Shabbat shalom. Satvi and Roxana, yashar koach - you have both offered us truly meaningful
and timely teachings this morning. These are serious times and they call for serious students of
Torah, brave young people who are able to speak honestly with us, your Jewish community, and
who are willing to be vulnerable with us, so that we can show up with and for you. So we are
grateful to you both for trusting us with your hearts and your truths. Yashar koach.

Satvi, you helped us understand the impact of women acting powerfully together, pulling aside
Torah’s curtain to reveal the ways in which, in our story, women often step forward to change the
course of history and narrative. And thank you for sharing the ways in which women, including
yourself, are still to this day objectified and plagued by acts of sexual assault and harrassment.
We are inspired by how you turned your justified anger into compassionate solidarity with
others. You've shown us a way to turn toward an uncomfortable reality, tell the truth about it, and
say: it doesn’t have to be this way. This will be critical wisdom in the days ahead.

And Roxana, you take us right into the next visionary idea - that when we see injustice or
suffering, we have the ability to be the heroes that can meet this moment. That we can draw
from the courage of Shifra, Puah, Moses and more, to live into our own capacity to be the hero
of the story - not all by ourselves, but with one another, and to make a real difference. That
despite how difficult this moment in history may feel, we are not here at the end of our ability to
enact greater kindness and compassion and justice . . . in some ways, we are just at the
beginning. This will also be critical wisdom in the days ahead.

So how do we do these things? How do we actually live the truths that you taught us this
morning?

Satvi - how do we make sure that sexual assault and harassment doesn'’t live in the darkness.
Or in the fear of not being believed. How do we begin to dream up a world where it's NOT a
normative part of what happens to women?

And Roxana - how do we be the hero, how do we have the courage to acknowledge what is
broken and believe we have the power to stand up when the thing before us is so big?

Parshat Sh’mot offers us two ways into these questions:

The first is the incident of the burning bush, which also happens in this week’s parsha. The story
goes: one day, Moses saw an Egyptian taskmaster beating a Hebrew slave. Enraged by this
cruelty, Moses rose up and killed the taskmaster. Pharaoh found out and threatened Moses'’ life,
so Moses fled to nearby Midian. Some time later, Moses is tending his sheep in the wilderness
of Midian, and he notices a bush that is burning, but it's not being consumed by the fire. Upon
noticing it, God calls out to him from the bush: Moses, Moses! And there begins our story of how
God sends Moses back to Mitzrayim, Ancient Egypt, to help free our people. While that’s the
general timeline, there’s more going on here.



Midian is about 300 miles away from Mitzrayim. For scale - that’s just a little bit further than
between CBE and Washington DC - far, but not that far. So in Mitzrayim, an entire people are
being enslaved, oppressed, and are living in terror - with adults forced into hard labor and baby
boys being killed to suppress the growth of this supposedly dangerous race of people - the
Hebrews. Meanwhile, 300 miles away, the families of Midian were just going about their lives.
They weren’t Hebrews, so (shrug). And they’re not evil - the Midianites - they’re just doing what
people do.

So then what is the miracle of the burning bush? When Moses sees that it's on fire, he says
these defining words:

NION WX YIT DTN 7Ta0 NXIANTNIR NRIKI KITNIOK
| will turn aside and | will look at this great thing and | will ask why it is like this?

Many commentators offer meaning behind the miracle of the burning bush, but | want to offer
that what is extraordinary about what God does is not that God appears as a bush on fire, but
rather that right here God teaches Moses how to “turn aside and look at the thing that is
burning.” It’s right in front of his eyes, but he and everyone else in Midian have been able to
avoid it just by looking away.

Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz comments that, in seeing the bush, Moses realized: “Normally, a flame
would have consumed a flammable object such as the bush; this must not be an ordinary fire.”
Which is to say: this is not business as usual. This is something | need to turn aside for.

And immediately after he realizes this, God tells him: take off your shoes Moses, for you are
standing on holy ground.

In a place where we choose to turn aside, turn toward the truth that people are suffering, and
ask why - holy ground is manifested beneath our feet, holy ground in sanctuaries and in house
meetings and in strategy sessions and in the streets and in the courts and in schools.

Midrash teaches that many other shepherds had been this way before, but Moses took a
moment to care about what was happening in front of him and not let it become normative to his
eyes. That is all that it takes. Then, when God calls his name: Moses Moses: he can answer:
hineini - a word that in our tradition means: | am here, | am ready, send me.

As you know, this Monday is Inauguration Day and our incoming president has promised on day
one to sign 100 executive orders. Some will target transgender people, some will undo
protections for our planet. Many are pointed at immigrants. He has promised to reinstate the
racist Muslim travel bans - the ones that many CBE members protested at the airport 8 years
ago - to close our southern border to refugees and asylum seekers, and to begin a mass
deportation, all to suppress the growth of this supposedly dangerous race of people - which
sounds a little familiar this morning.



While we don’t yet know what much of this is going to look like, or who will be targeted or how or
when, like Moses, we are about to be walking by our very own burning bush. The way you
taught us, Satvi, to shine a light on even the most uncomfortable truth - we will need to do that
here. Ours is to not look away, but to turn aside and look. And to figure out, Roxana as you have
taught us, where and how we might also be able to say: “hineini.” | am here, | am ready, send
me, how can | make a difference? And there, we will find that we are standing together on holy
ground, each of us with something to offer, big or small, to bring greater kindness and
compassion in a difficult time.

Which brings us to the second part of parshat Sh’'mot that | want to offer you.

This Torah portion goes from Exodus chapter 1, verse 1, all the way through the end of chapter
5. Chapter 5 has 23 verses. So we might think that it would go right to there, but in fact, the last
verse of parshat Sh’mot is chapter 6, verse 1. One dangly verse into the next chapter. That’s
weird! And in its weirdness, it should make us wonder why.

And the why, is this: In the 16th century, Rabbi Moshe Isserles wrote in his commentary on the
Shulchan Aruch, which is our defining Medieval legal code: “One should aim to always begin
reading an aliyah of Torah on a good note, and end reading it on a good note as well.” And that
becomes tradition. Chapter 5’s final verse is about how Moses angered Pharaoh and so
Pharaoh made the Hebrews’ lives so much harder and they were feeling deep despair. Can’t
end the aliyah there! And so another verse is tacked on so that we don’t end on an ominous or
hopeless note.

Why does this weird Torah idiosyncrasy matter? Because Torah and Jewish tradition are
insistent that when we are feeling despair, or are anxious or overwhelmed, that we take one
more step forward. That we don’t let that be the end of the story.

Moses was sent to free hundreds of thousands of people from a man who saw himself as a god.
It was a seemingly impossible task. And our tasks, whatever they might turn out to be - might
feel like a tidal wave some days. So Torah offers us a Chapter 6, verse 1 - a reminder that that’s
not where the story ends - to take a breath, rest, reach out to others, and then do one next
thing.

This morning, you have taught us the Torah of shining a light and the Torah of hope.
Unsurprisingly, your beautiful teachings are deeply intertwined with one another - they are
teachings that strengthen each other. Which is exactly how we will be in the days and weeks
and months ahead - turning aside to see what’s hurting people around us - and remembering
that we ourselves have the power to make a difference in this world. We are so proud of you
both today - you have given us all a chapter 6, verse 1 vision for our world. Yashar koach.



