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Anyone who has attended a Passover Seder will, immediately, recognize elements of this week’s Torah 
portion, Bo. The contents of this week’s Torah portion constitutes the core of the narrative in the 
Passover Haggadah.  
 
Parshat Bo opens with the eighth plague and brings us right to the breaking point of the Exodus. Why 
‘breaking point’? Because after a long succession of instances where Pharaoh’s heart is being hardened, 
the last plague ‘breaks’ Pharaoh’s resistance and, finally, lets the Israelites go.  
 
In reality, this softening of Pharaoh’s heart did not last too long. Right after the Israelites left, Pharaoh 
organized his army and chased after the Israelites with the intention to bring them back. We know the 
story. That was never going to happen. Pharaoh tried everything to keep the Israelites as slaves. In a 
very stubborn and selfish way he refused to accept that the end was imminent. He tried absolutely 
everything. He mobilized his army because Pharaoh could not accept reality. It was impossible for this 
Pharaoh to let go and accept his defeat. 
 
We find this to be a common personality characteristic for those who live in an imaginary world, which 
helps them believe that they are above the will of others and that their power is endless and limitless; 
totally unrestricted. 
 
I find it fascinating to see how the Rabbis do not concentrate on Pharaoh’s behavior. Pharaoh’s behavior 
was just the excuse to turn this narrative into a central piece of our Jewish identity. What the Rabbis 
concentrate on is the value of this moment. This becomes the beginning of our history as a free people. 
 
Chapter 12 in the Book of Exodus opens with the following words: 
 
“The Lord said to Moses and Aaron in the land of Egypt. This month shall mark for you the beginning of 
the months; it shall be the first of the months of the year for you.” What an amazing opportunity! 
 
As the Etz Hayim Humash reminds us “One of the first steps in the process of liberation was for the 
Israelites to have their own calendar, their own way of keeping track of time and recalling the most 
important days of their people’s history. A slave does not control his or her own time; it belongs to 
someone else.” 
 
This is such an important value which defines our Jewish identity; we have kept our own way of counting 
time throughout generations until today. We still use the Jewish calendar (Luakh) to mark milestones in 
our lives. We use the date on the Jewish calendar to acknowledge birth, significant birthdays (Bar and 
Bat Mitzvah), weddings and death based not on the regular (Gregorian) calendar but on our own Jewish 
calendar.  
 
This very unique way of marking time is so core to our Jewish identity. In the same way the Jewish week 
is centered around Shabbat, the succession of Shabbatot constitute the Jewish month and every new 
cycle of the moon marks the beginning of a new Jewish month (Rosh Hodesh).  
 
This is the first time in the Bible where the concept of having our own Jewish calendar, having the ability 
to govern over our own time, is associated with freedom. What a deep and remarkable teaching! 
 



In the same way as the observance of sacred times connected with the Jewish calendar has reinforced 
our identity in the past, it will, God willing, in the future. It is only up to us to make the distinction 
between what is ephemeral and what is eternal. 
 
Shabbat Shalom! 
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