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Is This  
Any Way to  
Introduce  
a Hero?

With the month of Nissan upon us, we 
return to the story of our nation’s birth, as 
Moshe rises to leadership and the exodus 
again unfolds.

Moshe’s yearly introduction in the text, 
however, is cause for pause. For some rea-
son, the Torah chooses to introduce the birth 
of the greatest leader we have ever known- 
in the most innocuous way possible.

“And a man went from the House of Levi 
and he took a daughter of Levi. And the 
woman conceived and gave birth to a son.”

Questions abound:
Why does the Torah depart from its usu-

al mode of describing an individual’s birth?
What does the seemingly superfluous 

phrase “and a man went…” indicate?
Why does the Torah omit any mention of 

Moshe’s lineage- to the point where even the 
names of his parents are deliberately omitted? 

Above all, is this any way to introduce 
a hero?

Compounding these questions is the fact 
that the omitted information concerning 
Moshe’s lineage is ultimately included in the 

Parsha that follows (why the information is 
given at that particular point is the subject 
of another article).

If the information concerning Moshe’s lin-
eage is eventually shared, why is it left out in 
the first place?

Numerous commentaries address the is-
sues before us…

Working within the realm of pshat, the 
Ibn Ezra suggests that, at the time of Moshe’s 
birth, the Israelites lived in many cities in 
Egypt. Through the phrase, “And a man 
went,” the Torah is simply informing us that 
Amram “went” from one Egyptian city to an-
other in order to marry Yocheved.

Perhaps the Ibn Ezra intends to emphasize 
that Yosef’s plan for his family’s descent into 
Egypt has, by this point, broken down. Orig-
inally meant to remain separate from the 
Egyptians in the land of Goshen, the Israel-
ites are assimilating into their surroundings.

The Ramban, however, takes issue with the 
Ibn Ezra’s interpretation, arguing that the To-
rah would have no reason to inform us con-
cerning a journey taken by Amram from one 
city to another. 

Instead, maintains the Ramban, the verb 
lalachet, “to go,” is often used in the text 
when a new and difficult step is about to 
be taken. By stating, Veyeilech ish, “And a 
man went,” the Torah underscores Am-
ram’s courageous willingness to marry in 
spite of Pharaoh’s harsh decrees.

The Ramban’s approach connects to a 

B'CHODSHO

BY RABBI SHMUEL GOLDIN
Faculty, OU Israel
Rabbi Emeritus, Congregation Ahavath 
Torah, Englewood NJ

MIDEI CHODESH



OU ISRAEL CENTER         17

Moshe will rise to leadership on his own mer-
it, not on the merit of his ancestors. 

This last point brings to mind a personal ex-
perience that had a telling effect on me.

Through many of my elementary and 
high school years, I would always find a 
way to let my teachers know of my “family 
yichus,” family pedigree (yes, I guess I real-
ly was one of those annoying kids). 

My two grandfathers, were both rabbanim 
who played significant communal roles in the 
early half of the 20th century. While very dif-
ferent from each other, each was well-known 
in the circles in which he travelled.

My teachers were invariably impressed 
by my “yichus.”

Then, however, I entered Yeshiva University. 
On the very first day, I approached my 

new Rebbe to ask him if he knew either of 
my grandfathers…fully expecting him to be 
“properly impressed.”

His response, however, brought me up 
short and finally put me in my place.

“That’s all very interesting, he said, but 
the only “yichus” I’m interested in is yichus 
atzmecha, your own, personal merit.”

A difficult, powerful lesson taught in a 
few short words…

Needless to say, I never brought up my 
“family yichus” to my teachers again.

More importantly, I learned that, in 
a world so often preoccupied with past 
“yichus,”- in critical areas from shidduchin 
to school/yeshiva admissions, and more…

It’s the “yichus” we, ourselves, create that is 
the most significant of all. 
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well-known Midrash, cited directly by 
Rashi and others, that credits Moshe’s sis-
ter, Miriam, with convincing her parents 
to reunite after they had initially separat-
ed due to Pharaoh’s rulings.

From the Ramban’s perspective, Amram’s 
and Yocheved’s spiritual resistance in the 
face of Pharaoh’s tyranny thus establishes a 
paradigm. Across the ages, how many Jew-
ish heroes have demonstrated similar quiet 
strength in the face of overwhelming odds?

As to the omission of the names of Moshe’s 
parents from the narrative, the Ramban ex-
plains that the text ultimately desires to trace 
the lineage of this great leader in intergener-
ational fashion. In order to avoid interrupt-
ing the dramatic story of Moshe’s birth with 
a lengthy genealogical discussion, however, 
the text delays this description to a later point.

Yehuda Nachshoni maintains that the 
cryptic description of Moshe’s birth is 
meant to convey one overarching fact: 
Moshe’s origins are human, not divine.

In clear contradistinction to both pagan 
mythology and Christian tradition, Judaism 
views its heroes as mortal beings who aspire 
to and attain greatness. The Torah thus em-
phasizes that Moshe, the greatest of our lead-
ers is fully human- the son of “a man from the 
House of Levi who took a daughter of Levi.”

Many years ago, however, I realized that 
we could take this idea one step further; on-
ly to later find the suggestion already raised 
by Rabbi David Sperber, in Michtav L’David.

The text omits the particulars of Moshe’s 
lineage in order to convey the limitations of 
Yichus, pedigree. 

The names of Moshe’s parents are omit-
ted to underscore that Torah greatness is 
not inherited but earned. 


