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In the beginning of Parshas Vaeira, the Torah states, “Elokim spoke to Moshe and said to him, ‘I 

am Hashem’” (Shemos 6:2). Rashi explains that the use of the name Elokim connotes the fact that Hashem 
spoke to Moshe harshly in responding to his questioning of Hashem’s ways, “Why have You done evil to 
this people?” (Shemos 5:22) However, the Ohr HaChaim HaKadosh and other commentators question what 
Hashem actually said to Moshe, as no message is recorded in the Torah. 
 

Commenting on Moshe’s question, “Why have You done evil to this people,” the Medrash (Shemos 

Rabbah 6:1) teaches that the Divine attribute of justice wanted to punish him for his challenge, but when 
Hashem saw that Moshe’s question was motivated by compassion for the suffering of his fellow Jews, He 
decided to treat him with mercy instead. The Ohr Yahel (Parshas Vaeira) notes that Moshe Rabbeinu risked 
his life for the Jewish people at every moment, even remarking that it would be better for Moshe and 1000 
like him to be lost than for one Jew to hurt his fingernail. Therefore, when Moshe saw the plight and 
suffering of the Jews, his heart was broken, and he felt compelled to stand up for their honor, asking 
Hashem, “Why have you done evil to this nation?” Although the Divine attribute of justice wished to punish 
Moshe, it was not permitted to do so because Hashem understood that he was only complaining due to his 
tremendous sympathy for his fellow Jews. This represents clear and incontrovertible testimony from 
Hashem, Who created the universe and examines a person’s inner thoughts, that Moshe’s statement did not 
contain anything other than concern over the anguish of the Jews, and Moshe was completely clean of any 
trace of sin.   

Nevertheless, Hashem did in fact punish Moshe Rabbeinu for his question, as Rashi writes (Shemos 

6:1) that as a result, he did not merit entering Eretz Yisroel. Hashem informed Moshe that although he would 
see what He would do to Pharaoh, he would not merit seeing what Hashem would do to the kings of the 
seven Canaanite kings in Israel. In light of the above, this is difficult to understand. If Moshe’s intentions 
were completely selfless and pure, why was he punished? 

 Rav Moshe Rosenstein writes (Ahavas Meishorim 28) that there are people who do not believe in 
Hashem, yet comfort and even praise themselves for their good hearts and love for their fellow man, and 
they convince themselves that this is sufficient to make themselves respectable. However, in addition to 
their tremendous error in thinking that this is adequate to fulfill their obligations in this world, they are also 
mistaken in their belief that they possess true love of their fellow man when they do not believe in Hashem.  

If we would ask them, “According to your claim, don’t you know that at any moment of the day there are 
countless people around the world who are enduring various forms of suffering, such as abject poverty and 
excruciating illness, and their cries and screams reach the heavens. If a member of your family G-d forbid 
found himself in a similar plight, would you be able to rejoice and be happy and continue pursuing the 
pleasures of this world? Of course not. If so, if you truly feel love for your fellow man, and your heart is 



full of concern for their well-being, why are you always so happy and joyful? How are you able to feel 
good in your life when you know that at the time that you are celebrating, there are people around you 
groaning and sighing from their suffering and affliction, so where is your good heart and love of others?” 

  Rav Rosenstein explains that it is impossible for a person to have both love of his fellow man and 
joy in his life, unless he possesses true emunah, because only then will he recognize that there is a loving 
and merciful Father Who would never harm His creations, and everything He does is ultimately for the 
good. All of the suffering and difficulties that befall a person are in reality for his own benefit, and are more 
valuable to his soul than all the joys and pleasures that he experiences. This insight is sufficient to prevent 
us from feeling too depressed by the plights of our contemporaries. 

 With this introduction, we can now understand the complaint against Moshe for questioning 
Hashem, “Why have You done evil to this people.” Even though Moshe’s intentions were purely to help 
the suffering Jews, he should have understood that Hashem is a loving and all-merciful Father Who would 
never harm them, and everything He does is for our own good. It is possible that all the difficulties and 
challenges they endured were more beneficial for their souls than all the revealed good that they 
experienced. This insight should have been enough to prevent Moshe from feeling excessive pain over their 
enslavement, in which case it wouldn’t be possible to say to Hashem, “Why have You done evil to this 
people.” If a person shouldn’t feel disproportionate pain due to the suffering of others inside himself, all 
the more so he shouldn’t ask such a question to the merciful Father Himself. This is why Moshe Rabbeinu 
was punished for his question. 

 With this insight, we can return to the question with which we began. The Torah records (Shemos 

6:2) that Elokim spoke to Moshe and said to him, “I am Hashem.” Rashi explains that the use of the name 
Elokim signifies that Hashem spoke to Moshe harshly in response to his question, but what did Elokim 
actually say to Moshe, as no communication is mentioned in the Torah? We can suggest that the message 
was simply, “I am Hashem,” which is the Divine name that connotes mercy. In other words, Hashem 
informed Moshe, “I am the compassionate Father, Who has mercy on My creations and would never do 
something bad to them. Everything I do is for the good, and all the travails and suffering that the Jewish 
people are enduring at the hands of Pharaoh are for their own benefit, and are helping them more than if 
the enslavement would cease. Therefore Moshe, this should be sufficient to stop you from your excessive 
complaints and from questioning, ‘Why have You done evil to this nation.’” 

 Perhaps this was Hashem’s intention in telling Moshe (as quoted in Rashi Shemos 6:1), “You have 
questioned my middos (attributes)” by asking why I did evil to this people. Hashem’s middos refer to His 
13 Attributes of Divine mercy. By challenging the loving and compassionate Father, “Why have You done 
evil to this people,” Moshe was questioning Hashem’s 13 middos of mercy. 

 

  
 

A person must run like a clock: 
 

When a fire erupts in his house, the clock hanging on the wall does not pay 
attention, continuing on its way without any deviation, as long as the fire has not 

yet reached it. 
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