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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 
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Prolonged 
Prayer

As the end of Yom Kippur draws near, an 
extraordinary event occurs.

We add an additional prayer service to our 
liturgy ; a prayer service that, for centuries, 
has been recited at no other time of the year.1

Known as Ne’ila (Closing), this prayer ser-
vice draws its title, according to the Talmud, 
from two possible sources.

The closing of the Temple gates as night 
approaches.

The closing of the “Heavenly Gates” as Yom 
Kippur nears its end.

Absent the Temple, the first of these two 
sources remains rooted in memories of past 
glory and in the hope of future redemption.

For the present, Ne’ila is the prayer ser-
vice that ends the holiest day of the year; the 
vehicle through which we set forth our final 
petitions before the closing of the “Heavenly 
Gates.”

In the Talmud Yerushalmi, Rabbi Levi 

1. The Talmud Bavli ([Yoma 87b)] notes that 
Nei’la was originally recited on two occasions 
in addition to Yom Kippur: on public fast 
days and at Ma’amadot (town gatherings of 
Israelites connected to the twenty-four watches 
of Kohanim and Leviim who in turn served 
in performing the Temple service). Beginning 
with the Geonic period, however, following 
the close of the Talmudic Era, the recitation 
became limited to Yom Kippur, alone.

derives the unique character of Ne’ila from 
an unexpected source, a harsh rebuke uttered 
by the prophet Yeshayahu:

“And when you spread your hands [in 
prayer], I will hide my eyes from you; even 
if you were to prolong your prayer, I will not 
listen; your hands are replete with blood.

Rabbi Levi maintains that Yeshayahu’s 
severe words convey a secondary message: 
Under normal circumstances, “All who pro-
long their prayers will be answered.”

 Ne’ila thus represents a prolongation of our 
tefillot on the holiest of our days.

The Rambam codifies this approach in his 
halachic work, the Mishneh Torah, by explain-
ing that the Rabbis “instituted a prayer after 
the Mincha prayer, close to the setting of the 
sun, on fast days only, its purpose being to 
increase supplication and pleading because 
of the fast. This is called the Ne’ila prayer, as 
if to say the Gates of Heaven are closing and 
concealed behind the sun.”

Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, centuries 
later, takes things a step further. He posits 
that Ne’ila’s unique character as “a prolon-
gation of prayer” sets it apart from all other 
tefillot. Ne’ila, the Rav maintains, is an exten-
sion of existing prayer. Specifically, Ne’ila is 
an extension of the Yom Kippur tefillot that 
precede it; dedicated to the request that all 
previous tefillot of Yom Kippur be accepted 
by G-d. 

The Rav continues by suggesting that the 
addition of Ne’ila to the Yom Kippur service 
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transforms Yom Kippur into a “Yom Tefillah”, 
“a day of prayer”. In this way, prayer on Yom 
Kippur becomes fundamentally and qualita-
tively different from prayer recited during 
the rest of the year.

Based on this idea, Rabbi Soloveichik 
arrives at a dramatic halachic conclusion…

“If an individual slept through the entire 
day of Yom Kippur; failed to recite Shacharit, 
Musaf, and Mincha; and then came to syn-
agogue at the time of Ne’ila’s recitation, he 
would be precluded from reciting Ne’ila.”

Participation in the Ne’ila Service, the Rav 
maintains, is dependent upon involvement in 
the preceding prayers. Absent those tefillot, 
Ne’ila has no place.

Going one step further, despite his own 
father’s uncertainty concerning this point, 
the Rav argues that if an individual misses the 
recitation of even one of the three preceding 
prayer services, he is precluded from reciting 
Ne’ila. 

While, on a practical level, the Rav’s posi-
tion concerning the Ne’ila prayer is disputed 
by many other authorities, the idea he raises 
can be very instructive. 

Drawing on the Rav’s insights, we may 
suggest an answer to a puzzling Yom Kippur 
question, arriving at a compelling conclusion 
about the day as a whole.

The Torah concludes its commandment 
concerning Yom Kippur observance with 
the enigmatic statement, “from evening to 
evening, you shall observe your Shabbat.”

Why must the Torah delineate Yom Kip-
pur’s day-long flow? After all, every day on 
the Jewish calendar begins in the evening 
and ends in the evening!

Armed with our new understanding of 
the Neila prayer, we can offer an answer to 

this question.
It is absolutely fitting that the final prayer 

service of this holiest of days might be depen-
dent upon the prayers that precede it.

 Yom Kippur must be experienced “from 
evening to evening,” in its totality. There can 
be no halfway measures when it comes to 
this holiest of our days. Each of us must be 
in “for the long haul.” Only by participating 
in the entirety of the day – - “from evening 
to evening-” – do we earn the right to stand 
before God as the Gates of Heaven begin to 
close.

And, if this is the case, the closing moments 
of our calendar’s holiest day inform Jewish 
experience in its entirety.…

Judaism does not believe in “quick fixes.” 
The quest for spirituality is hard work. 

Only those who are willing to put in the 
effort, day after day; only those who rise up 
to pray, even when the spirit does not move 
them; only those who perform the everyday 
mitzvot of our tradition, day in and day out; 
will ultimately merit the encounter with the 
Divine that Jewish tradition can uniquely 
offer. 
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