i have always loved the story of Moses and the burning bush.  It is a story that is filled with beautiful imagery and is pretty easy to follow.  As a child, i was most captivated when Moses takes off his shoes.  i was a country barefoot kid that avoided shoes whenever possible regardless of terrain.  i would often wonder to myself: Why would God tell me to take my shoes off?  Why did God invent shoes anyway - these abhorrent, uncomfortable, foot prisons that have these awful laces?  Do i have to be barefoot to talk to God?  Like, yeah, i thought the bush that was God was okay and all, but – what about the shoes?  Maybe it’s so Moses can’t just run away through the hot desert sand? a sign of respect?  my childhood imagination was captivated.

But there is so much in this story that grabs a hold of our imagination.  It is larger than life and feels somewhat outside the realm of possibility.  Maybe it stirs up other questions. The question of how far we might have to go to find God. or if we are called to do what we do. Or the question of when or where in our own lives might we encounter God.

But, let’s play Moses’ scenario out.
· loses a sheep
· finds a burning bush
· takes off shoes
· chats with God
· receive sinstructions from God to go talk to Pharoah about the Israelites
· says heck no?

Wait, wait.  This moment is so fascinating to me.  Moses is all in, wandering in the desert, shoes off, talking to a bush, and then he says no.

Moses says to God
בִּ֣י אֲדֹנָי֒ לֹא֩ אִ֨ישׁ דְּבָרִ֜ים אָנֹ֗כִי גַּ֤ם מִתְּמוֹל֙ גַּ֣ם מִשִּׁלְשֹׁ֔ם גַּ֛ם מֵאָ֥ז דַּבֶּרְךָ אֶל־עַבְדֶּ֑ךָ כִּ֧י כְבַד־פֶּ֛ה וּכְבַ֥ד לָשׁ֖וֹן אָנֹֽכִי.
JPS translates this as, Please, God, I have never been a man of words, either in times past or now that You have spoken to Your servant; I am slow of speech and slow of tongue.

There are a few interesting pieces of this verse. God a few verses back has just presented God’s name as אֶֽהְיֶ֖ה אֲשֶׁ֣ר אֶֽהְיֶ֑ה.  There are a lot of ways to translate that.  I was what I was, I am what am, I will be what I will be. Maybe, even probably, all of those ways at once.  

And in contrast, when God sends Moses, Moses replies literally, I wasn’t a man of words two days ago, not yesterday, and not even from this moment now.  Or, in my more liberal translation, i never was, never have been, and never will be a man of words. 

God: forever and ever.
Moses: nope never.

But then we have this next piece of Moses’ response, his explanation, כִּ֧י כְבַד־פֶּ֛ה וּכְבַ֥ד לָשׁ֖וֹן אָנֹֽכִי.  I am slow of speech and slow of tongue.

Many commentators throughout the centuries have given explanations as to what to do with these words.

Rashi, the most widely read biblical commentator, and a product of 11th century France reasons, a French word in Hebrew transliteration, balbus.  We might translate this as stammerer or stutterer.   Rashi posits that Moses says he can’t go speak to Pharoah because he has a disability.

Ibn Izra, and Sforno, agree with Rashi.  Ramban offers a long delivery in which he states that Moses could have asked to be healed but since he didn’t, God just offered to be Moses’ voice.

Rav Shagar agress with Rashi and takes it a little further.  He delivered a set of sermons at the Kotel in the early 1980s where he stated, “Apparently, Moshe is not fit to carry out the mission. He is heavy of mouth and heavy of tongue, he is not a rhetorician or a shrewd politician. One can assume that his performance did not radiate self-confidence. He is an introvert and not a man of words. His appearance is gross, and he hesitates to perform the role - because he is heavy on his mouth and heavy on his tongue (Exodus 4:1). But he was actually chosen for the position - and not a quick, practical and shrewd man, who knows how to get things out and bring them in and arrange things - because it is precisely these people, the heavy of the mouth and tongue, the stuttering people, who are the real redeemers.” 

If you know me, you know i usually take almost any opportunity to advocate for disability rights and i’d stop off here to tell you about the important work and worth disabled people offer to all spaces of life.  But also know, that this reading of Moses as a disabled person with speech difficulties is important and i could validly spend a lot of time here. Still, i am interested in what else is happening in this moment.  

So if we try another source, Chizkuni, a commentator from the 13th century known for his new interpretations suggests that Moses forgot how to speak Egyptian. He’s now in his 80s and fled when he was still young. 
These guys are all really smart and their work has persisted for centuries, and still, i’m not convinced.  So, let’s go back to what we know about Moses.  

Moses has had a very difficult life.
He is Jewish by birth. 
He is Egyptian by culture.

He has a very messy family.
A mother that sent him down the Nile in a basket.
He has a Jewish brother and sister that come into his life when he is an adult.
He has an Egyptian father and mother and brother that were the only family he knew for all of his growing years.
He has a wife and father-in-law that has provided him safety, and a job, who are Midianite.

He was born poor then he grew up rich and now he is poor again.
He had slaves and then he was a slave.

He killed someone in the place of his birth and has been a fugitive of the law since.

Maybe Moses does not have a disability. 

Maybe there are no words.

If you are Moses, what do you say when you return?

What do you say to your two messy families?  How do you look at your brother, ruling the kingdom you ran from, and make demands that would alter his entire existence.

How do you just walk back into a place where you killed someone?

How will you be able to return to a place that was once home; a place you know very well but a place that is no longer for you?

Moses has been running, hiding, building a new life, for decades.  Going back now, having to face everything he has been avoiding might feel like an impossible task.

Remember, Moses replies to God, כְבַד־פֶּ֛ה וּכְבַ֥ד לָשׁ֖וֹן אָנֹֽכִי.  And our translation implies that he is slow to speak.  כבד has many meanings which among them include slow, or heavy, but also includes weight, and respect, and honor.

What if Moses is saying “I don’t have the words!  Words are hard.  And these words, in this place – these words are weighty, they are difficult to say.”

--------

Finding the right words to say in the last few months has not been easy.  
Sheri and i go back and forth, putting care and effort into every word that we say when choosing, adapting, and writing the prayers, sermons, and statements we send, to ensure that it lives up to our commitments of justice and also our commitment to Am Yisrael. 
i speak to my college students, and search for the words and the spaces that invite them to explore, to learn, to be open, and to take a stand, in the ways they find the most meaningful while finding and making their own connections to our history and our people.
i talk to my colleagues and my friends, leaving many words unsaid about what i think and feel in these moments.  
What i think and feel is messy.  It comes from a mix of my experiences, knowledge, hopes, and fears. 
Words are hard because i don’t know how to hold everything happening at it’s fullest meaning in words.  i love words.  i love crafting words.  And sometimes - they feel so inadequate.  They feel difficult.  They feel heavy.

So, i don’t have all the words.  Maybe you don’t either.  But neither did Moses, and he brought our people out of Egypt, parted the sea, and led us kicking and screaming to the edge of the Canaan.  Maybe Moses let God do all the talking.  Or maybe it’s not about the words, but about where, when, and how we show up.  Or, maybe, it is about knowing when to take our shoes off.

Shabbat Shalom.



