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Va’era | Exodus 6:2-9:35

This parashah contains the repeated plea by Moses 
to Pharaoh to “Let my people go.” To me, this is 

the pivotal moment of the entire Exodus narrative. 
We need to ask for our freedom, and we need to ask 
many times. The focus of the parashah is the plagues, 
the magic that Moses and Aaron perform in order to 
convince Pharaoh. But in my view, the real magic is 
having the tenacity to ask and ask again for what is 
right. 

“Wandering Jews” is an expression we hear all the 
time. We are the people of the Exodus. We are also 
wanderers because we are the people who had to 
leave nation after nation, facing expulsions, perse-
cution, violence and more. Our history of wandering 
has led our people to occupy every corner of the 
globe. Many of our own families immigrated to Can-
ada in search of their own “promised land,” a place 
where opportunity and the freedom to be Jewish in 
safety and security would exist. We have asked and 
demanded, fought and sacrificed, for our freedom 
again and again.

We wanderers sympathize with others seeking safe 
passage and refuge. My congregation, like many, 
have sponsored a family from Syria. We continue 
to support the safety and security of those who are 
wandering, who are in exile or who are not yet free, in 
many senses.

Michael Walzer’s book Exodus and Revolution de-
scribes three lessons we learn from Exodus. 1) Wher-
ever you are, it is probably Egypt. 2) There is hope for 
redemption/a Promised Land. 3) The only way to get 
there is by holding hands and marching. Together, we 
search for justice for ourselves and others. Together, 
we ensure hearts are never hardened against those 
seeking freedom. Together, we march on. May this 
year bring freedom and light to all. ■
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Recently, U.S. President Donald Trump declared to 
the world that Jerusalem is the capital of Israel and 

he will move the U.S. embassy to Jerusalem.
Later, the UN passed a resolution against this decision, 

with most countries voting against Israel, and Canada 
abstaining. 

Established by King David, Jerusalem was the cap-
ital of the Jewish people 3,000 years ago. His son King 
Solomon built the First Temple where Abraham bound 
Isaac. Jacob dreamed about the future Temple on Mount 
Moriah. Millions of Jews would come to Jerusalem on 
the festivals to bring sacrifices. The Babylonians de-
stroyed the Temple and exiled the Jews. Darius, the king 
of Persia, a world power, allowed the Jews to return and 
rebuild the Temple in their capital, Jerusalem.

Five hundred years later, the Romans destroyed the 
Second Temple. In the next 2,000 years, empires came 
and left, never turning it into their capital, while the 
Jews, Jerusalem’s indigenous people, continued living in 
Jerusalem, despite the hardships. We have special fast 
days and rituals to mourn the destruction of the city, 
expressing the hope of our return. We pray for Jerusalem 
three times a day, as well as in the Grace after Meals.

In Islam, established only 1,400 years ago, Jerusalem 
was never as holy as Mecca or Medina. Jerusalem isn’t 
even mentioned in the Qur’an, whereas the Torah men-
tions Jerusalem 669 times. Even Muslims on the Temple 
Mount turn their backs on the Temple and face Mecca 
when they pray. For Jews, wherever they are, the direc-
tion of prayer has always been toward Jerusalem, the 
heart and soul of the Jewish people. 

Israel has turned Jerusalem into a vibrant city, estab-
lishing the freedom of worship to all religions.

Kudos to the United States for standing up for the 
truth, for standing with Israel. I hope that Canada will 
follow suit and relocate its embassy in Israel to the 
country’s eternal capital:  Jerusalem. ■
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In Parashat Va’era, the Israelites have every reason 
to be hopeful, having received God’s message that 

they will be redeemed from slavery. However, they are 
unable to hear Moses’ message of hope because of 
their kotzer ruach and hard labour. Often translated as 
“crushed spirit,” kotzer ruach can also mean “short-
ness of breath.” Rashi explains that “whomever is 
under stress ... cannot take a deep breath.” Certainly, 
then, there is a connection between the two interpret-
ations. Meanwhile, Sforno teaches that, having been 
enslaved for so many generations, the Israelites could 
not grasp God’s promise because it was so contrary to 
their lived experience.

The concept of kotzer ruach may resonate with 
many during this season of New Year’s resolutions. 
We are surrounded by a culture immersed in con-
sumer-driven attempts at self-betterment. Print and 
digital media bombard us with ads and articles to bol-
ster our resolve when most of us know that New Year’s 
resolutions often fail. When this message of change 
doesn’t line up with our own experience, we feel kotzer 
ruach. And when we are immersed in our mundane, 
work-a-day tasks, our hard labour and shortness of 
breath can make it difficult to find hopefulness in the 
world around us.

Although the Israelites seem at an all-time low at 
this point, they will soon find the strength within 
themselves to move decisively when the opportunity 
to leave Egypt finally arrives. And what happens in be-
tween? Miracles. When we feel kotzer ruach dragging 
us down, we need only find enough strength to take a 
breath, look around and find one small thing to seize 
upon so that our spirits might begin to lift. New Year’s 
resolutions might be myth-driven by those who wish 
to sell us on the latest “miracle,” but if we can find the 
real miracles in our world, we will know that change is 
possible  and we will be able to move from that which 
enslaves us to that which promises to liberate. ■
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