 
Yisrael’s journey, when the Promised Land is already in sight, Moshe will fail again, and for 
the last time: He will be commanded to speak to the rock to bring forth water, and instead he 
will strike it. While it is true that a lot of water sprung forth, water was not really the issue. 
Life-sustaining speech was.  



 
According to many traditions - first and foremost our very own - the world was created by 
speech (“And God said, let there be ...and there was ….”). Accurate speech can create 
worlds, change them, and bring about redemption. 
 
Given this perspective, it is clear that the Exodus was not meant to be a show of physical 
power. Nothing needs to be. When speech is precise and comes from the heart of life, it 
enters into the hearts of people - even rocks! - and the gates of oppression spring open. 
Pharaoh’s heart is shut down and heavy, Bnei Yisrael are impatient and Moshe’s speech 
does not open Pharaoh’s heart or theirs.  
 
When speech fails, plagues begin… Moshe’s failure of speech in our parasha, Parashat 
Va’era, leads to the first seven plagues. 
 
This is the way it has always been - in Moshe’s case and in our own. It is a Gordian knot 
between muteness and violence (which share the same root in Hebrew: ilmut and alimut). 
 
Parashat Va’era - and perhaps even the entire Torah - is an invitation for us to revisit the 
quality of our speech: 
Where does it come from? 
What are its contents? 
Is it pure? 
Is it precise? 
Is it productive? 
Does it accurately reflect our feelings? 
Is it life enhancing? 
 
I do not have a formula, nor do I think there is one. I am no expert in the art of speech (what 
was difficult for Moshe is difficult for me sevenfold). In fact, this is not a call to master this 
unique art. Rather, it is an opportunity for us to simply notice. 
 
Many religious institutions make a fortune off of the business of kashrut; i.e., out of what we 
put into our mouths. None of them address what is truly important: what comes out of our 
mouths. How surprising! It should have been the other way round, because there are many 
more Jewish laws that deal with our speech than with what we eat! 
 
However, we do not need a governmental or rabbinic authority to censor our speech (nor do 
we need most of the corrupt kashrut authorities in Israel). We are in need of greater 
self-awareness with regard to our speech. 
 
Parashat Va’era tells us that speech has the power to take us out of Egypt - from the narrow 
places in our lives which constrain us. But this takes work, practice, awareness, and 
commitment. 
 



It takes a daily commitment, knowing that there are always two opposite options before us: 
effective speech or effort, life-enhancing speech or the use of force. The Torah suggests that 
this it is not going to change any time soon. 
 
We can begin right now to pay attention to what we say; to commit to sanctifying the art of 
our own speech. 
 
Shabbat Shalom, 
 
Elisha 


