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Looking 
Forward And 
Backward

Initially hesitant to accept such an ambi-
tious mission, Moshe was finally persuaded 
by Hashem that, despite his speech imped-
iments and his unusual humility, he was 
best suited to release the chosen people 
from their brutal Egyptian servitude. 

Invigorated by his assignment, Moshe 
gathers his possessions, assembles his 
small family, and begins the arduous 
journey back to Egypt. Suddenly, the 
unexpected occurs, and it almost ends in 
tragedy. Hashem encounters Moshe in his 
hotel ויפגשהו ה’ ויבקש המיתו and intends to kill 
him. Hastily, his wife Tziporah circumcises 
their son, saving both her husband and 
child from becoming “spouses of death” or 
.חתן דמים למולות

The Torah doesn’t specify Moshe’s error 
but, evidently, it was related to his son’s 
milah. The gemara in Nedarim (31b) 
elaborates by documenting the difficult 
quandary Moshe faced, which caused 
his almost-fatal error. Appreciating the 
urgency of his historical mission, Moshe 
realized that any delay in his arrival to 
Egypt would result in additional casualties. 
Yet, Moshe hadn’t circumcised his son, and 

the recovery process from milah would 
ground him for a few days, since a post-mi-
lah baby would be too weak to travel. 
Moshe was torn by the severe dilemma 
whether to advance redemption at the cost 
of his child’s milah, or proceed with milah, 
thereby delaying the liberation and costing 
Jewish lives. He could not be in two places 
at once, and he found himself in a bind. 

Facing this critical dilemma, Moshe 
delayed milah and began his journey to 
Egypt. Though his decision to delay milah 
was approved, his behavior upon arrival 
at a hotel could not be justified. A stayover 
at a hotel presented him an opportunity to 
expedite the neglected mitzvah of milah. 
His wife and children could remain in the 
hotel for a few extra days to recover from 
milah, and subsequently, they could rejoin 
him in Egypt. Though presented with a 
golden opportunity, Moshe still postponed 
the Milah until he had settled his fam-
ily, and for this procrastination he was 
almost punished...until his wife corrected 
his error, took quick action, and avoided 
catastrophe. 

Surprisingly, Moshe doesn’t receive a 
free pass for a slight delay in attending to 
his son’s milah. After all, Moshe was preoc-
cupied with a great historical mission and 
his slight postponement could be rational-
ized based upon his focus upon the grand 
mission. Yet, despite the apparent “excuse”, 
Moshe’s mission screeches to a halt and is 
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only relaunched once his child is circum-
cised. Redemption cannot proceed without 
milah. 

Redemptive Fervor and Mitzvot
By introducing new features to reli-

gious identity, redemptive experience 
can become disorienting. The panoramic 
process of partnering with Hashem in 
shaping Jewish history can shift atten-
tion away from mitzvah observance and 
halachic integrity. It is more pleasant to 
view ourselves as partners of Hashem 
than servants who submit to divine com-
mandments. Partnership with Hashem in 
history-building is enchanting and empow-
ering, while compliance with mitzvot 
and obedience to the divine will requires 
submission of human freedom, which 
is always less appealing. Tantalized by 
redemptive fervor, we become enthralled 
with our historical role, but less attentive to 
our traditional profile of “eved Hashem’’ or 
servant of G-d. Redemptive euphoria must 
be coupled with halachic fidelity.

The midrash portrays a similar issue fac-
ing us on the eve of our ultimate redemption 
from Egypt. Primed for Exodus we were, 
nonetheless, bereft of mitzvot, and redemp-
tion could not advance without core 
commandments to brace religious identity. 
Correcting this imbalance, Hashem deliv-
ered several Pesach-night mitzvot such as 
korban Pesach, matzo, and marror, to pro-
vide halachic scaffolding for our euphoric 
flight of freedom. The exultant march 
from Egypt in the morning could not have 
proceeded without an earlier nighttime 
submission to mitzvot. 

For this same reason, Moshe’s delay of 
the mitzvah of milah can’t be overlooked, 
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simply because he is advancing redemp-
tion. Condoning this oversight would set 
a terrible precedent, that mitzvah obser-
vance can be waived or reduced to meet 
the larger and more important goals of 
redemption. Delaying milah to save a 
child’s life is excusable, delaying because 
of redemptive preoccupation is not. The 
process must be halted to assure proper 
calibration between geulah and halachic 
observance.  

Our generation is struggling with that 
very balance. We have all tasted the sweet 
toxin of redemption and, for many, it has 
expanded religious consciousness and 
imbued Torah study and mitzvah perfor-
mance with added historical resonance. 
This is redemptive energy at its best. 

For some, however, redemption has 
distracted from mitzvah observance, as 
historical opportunity has become too 
inspiring and too exhilarating. Lightheaded 
with redemptive excitement and endowed 
with historical influence, it has become 
more difficult to self-define as servants 
who dutifully worship and who are com-
pletely dependent upon a Higher being. It 
may take some time until our people learn 
to fully calibrate between the seductive 
whisper of redemption and the heavy but 
glorious yoke of mitzvot. Even Moshe had 
a momentary lapse in his own calibration. 

Looking Backward
Slavery isn’t just physically abusive but 

is also psychologically destructive. Slav-
ery dehumanizes individual identity and 
scrubs away historical legacy. Decades of 
slavery left us with only a faint recollection 
of our Avot, unhinging us from their legacy. 

Facing this vacuum of identity, Moshe 

was worried how to describe Hashem to a 
historically ignorant population. Respond-
ing to his concern, Hashem instructed 
Moshe to portray Him as -אקיה אשר    אקיה 
the G-d of their past who will continue to 
supervise their welfare in the present and 
future. 

Before they can be redeemed, the histor-
ically dismembered slaves must reconnect 
with their past heritage and view redemp-
tion not as an isolated political revolution 
but as part of a larger historical arc. They 
must learn that the same Being who forged 
a covenant with their ancestors has now 
returned to redeem them. They must learn 
that redemption is part of an ancient cov-
enant between Hashem and the Avot, 
centered upon our national mission to 
represent Him in our world. Sometimes 
that mission requires exile in a foreign 
land under taxing conditions, but the cove-
nant also guarantees ultimate redemption. 
Redemption, unframed by history, is hollow.

The Icon of Covenant 
What could possibly reconnect a band 

of dispirited slaves with their larger his-
tory of covenant? Obviously, the mitzvah 
of milah, the most vivid symbol of our 
covenant. Sadly, though, this symbol of 
Jewish covenant had fallen into neglect 
under the dreadful conditions of Egyptian 
persecution. Most of the population were 
unable to circumcise, and slowly, the Jews 
became unaware of the covenant, histori-
cally disengaged, and therefore unsuited 
for redemption. 

Ironically, Moshe’s own milah was 
clouded in ambiguity. Even though he was 
born into the tribe of Levi, which main-
tained milah, it is unlikely that his milah 
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was a public event. Survival under the 
genocidal regime of Pharaoh, depended 
upon secrecy, and public milah ceremonies 
were, obviously, out of the question. Chazal 
mention that Moshe was born circumcised, 
meaning he did not undergo any milah 
procedure. Either way no one was aware 
that this man, who had been raised in an 
Egyptian palace, had been circumcised. It 
was therefore crucial that Moshe perform 
a public milah to associate the people with 
their historical covenant. They cannot be 
redeemed until their consciousness of 
covenant is restored. Awareness of their 
covenant must be generated by a public 
milah ceremony. Redemption cannot begin 
until Moshe circumcises his son.  

Looking Forward..and Backward
By fixating our vision upon the future, 

redemption sometimes obscures the past. 
We look forward with excitement, and for-
get to look backward  for legacy. The abrupt 
shift from exile to triumph and redemption 
can shade the past in pathetic terms.  Sadly, 
many original secular Zionists were embar-
rassed by the “Jews of exile” who were seen 
as weak and pitiful. 1948 was a radical shift 
in history and it wasn’t easy to look back-
ward when moving forward so quickly. 

As the generation is invited to the era 
of redemption, we must “look back” to 
our covenant, its founders and the people 
who preserved it during darker times. As 
we emerge from the tunnel of history, we 
must deeply identify with those who trav-
eled through the tunnel never seeing the 
radiant light at its end but preserving our 
faith and courage. Without the past, history 
is nonexistent. Without history redemption 
is hollow. 


