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Burning Issuses

“And G-d said, ‘I have indeed seen the affliction of My people that is in Egypt and I have heard its outcries because of its taskmasters, for I know its pains’” (Shemos 3:7).

A

fter Moshe approached the Burning Bush, G-d told him that He had seen the affliction the Jews were experiencing as slaves in Egypt. What does the verse mean when it further states, “...for I know its pains?” 


This can be understood in terms of a prosperous individual who, over the course of time, met with setback after setback, lost his wealth and became a pauper. Since his loss did not occur overnight, he wasn’t forced to drastically lower his standard of living right away. Eventually, though, he sank further and further into financial trouble until all he had was the shirt on his back.


Initially, of course, it had been difficult to accept the reality of the situation. Once a spendthrift, it now became necessary to practice frugality. With time however he acclimated to the circumstances and grew accustomed to living a life of want, his not so distant pompous past all but forgotten in his worries of the present.  

Such was the subjugation of the Jews at the hands of the Ancient Egyptians (1). As the Jews had originally been imperial guests, Pharaoh found it unlikely the native populace would accept an obvious decree of enslavement for their Jewish invitees, which would put their own international reputation at risk. Instead, Pharaoh said, “Come, let us act wisely (2),” in a way the Jews wouldn’t realize the Egyptians were scheming against them (3). 


At first it was announced that storage facilities were necessary in the cities of Pisom and Ramses. Everyone was encouraged to participate in the construction, Egyptian and Jew alike. Even Pharaoh himself joined the campaign (4). Remuneration was granted for their work as well. 

Slowly, but surely, Pharaoh and the other Egyptians abandoned the effort, leaving only the Jews to complete the job. Eventually their wages were also denied and taskmasters appointed to enforce the Jews’ continued participation, sealing their fate as slaves. 

Although the Jews had become prosperous in Egypt, they were pushed lower and lower until the cruel and vicious monarch succeeded to enslave them. So despondent did they become due to their miserable predicament, their glorious past was erased from their minds, and certainly no longer bemoaned.

But G-d doesn’t forget. Seeing the Jews suffering as lowly slaves was indeed “heart rending” for G-d, but He saw deeper than that. He saw a people of exceptional upbringing reduced to the status of mere property. Although the Jews had forgotten their illustrious past, G-d had not, and their true national character was fresh in His “memory.” G-d, then, was uniquely aware of the extent of their pain.

The Sages tell us further that G-d even “shares” in our suffering. It was not a robust fruit tree, but rather the barren thorn bush from which G-d chose to reveal Himself to Moshe, signifying how He was identifying with our predicament. As it is written, “I am with him in hardship” (5).

And the lesson of the Burning Bush doesn’t stop there. While the bush itself represents the suffering Jewish nation, the roaring flames represent our adversaries and the atrocities they have perpetrated against us throughout the generations. Just as the bush was afire but did not become consumed, so too our nation, though it has endured much adversity, will never be annihilated (6).

Rabbi Yaakov Emden, a Torah giant of the 18th Century, went so far as to write, “When I consider the exiled Jewish nation and how it continues to exist, it is to me a greater miracle than all the miracles of the Exodus.”

Mark Twain, too, although not known for his Jewish sympathies, nevertheless had the following to say about the indomitable Jew. 

“The Egyptian, the Babylonian and the Persian rose, filled the planet with sound and splendor, then faded to dream-stuff and passed away; the Greek and the Roman followed, and made a vast noise, and they are gone; other peoples have sprung up and held their torch high for a time, but it burned out, and they sit in twilight now, or have vanished. 

“The Jew saw them all, beat them all, and is now what he always was, exhibiting no decadence, no infirmities of age, no weakening of his parts, no slowing of his energies, no dulling of his alert and aggressive mind. 

“All things are mortal but the Jew; all other forces pass, but he remains. What is the secret of his immortality?” (7).  

--------------------

(1) Rabbi Yosef D. Soleveitchik, d. 1892, of Brisk, Lithuania in his Beis Halevi. (2) Exodus 1:10. (3) Nachmanides, ibid. Notice the similarity to the Germans’ shrewdness many thousands of years later in liquidating the Jews from the ghettos to send them off to the death camps. (4) Talmud Sotah 11a. (5) Tanchuma 14, citing Psalms 91:15. (6) Shemos Rabbah 2:5. (7) Concerning the Jews, Harpers Magazine, 1899. Republished in “The Complete Essays of Mark Twain,” Doubleday, 1963, pp. 249.  
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