
Shabbat Shalom

My apologies, this d’rash may run a bit longer than usual, but I
felt that I had some important thoughts to share which I just
could not get out in less time.

Pirkei Avot , “Chapters of the Fathers”, is a compilation of the
ethical teachings and maxims of Mishnaic-period Rabbis, in
which there is a phrase that reads “Who is the wise one ? The
person that learns from all people”. After spending time
reading the parsha and many many commentaries I found
myself especially drawn to 3 sources that inspired me and
from where most of my dr’asha is taken in great part.

Those sources are:

Rabbi Shraga Simmons.  the co-founder of Aish.com, and
founder of the Torah study site, JewishPathways.com.

Rabbi Ari Kahn , Director of Foreign Student Programs at Bar-
Ilan University in Israel, where he also is a senior lecturer in
Jewish studies.

Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks. Rabbi Sacks, as most of us know,
is a British rabbi, philosopher and scholar of Judaism. He
served as the Chief Rabbi of the United Hebrew
Congregations of the Commonwealth from 1991 to 2013

Julia Louis Dreyfus- an actres who used to be on the show
Steinfeld



The 2 themes that really spoke to me in this weeks’s Parsha
are:

 The necessity of asking questions
 Leadership – the Jewish approach, where I will focus

most of my d’rash

I believe at the end of my d’rash you will see the thread that
goes between these 2.

The Necessity of Asking Questions

It is no accident that parshat Bo, the section that deals with
the culminating plagues and the exodus, should turn 3 times
to the subject of children and the duty of parents to educate
them. As Jews we believe that to defend a country you need
an army, but to defend a civilization you need education.

Freedom is lost when it is taken for granted. Unless parents
and other members of our community pass on their memories
and ideals to the next generation - the story of how they won
their freedom and the battles they had to fight along the way –
the long journey falters and we lose our way.

Both here and later in the Torah we read about the famous
questions that the various types of children ask,  that is
mentioned during the Pesach Seder.

There is nothing natural about encouraging children to ask
questions.



To the contrary, it goes dramatically against the grain of
history.

Most traditional cultures see it as the task of a parent or
teacher to instruct, guide or command. The task of the child is
to obey. "Children should be seen, not heard," goes the old
English proverb.

In Judaism the opposite is the case. It is a religious duty to
teach our children to ask questions. That is how they, and we,
grow.

Indeed, astonishingly there is no Hebrew word that means "to
obey."

Written into the very structure of Jewish consciousness is the
idea that our highest duty is to seek to understand the will of
God, not just to obey blindly. Again let me say, to ask
questions.

Why? Because we believe that intelligence is amongst God's
greatest gifts to humanity.

The very first of our requests in the weekday Amidah is for
"knowledge, understanding and discernment."

As evidence of how important this is to the Jewish pshychie
one only has to turn to  the rabbi’s creating a blessing to be
said on seeing a great non-Jewish scholar.

Not only did they see wisdom in cultures other than our own,
they thanked God for it.



The Torah indicates this at the most powerful and poignant
juncture in Jewish history.... which we read about in this
weeks Torah reading - just as the Israelites are about to leave
Egypt and begin their life as a free people under the
sovereignty of God.

Pass down the memory of this moment to your children, says
Moshe.

But do not do so in an authoritarian way. Encourage your
children to ask, question, probe, investigate, analyze, explore.

Liberty means freedom of the mind, not just of the body.

Those who are confident of their faith need fear no question.

In teaching its children to ask and keep asking, Judaism
honored what Rambabm (Maimonides) called the "active
intellect" and saw it as the gift of God.

So far I have shared my thoughts from this week’s parsha
regarding the importance of asking questions…..of our
children asking questions and all of us having enquiring minds.

I’d like to talk know about the Jewish concept of leadership, as
it takes accomplished leadership for our children to learn from,
yet at the same time, we must not forgot the prerogative of
both our children to question their teachers , and the
importance of all citizens to question their leaders.



Who Is a Leader?

The issue of national leadership is grabbing headlines around
the world over the last few weeks. What better time for
learning the Torah's view of leadership than this week's
Parsha ―which tells of Pharaoh and Moshe leading their
respective nations.

Let's first look at Pharaoh. God sends one plague after
another against the Egyptian people, trying to convince them
to "Let My people go."

The water supply is ruined (blood), the animals die (pestilence)
and the crops are destroyed (hail). The people themselves are
subjected to lice, boils, darkness ―you name it. And as the
months of plagues wear on, the Egyptian people become
more and more convinced that it is in their best interest to let
the Jews go!

Everyone is convinced except Pharaoh. Why?

Because for Pharaoh, this is not merely a pragmatic issue of
saving the country. This has become a personal battle
between himself and God.

Pharaoh had spent years building up his image as an immortal
god; he wasn't about to be upstaged by the God of "those
lowly Jewish slaves."

Pharaoh's ego has taken over and he is now beyond the point
of rationality.



He is willing to completely destroy his country and himself
rather than admit defeat. So as the ship sinks, Pharaoh calls
on his people to make a "national sacrifice."

In the meantime, Pharaoh ―also a first-born ―is negotiating to
save his own skin. He begs Moshe to pray to God: "Bless me
that I should not die along with the other firstborns!" (12:32,
Rashi)

On the other hand, the Torah specifies an unusual mitzvah
that applies only to a Jewish king:

(D’varm. 17:18-20) -

"It shall be that when he sits on the throne of his kingdom, that
he shall write for himself TWO copies of the Torah ... It shall
remain with him, and he shall read from it all the days of his
life, so that he will learn to have awe for the Almighty, and to
observe all the mitzvot the Torah ―so that his heart does not
become haughty over his fellow countrymen ..."

It all comes down to ego. Every action of a Jewish leader
must be for the good of the people alone.

The Torah tells a Jewish leader: Don't fall into the trap. Keep
your perspective. Don't forget you are a servant of the
people, not the other way around.

This defines the precise difference between Pharaoh and
Moshe.



A person's ability to ignore reality (and even destroy the world)
is tested most when his ego is at stake.

And the more power, the more likely the danger.

Imagine the internal struggle when a world leader has to admit:
"I'm wrong; there's a force greater than me that I can't control."

Pharaoh cannot acknowledge the supremacy of God.
Whereas a true Jewish leader is by definition subjugated to
the will of God.

Arrogance Or Humility?

In the material world, often, but certainly not universally, the
biggest personalities ―movie stars, politicians, business
tycoons ―are the most arrogant. Somehow arrogance is
regarded as a virtue, a sign of having risen above the others.

In contrast, the more intensely a person becomes connected
spiritually, the more humble they most often become.

As we get closer to God, we become more realistic about our
own limitations, vulnerability and mortality. We internalize the
reality that every human's position is tenuous and only God is
eternal.

Moshe was called "the most humble" because when he stood
before God he knew his place. Anything else precludes room
for God to fit in. That's why the Talmud likens arrogance to
idol worship; both push away the presence of God.



Jewish leaders are servants of the people. They bear the
burdens of the nation. So too should all leaders be servants of
the people.

Leadership Qualities

Maimonides lists the qualifications for Jewish leadership: "A
Jewish leader must be a scholar in both Torah and secular
wisdom, God-fearing, non-materialistic (as a guard against
bribes), a seeker of truth, mitzvah observant, and modest.

(see Laws of the Sanhedrin 2:7, derived from Yisro's description in Exodus 18:21]

Wouldn't the world be different today if all leaders were
accountable to such standards?

If there is to be a revolution against selfishness and corruption,
the change must come from below, from the people.

Maybe it's time to demand integrity of our government leaders.
Because if we let that slide, we all slide down with it.

The themes I have talked about today are intertwined. We
have an obligation to teach our children to ask
questions………. And to learn  as we do so.

We in turn, the adults in our community,  are obligated to ask
our leadership questions and to hold them to the ideals of
leadership that might be sourced from our Jewishness... but
are truly universal.



On a note more specifically related to the most recent political
happenings in our country I wanted to share a few words with
you.

Today marks the anniversary of my Bar Mitzvah. As many
know, Bar/Bat Mitzvah is the age when a Jew assumes
responsibility for their actions as an adult.

As a responsible Jewish adult I cannot be silent when I see an
injustice.

I am the son of 2 immigrants. My father served in the Czech
armed services in WW2 and fled religious persecution. My
mother was a survivor of a death camp run by the Nazi's. And
I am an American patriot. love this country. Because I love this
country, I am horrified by its blemishes. The recent immigrant
ban is a blemish and it’s un-American.

Those who know me, were wondering why I wasn’t much on
FB on Monday night. That was because I was attending an
inter-faith service at the Islamic Society of Delaware...I and
our governor , senator , county executive, our Rabbi,
members of Beth Shalom,  and much more important, an
overflow crowd of my neighbors , hundreds of them, black and
white, young and old, Jew/Christian/Muslim/Hindu/ or of no
religion. These are the faces and voices of the America I know
and love! These are my neighbors.

In Victoria Texas, where the mosque was burned to the
ground, the leaders of the only Jewish congregation visited the
Mosque’s Imam at his home and gave him the key to the
synagogue, so that they could hold services whenever they



needed to. These are the faces and voices of the America I
know and love,  these are my neighbors.

Lastly...

We must ask ourselves if we want leaders like
Pharaoh, or, do we want leaders like Moshe ? For
without righteous leadership, leadership that is
unafraid of being asked questions, without
leadership that is willing to adhere to principles that
while founded in Judaism, are universal....what
future is there for our question asking children ?

Shabbat Shalom


