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Parashat Bo   First Devar Torah at Seaside, January 7, 2022 

Rabbi Julie Hilton Danan 

 

I’m excited to be joining Seaside Jewish Community as we have 
recently begun reading the book of Exodus in the Torah. If I dare 
say, if we had to pick one book of the Torah as the most 
important to Judaism, it would have to be Exodus. Exodus is 
about the birth of our people, forged in slavery and oppression, 
seeking freedom and justice. It’s about the giving of the 10 
Commandments, the Torah, and the building of the first holy 
Sanctuary. But even more, this book is not just about us. The 
message of the Exodus has resounded through the ages as a 
paradigm of liberation, inspiring abolitionists, civil rights activists, 
and liberation theologians down to the present day.  

 

We’ve just begun a secular New Year. Although Covid has 
complicated things, most secular new years begin with parties, 
fireworks and celebrations. But in Black churches throughout the 
US, New Year’s eve is called “Watch Night” and is a time for 
rousing sermons and joyful singing. The first Watch night was 
celebrated on New Year’s Eve 1862 by abolitionist Frederick 
Douglass as both free and enslaved Black Americans prayed for 
divine protection in anticipation of freedom for those still 
enslaved. President Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation which 
would go into effect on January 1, and they prayed to God to 
sustain them and carry the message of freedom to the farthest 
reaches of the country. (The news would arrive in my home state 
of Texas only on June 19, which has now been made the national 
holiday of Juneteenth.) 

The name “watch night,” however, goes back to the Torah. Since 
the abolitionist movement drew on the model of the Exodus from 
Egypt, it’s not surprising that It was modeled on the first 
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Passover, also celebrated on a long ago “watch night,” on the eve 
of the Israelite liberation from slavery in Egypt. As the Torah says 
in Exodus 12:42: 

That was for the LORD a night of watching (leil shimurim)/a vigil 
to bring them out of the land of Egypt; that same night is the 
LORD’s, one of watching for all the children of Israel throughout 
the ages.  

The simlarities doesn’t end there. Like the Watch Night of the 
Civil War, our first Passover also signified a new year. Exodus 12, 
the chapter in which the first Passover is described, begins with 
God telling Moses and Aaron: 

This month shall mark for you the beginning of the months (Rosh 
Hodashim); it shall be the first of the months of the year for you.  

Nissan, the month of spring, was the original Jewish New Year. 
We still call it the “first month,” when it comes to counting the 
Hebrew months of the year.  

Before the enslaved Israelites could truly celebrate their freedom, 
they had to take control of their own calendar. God declares, 
“This month shall mark for you” (lachem) –with the emphasis on 
“for you,” because to be able to control one’s own time is the 
hallmark of freedom.  

Looking at the description of that first Passover watchnight, in 
Exodus 12, had a roasted sacrificial lamb, bitter herbs, and 
matzah. It doesn’t look much like a Seder today. No Haggadah, 
no matzah balls, no lengthy celebration . . . in fact, it was to be 
eaten “in haste” while dressed for the road. But the first Passover 
did include the essentials that characterize not just our Seder but 
encapsulate all of Jewish tradition that would unfold.  We could 
say that this is the beginning of the Jewish religion, even before 
the Torah was given (a couple of parashot down the road). 

What do you see here that is still true for the way we practice as 
Jews, a kind of paradigm for Jewish life of the future: 
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Marking of sacred time 

Gathering together with celebration and purpose (the Torah tells 
people to form groups so they could share the Passover lamb) 

And of course, eating!  (but not just the old joke: they tried to kill 
us, we won, so let’s eat). 

There is more--- 

Repeated again and again in this parashah are various versions of 
“when your children ask you what this all means” 

From the start Judaism, perhaps more than many other religions, 
has encouraged and even demanded that we question. We must 
begin the Passover Seder with questions by the children. The 
Talmud begins with a question, and so on.  

And in response, we  

Tell stories for ourselves and to teach the next generation, and 
we create  

Zikaron – sacred memory  

This day shall be to you one of remembrance (zikaron): you shall 
celebrate it as a festival to the LORD throughout the ages; you 
shall celebrate it as an institution for all time. 

Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks: “There is a profound difference between 
history and memory. History is his story – an event that happened 
sometime else to someone else. Memory is my story – something that 
happened to me and is part of who I am. History is information. 
Memory, by contrast, is part of identity.” Memory is essential to Judaism.  

And finally -that first Seder, like all good Jewish rituals,  was not 
just a meal or even a sacred memory that was shared. It was 
followed by…the Exodus, symbolizing the eternal Jewish 
commitment to moving out into the world, seeking justice and 
redemption. And that, too, is an essential part of Judaism for all 
generations. 
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My intention as your new rabbi is to be with you, together, 
realizing all of these elements of Jewish sacred community:  

Marking sacred time 

Gathering – in person soon! 

Eating together—also in person soon! 

Always asking questions 

Telling stories 

Teaching young and old 

Creating sacred memories  

And moving out into the world to actualize all that we have 
learned. 

God willing, we will do all of that together in the coming months 
and years.  


