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Our parasha ends with the last of plagues being set upon the Egyptians. Deliverance of 

our ancestors seems to be at hand; their redemption is one step closer to becoming 

reality. But remember, folks, deliverance, redemption, and freedom are not merely gifts 

bestowed UPON us; they are tools for us to appreciate the sovereignty of God.  

Nowhere in Jewish tradition is this message so tangible than in a ritual that has become 

somewhat obscure over time. In traditional communities, when the first-born son 

arrives not through a cesarean section or after a miscarriage, a father “buys back” his 

son from a kohen for five shekels. This ritual is commanded twice in Torah, once in our 

parasha and once in Numbers 18:15-16.  The Torah states here: B’chor peter kol rechem 

….Sanctify to Me every first-born that causes the womb to open…it is MINE.” Such a 

decree seems out of place, but a deeper look shows how spiritually powerful it is. 

Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik, known as the Bostoner Rebbe, explains that to understand 

this ritual, one should recall this founding theological principle: God owns the world! 

God is the Master of all beings and all the earth; everything is a reflection of God and it 

is all part of God. God is “Elohim Chaim!”—the true living God. Like redemption and 

deliverance, a child is not a mere gift but a spiritual encounter to see beyond the self as it 

is a glimpse to see beyond our mortal span. Soleveitchek writes: “The birth of every child 

is an important event for parents, yet it is the birth of the first child that opens a closed 

existential community of a married couple to a newcomer. From now on, it is an open 

and hospitable community…” 

But there is yet another spiritual dimension in play here, that is knowing the power of 

action rather than merely receiving. There is fluidity with the human soul between 

receiving divine favor and working through concrete action to acknowledge the spiritual 

potential. Basically, a mere “thank you” to God is not enough for receiving such a 

spiritual transformation. In the Talmud [Pesachim 59a], there is a debate over which of 

Torah summarizes it all. Rabbi Akiva says its: “Love your fellow as yourself.” (Leviticus 

19:18)  
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Ben Azai said: “This is the book of the generations of Adam — on the day that God 

created humankind, God made humans in God’s image...” (Genesis 5:1). Ben Zoma says: 

“We have found a more inclusive verse and it is: the first line of the Shema.”  But 

Shimon Ben Pazi says it is: “The first lamb you shall sacrifice in the morning and the 

second lamb you shall sacrifice in the evening.”(Exodus 29:39 and Numbers 28:4) And 

the Talmud agrees that Shimon Ben Pazi is right! This had me scratching my head in 

wonder until I saw a teaching from a colleague, Rabbi Shuli Passow of Congregation 

B’nei Jeshurun in New York, who wrote that this verse is designed “to build and sustain 

a relationship with God, we need to show up consistently. Spiritual depth and 

transformation doesn’t come from the lofty vision of loving all human beings, seeing the 

divine in all of humanity, or declaring the oneness of God — though those are all 

certainly important! Rather, it is the day-in-day-out commitment to ritual, as embodied 

in the twice-daily Tamid, that is central to building a spiritual life.” 

 

The ritual of acknowledging that everything belongs to God is a central component of 

building a spiritual life as well! Every opportunity we have should cause us to reaffirm 

this—from when our feet hit the floor in the morning to the food that we eat to our 

abilities to perform any task or mitzvot. It is even more powerful when we have the 

opportunity to recognize a transformation in what Soleveitchek called a moment “that 

opens a closed existential community.” Soren Kierkegaard, the 19th-century Danish 

philosopher referred to a person who was capable of doing this as a “knight of faith”—a 

person who has been able to balance the faith in oneself as well as God simultaneously. 

Let me challenge us all to be knights of faith where we can possess a fluidity in our lives 

between accepting what is bestowed upon us and our willingness to work for it. I 

encourage you to see that a simple “thank you” to God isn’t enough because our humility 

is rooted in a sympatico with the Holy One. Explore your connection to the world by 

understanding that words like redemption and deliverance are not gifts given to 

humanity but are a foundation of the relationship that comes with responsibility. 

 

Shabbat Shalom!! 
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