
1

Parshat Bo: Keeping Things in the Light
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When I was an undergrad at Brandeis, I was privileged to take a class with

Professor Jonathan Sarna, one of the most important scholars of American Jewish

History, and the class was about his important book, “American Judaism: A History.”

Now I wish I could tell you that I learned great insights into the past and future of

American Judaism that I think about to this very day. I wish I could tell you that.

However, the thing I remember most from Sarna was not specifically about American

Judaism per se. It was an observation about Light and Belief.

Perhaps he was referring to a less famous quote by Louis Brandeis, who wrote

that “electric light [is] the most efficient policeman.” Professor Sarna observed that if

you really wanted to learn something about a society’s belief in God, you should see

how people behave during a blackout. If there’s looting of stores or homes during a

blackout, you know that people don’t really believe in God. Because if they did believe

in God, then they wouldn’t steal anything during a blackout. Because unlike humans,

God doesn’t need the lights or the security systems to see people stealing at night.

I think about that observation a lot, not just because it is a brilliant way to think

about how to assess belief. It’s an excellent meditation on darkness vs light. If you

believe in something, you do it in the light, but if we want to hide something from

ourselves and others, we need an uncanny and unnatural darkness for that.
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If you asked me, that year when I was in Sarna’s class, what I wanted to do when

I grew up, I would tell you that I wanted to work for the CIA or the State Department. I

was studying arabic and international relations and politics, and thought that was the

direction my life was taking. But though I studied abroad in Morocco and really did

spend hours each week studying my arabic flashcards, in the back of my head I felt like

I was hiding something. I was keeping something in the dark, to myself and others,

when I spoke about my career aspirations. It bothered me but I just kept going on the

path I was on. It felt easier than changing directions, and less embarrassing than

admitting that I had interests outside of the United States national security interests.

I knew if I really wanted to stand out or be good enough at Arabic or otherwise

build a strong IR resume, I’d need to spend my summers abroad or interning or getting a

critical language scholarship. Instead, I spent every summer at Camp Ramah in

Wisconsin, honing my skills as a Jewish Educator. When senior year came around and I

knew I needed to apply for the same types of jobs as my peers in the International and

Global Studies program, instead, I applied to staff gap year programs in Israel.

It wasn’t until about halfway through staffing the Nativ program in Israel that I

realized I wanted to be a Rabbi, not an interpreter or analyst. And acknowledging that

out loud and to myself was like turning on a light switch. Suddenly, my true aspiration

wasn’t in the dark, a hidden part of myself I was too ashamed or scared to admit or

share. It was in the light, for anyone to see. And that light made it so much easier to

achieve this deep hope, a long held belief for too long held too close to the chest.
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It’s a little like that other Brandeis quote: “Sunlight is said to be the best of

disinfectants.”

Our Parsha, Bo, contains a powerful moment of darkness and a moment of

brilliant daylight. The darkness is the 9th plague, the plague of ,חשך darkness. The Torah

tells us that once again pharoah’s heart was hardened, so God commanded Moses “Hold

out your arm toward the sky that there may be darkness upon the land of Egypt, a

darkness that can be touched.” Moses held out his arm toward the sky and thick

darkness descended upon all the land of Egypt for three days.”

Not only did it last for 3 days, but it was so heavy, it was so tangible, that:

יׁשֽ�א־ָר֞אּו יוִא֣ מּוֶאת־ָאִח֗ יׁשְו�א־ָק֛ יוִא֥ יםְׁש֣�ֶׁשתִמַּתְחָּת֖ לּֽוְלׇכל־ְּבֵנ֧ייִָמ֑ יָהיְִׂשָרֵא֛ ְּבמֹוְׁשבָֹתֽם׃֖אֹורָה֥

A man could not see his brother, and for three days no one could get up from where he

was; but all the Israelites enjoyed light in their dwellings. (Exodus 10:21-23)

The Torah is sparing with its words, but we can feel the intensity. The darkness is thick,

it can be touched, and it is so dense that the Egyptians can barely move.

Some of our commentators believe the darkness was less literal and more metaphoric.

Not a plague which made sight and movement impossible but rather a type of

melancholy which paralyzed the Egyptians as punishment for allowing the mistreatment

of B’nai Yisrael to go on for so long.

But other commentators argue that the darkness was ממשחשך mamash, real and

tangible. To make matters worse for the Egyptians, these rabbis argue,  not only was

there light for the Israelites in their homes, but wherever they went, and crucially, the
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Egyptians couldn’t even benefit from the Israelites’ light. The Egyptians couldn’t see

while the Israelites could see everything.

Now if you’re like me, and like to gently challenge some of our received wisdom, you

might find yourself asking- Ok, so if the Egyptians couldn’t see for 3 days, why didn’t

the Israelites just run away during the plague of darkness? Right? I mean, they had 3

days, no one could see them, why not just leave their oppressors under the cover of

darkness? We know they were quick to leave anyway, its not like they needed to let the

bread rise, it would’ve been so easy!

It turns out, according to our tradition, we’re not the only ones who’ve asked this

question.

The Midrash Pirkei d’Rabbi Eliezer teaches:

The Holy One of Blessing, God, said: “If I bring forth the Israelites by night, they will

say, God and his people act like thieves in the night. Therefore, behold, I will bring them

forth in the middle of the day, when the sun [and it's light] are at full strength”

- י ֶצםַויְִה֕ יאַהֶּז֑הַהּ֣יֹוםְּבֶע֖ לֶאת־ְּבֵנ֧יה׳הֹוִצ֨ ֶרץיְִׂשָרֵא֛ יִםֵמֶא֥ ַעל־ִצְבאָֹתֽם׃ִמְצַר֖

That very day the LORD freed the Israelites from the land of Egypt, troop by troop.

(Exodus 12:51)

God refuses to take the Israelites out of Egypt in the middle of the night because God

doesn’t want anyone questioning the integrity or the justice of the Exodus.
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If the Exodus had happened under cover of darkness, we could imagine pharoah having

an excuse for his frustrations, and people all over the world would look at our story and

feel that even though the right thing happened, it happened in the wrong way.

No one would doubt that freeing the slaves was good, but couldn’t it have been done in

a way that makes us stand upright and proud, free to walk in the sun and stealing away

in the darkness?

So too it is with each of us. We all have things in our lives that we might feel passionate

about, that we might really believe in, that might really be our truest selves. Yet we hide

them away in the dark. We push them off to the shadows because it’s easier than

admitting them to ourselves that there’s something that needs to be in the light.

That the Exodus takes place in daytime, under the disinfecting light of the sun, instead

of under the furtive cover of darkness, is a challenge to us.

It challenges us to put ourselves into the light. To push us to bring our beliefs into the

light. It’s a call to not hide the good we’re proud of or our truest selves from the world.

Some things are meant to be kept in the dark, like stealing or looting, things that we

should be embarrassed about. But too often we keep the good things in the dark also.

And like the Exodus, the things that matter most, about who we are and who we want to

be, should always be kept in the light.


