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In this week’s Torah portion, Bo, we continue the story of the Exodus from Egypt.  As we do so, 
we again see Moses approach Pharaoh with a familiar request.  Moses says in God’s name: Shelah 
et ami v’ya’avduni- “let My people go so they may serve Me!” Notice the two clauses.  We are 
more familiar with the first: Let my people go free them from slavery.  But the second clause is 
often overlooked.  V’ya’avduni – that they may serve me.  Set free My people free so that they 
may serve to Me. It is the same root. The Israelites were avadim, slaves to Pharaoh and now, 
v’ya’avduni – they will turn their service to God. 

I believe this phrase may be the key to the entire book of Exodus.  It is not simply being freed, 
“Let my people go.”  While it is both just and essential that no people ever be enslaved, it is not 
the complete story.  If the Israelites simply had freedom, that would be freedom without purpose. 

20th century Jewish theologian, Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik taught that there is freedom from and 
there is freedom to – freedom with purpose.  There is simply running from something versus 
running to something. We are all slaves to something. We build our lives around ideas and things 
that we follow.  We can either be slaves to Pharaoh or some other impermanent idea, or we can be 
slaves to God, servants to holiness and deep values. 

Professor Arnie Eisen, the Chancellor Emeritus of the Jewish Theological Seminary, helps us to 
bring this is idea of freedom with purpose into the modern day. He writes: “Over and over again 
we hear Moses demand of Pharaoh in the name of the Lord that he ‘let my people go so that they 
may serve Me.’ Week after week, we are driven to ask ourselves what that call means in our day, 
and what we need to do to answer this call.”   

What does it mean to serve God and how do we answer the call?  To me, service of God is based 
in a relationship in which we partner with God to strive to bring more Godliness into our 
world.  We pray, we study Torah, and we build community together in order to uncover and better 
understand the eternal values of our tradition.  In doing so, we seek to inhabit a system of mitzvot 
that teach us not only how to live, but to work each day to perfect our world. “What do we need to 
do to answer the call?” May we each be inspired to answer Professor Eisen’s question for 
ourselves. 

And, I also hope you will be inspired to join us this weekend as we welcome Professor Arnie Eisen 
to TBS as our Scholar-In-Residence.  Dr. Eisen will be teaching throughout the weekend.  Join us 
at 5:45 on Friday for our Wine and Cheese Kabbalat Shabbat. Join us at our Saturday morning 
Shabbat service where Dr.  Eisen will be speaking on “Prophecy and Politics.”  And join us for a 
bagel breakfast and presentation at 9AM on Sunday morning during which Dr. Eisen’s topic will 
be “Mitzvah and Love” based on his new, soon to be published book of Jewish Theology.  CLICK 
HERE to learn more about what promises to be a wonderful weekend as we look forward to 
welcoming Dr. Eisen to TBS.  See you in shul. 

Shabbat Shalom. 

 

https://www.tbsonline.org/scholarinresidence
https://www.tbsonline.org/scholarinresidence

