
Moses and the Philadelphia 76ers  

  

My D'var Torah this Shabbat is inspired by the Philadelphia 76ers. The Sixers can 

hardly inspire themselves to win a game though they did have a winning streak this 

week. Two games.  How with their severely limited talent could they possibly 

inspire anyone else? 

  

The Rabbis say regarding studying Torah Hafoch v'hafoch d'chuley ba. This means 

turn it over and turn it over and  all the world's wisdom can be found in it. Turning 

it and turning it means that we may see something in the Torah today because of 

the vantage from which we read it, our life experiences and new perspectives. The 

Torah always has something new and something more to teach us. My vantage 

comes from suffering with our home town basket ball team. 

  

Let me pose a few questions first and you'll see how I come to my 76ers hypothesis 

on this week's Parsha.  These are not new questions but I see them in a new way. 

  

Why does G-d choose Moses to be the leader to take the Israelites out of Egypt? 

  

What do we know so far about Moses. He can rage impulsively to the point of 

taking another's life. When Moses sees the Egyptian taskmaster beating the 

Hebrew slave, Moses kills the Egyptian and buries his body in the sand.  

G-d tells Moses that his mission will be to speak before the Children of Israel and 

to Pharaoh telling the Egyptian ruler "Let My People Go!"  Moses tells G-d that G-

d has the wrong guy. Moses says "I have uncircumcised lips."  That is a literal 

translation of the Hebrew. Moses is saying to G-d  that he has a severe speech 

impediment. The Israelites don't listen to him. How could Pharaoh be moved by his 

words.  

  

Moses's statement is recorded in the beginning of chapter six of Exodus. The 

chapter then goes on and at the very end, when G-d again commands Moses to go 

and  speak to Pharaoh, Moses again tells G-d "I am of impeded speech, how then 

should Pharaoh heed me?" Why does the  Torah make a point in repeating this 

verse to conclude the chapter?  Because, at this point, G-d knows G-d has his man. 

It is  a man who can't speak his way  out of a paper bag who is given the mission of 

bringing a people out of bondage.  He'll never do it. He'll never convince Pharaoh! 

  

What does any of this have to do with the Philadelphia 76ers?  First another 

classical question.  

  



Why does it take ten plagues for the Israelites to be freed?  

Why does G-d harden Pharaoh's heart; Pharaoh being the first recorded case of 

coronary artery disease. 

Why doesn't G-d go for a swift and easy Exodus? Why keep the Israelites in 

servitude any longer and why make the Egyptians suffer as they did?  

  

The classical rabbinic response is that G-d wanted this to play out slowly with 

ongoing signs and wonders so that both  the Israelites and Egyptians would know 

that G-d directs the whole process of liberation. Had it happened in the blink of an 

eye, people might have missed G-d intervention.  

  

This point can surely be debated. Does the long, drawn out process show G-d's 

involvement any more than a quick goodbye and we can debate the morality of 

such a position where people were left to suffer for G-d to look great. This, 

nevertheless, is the classical rabbinic response to the question.  

  

And now to the inspiration of the 76ers, the most uninspired team in basketball and 

perhaps in all of sports today or ever.  If you haven't been following the Sixers saga 

this year and last year, you are the happier for it but here is the story.  The brilliant 

general manager Sam Hinkie put together a team destined to ........ lose. There is  a 

direct correlation between the number of losses and the higher you are on the list 

for a draft pick or picks the following year. The Sixers have been brilliantly 

successful in their failure. Hinkie is a real genius. It brings back memories of  Mel 

Brooks'  "The Producers." Its got to bomb to make money.  

  

So here is the Midrash. G-d is in fact looking for a man who will not succeed. 

James Earl Jones would not get the job ( a little known fact that this actor stuttered 

as a child). James Earl Jones would melt the hardest heart. Pharaoh would have let 

the Israelites out  after the first round of "Let My People Go!" Not so with Moses. 

G-d needed a man who he knew would not succeed. Not only could Moses in no 

way be convincing but after a few times of Pharaoh's Nos, this man who 

uncontrollably killed an Egyptian would most likely lose his cool.  

  

I propose the above with some discomfort. It is not easy to present Moses our 

leader and teacher as the biblical version of the Washington Generals who 

perpetually lose to the Harlem Globetrotters. What was G-d planning to do with 

Moses once the people left Egypt and truly needed a real leader to show them the 

way? 

  



This makes me think of the verse in the Book of Psalms "The stone that the 

builders reject has become the cornerstone of the building."  One who is totally 

counted out becomes the one who is most integral to the whole structure. There are 

examples of this in history. Translated into plain English  Don't Count Anyone 

Out! Don't Ever Count Yourself Out!  Everyone Has It In Them To Be A 

Cornerstone! 

  

Janie and I are reading the book Unbroken by Laura Hillenbrand also the author of 

Seabiscuit.  The author seldom leaves her home  inflicted for many years with a 

debilitating disease that keeps her chronically exhausted. Yet, she writes books for 

which other authors would spend hundreds of hours in the field doing research, 

travelling to speak to varied sources. Ms. Hillenbrand can do none of this. She 

would be immediately  rejected as the candidate for writing a suitable work of this 

type. With all of her disabilities, Laura Hillenbrand has so many other amazing  

abilities, her books stay on the Best Seller list for years and other authors praise her 

work.  The movie adaptation has so far grossed over one hundred million dollars.  

  

The subject of Unbroken, Louis Zamperini started out life as a first class mess. He 

was a juvenile burglar and the only running he did was running away from the 

scene of the crime. He smoked and drank before becoming  a teenager and when 

he had to run in his first race in the schoolyard, he came in dead  last even behind 

the girls. He was the exemplar of the rejected stone. His brother Pete was on the 

track team and after a number of tries, Pete  got his brother Louis involved in 

running. To make a long story short, Louis Zamperini represented the United 

States in the 1936 Olympics. That was just the beginning of his greatness.  

  

On the eve of the national observance of Martin Luther King day, Dr. King may 

have felt like the rejected stone as he sat in the jail in Birmingham, Alabama.  On a 

deeper level  he knew that he was the cornerstone of building a future where we 

would be judged by our character rather an our color.  

  

Who knows what G-d had in mind for Moses. What we do know is that Moses had 

a mind for leadership and truly being G-d's partner in the liberation of a people 

from slavery to freedom.  Maybe Moses was indeed chosen for having all of the 

qualities for failure and perhaps G-d did indeed see in Moses the potential for 

greatness,.  G-d's chosen rejected stone would become the cornerstone of a freed 

people. Yes, Moses is our leader and teacher as he grew from a person unfit to 

speak to the one who conveys G-d's greatest commandments. That is real 

inspiration for all of us.  

  



I am sure we have all dealt with different types of rejection over the years. We can 

all relate to the stone the builders reject. A mission of life is to find the cornerstone 

in each of us, hew it,  polish it and have  it shine as brightly as possible.  

  

I'm not so optimistic about the future of our 76ers. There is something inherently 

wrong in a league whose rules make possible future success contingent upon being 

the biggest loser today.   

In a choice of Larry Brown or Sam Hinkie, I go with Brown. But I do thank our 

hapless Sixers for  inspiring me to see something I otherwise would never have 

seen in this week's Torah Portion.  

 

Hafoch v'hafoch d'chuley ba. Turn the Torah around again and again. All the 

world's wisdom is contained in it.  

Shabbat Shalom, 

Rabbi  
  

  

  
   

Ohev Shalom celebrates uniqueness and welcomes diversity within our 

sacred community.  
 


