
could, at bare minimum, have enough to eat and 

drink. Moses called out to God in what seems to be 

a mixture of frustration, fear, and disappointment, 

“What shall I do with this people? They are almost 

ready to stone me!” (Ex. 17:4). 

Immediately after this incident, without pause in 

the verses, Amalek burst onto the scene, attacking 

the escaped slaves as they traversed hazardous 

desert terrain. Moses, presumably mentally and 

physically exhausted from the exodus and from 

internal con�icts, confronted the �rst combat 

scenario facing this young nation.  He appointed 

Joshua to select troops to go to battle, and told 

him, “Tomorrow, I will station myself on the 

top of the hill, with the rod of God in my hand” 

(Ex. 17:9). He ascended the hill with Aaron and 

Hur while Joshua and the soldiers fought below. 

Without explaining the exact mechanism, the verse 

states that, “Whenever Moses held up his hand, 

Israel prevailed; but whenever he let down his 

hand, Amalek prevailed” (Ex. 17:11).  Despite the 

relatively clear military strategy, the momentum, 

however, was di�cult to maintain. Moses’ hands 

became heavy, and he was unable to lift his sta� 

any longer. 

Why did Moses’ hands become heavy? The Sages in 

a certain Midrash weren’t satis�ed with the simple 

natural possibility of physical exhaustion. They 

identify instead a feebleness that was forged from 

failure. They critiqued Moses on two fronts. First, 

as Rashi notes, instead of delegating to Joshua 

to “choose for us men” to �ght, Moses should 

have done so himself. Second, instead of acting 

immediately, Moses said he would ascend the hill 

“tomorrow.” 

According to these Midrashim, Moses’ heaviness 

of hands was a psychosomatic manifestation of his 

procrastination and a de�ection of responsibility. 

As he stood on the hill trying to lift his hands 

and his people to victory, physical exhaustion, 

the residual emotional turmoil from the internal 

discontent, and the guilt from how he initially 

handled the con�ict, all laid heavily upon his soul. 

that the war would take time, he pivoted to sitting, 

instead of standing. The verse mentions that he sat 

on a rock, which the Talmud highlights as a signal 

of empathy ( Ta’anit 11a). While he could have 
sat on something more comfortable, his mindset 



tribulation. I will be in tribulation together with 


