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Oprah Winfrey’s recent interview of Lance Armstrong has generated an enormous amount of 

attention both in the media and in popular discourse. And I’ve been trying to understand why. 

Haven’t we seen this movie before? The script is almost entirely formulaic. Here’s how it goes: 

Celebrated athlete or politician or pop star is accused of gross misconduct. The celebrity 

vehemently denies the allegations and then – with public pressure mounting – eventually 

confesses and accepts responsibility – usually in front of millions of television viewers.  

 

So why all the hype?  

 

There’s someone else who makes an about-face in our parsha this morning and I’d like to turn 

our attention for just a moment to the denouement of the Pharaoh-Moshe standoff – the 

conclusion of the plagues and the ultimate release of the Jewish people.  

 

Every so often, I have the opportunity to visit our local Jewish day schools and share words of 

Torah with the students. And on my most recent visit, I asked the fourth grade class at Manhattan 

Day School what I consider to be the central question of this part of ספר שמות. Why so many 

plagues? Why so much destruction? Why is the process of the Exodus drawn out over months 

and months when surely it could have been accomplished so much more efficiently? 

 

And the children responded with some outstanding answers, all of which are attested to in חז"ל: 

• There was a punitive aspect to the plagues. The Egyptians treated us with excessive 

cruelty and the מכות represent a form of divine retribution. 

• There was an educational element to the plagues. They were intended to disabuse the 

Egyptians of their pagan notions and impel them to acknowledge the unity and 

supremacy of Hashem. 

• One of the children even suggested that the plagues served a pre-emptive strategic 

purpose. If such was the power of the God of Israel, who in the coming generations 

would deign to bristle with such a force?  

 

I think each of these answers has merit. But this morning, I’d like to add one additional 

dimension to this puzzle.  

 

As the tenth plague decimates the entire class of first born Egyptians, Pharaoh hurriedly 

summons Moshe and Aharon and finally capitulates to their demands – it’s the moment we’ve all 

been waiting for (12:31-32): 

 

  ּו ִעְבדּו ֶאת יְקָֹוק ְּכַדֶּבְרֶכם:(לא) ַוּיְִקָרא ְלמֶֹׁשה ּוְלַאֲהרֹן ַליְָלה ַוּיֹאֶמר קּומּו ְּצאּו ִמּתֹו� ַעִּמי ַּגם ַאֶּתם ּגַם ְּבנֵי יְִׂשָרֵאל ּוְלכ 

 (לב) ַּגם צֹאנְֶכם ַּגם ְּבַקְרֶכם ְקחּו ַּכֲאֶׁשר ִּדַּבְרֶּתם ולכו

Go, Pharaoh says. You, the Jewish people, the flocks you need for your service – everyone and 

everything – exactly as you have requested – go.  



And then he adds three words which are perhaps the most revealing of the entire episode.  

  י:ּוֵבַרְכֶּתם ַּגם אֹתִ 

And while you’re out there serving your god, do me a favor Moshe, bless me, too.  

 

I say these three words are so revealing, because without them, we could have simply concluded 

that the cumulative effect of the plagues was ultimately too much to bear. We could have 

reasoned that Pharaoh was simply making a tactical decision – namely, that in the final analysis, 

the cost of keeping the Israelites is just too high – better to let them go. 

 

But when he concludes his speech with the words וברכתם גם אותי, he reveals the theological 

component of his decision. On some level this formulation is Pharaoh’s veiled confession: I 

admit, Moshe, that your God is the true God. Pray for me, too. 

 

Yes – the practical matter of removing the Jewish people from the land of Egypt could have been 

accomplished more swiftly and with less fanfare. But if part of the goal is to move someone 

philosophically, such a goal can only be accomplished incrementally. We don’t adopt life 

principles or make life-altering decisions at the drop of a hat. Change takes time.  

 

And of course even incremental change doesn’t guarantee the intended outcome. Backsliding is 

almost inevitable. And it’s only a matter of days before the clarity of Pharaoh’s epiphanic 

humility is clouded over by his nostalgia for yesterday’s self-importance.  

 

But there’s something else telling about Pharaoh’s final request. It’s an almost precise 

reformulation of a three word phrase we’ve heard once before. When Esav returns from the field 

only to discover that his father has unwittingly bestowed his blessing upon Yaakov, he says: 

  .give me a blessing, too – ברכני גם אני

 

It’s no coincidence because it’s the same story: A powerful man bent on homicide, over time, is 

eventually able to accept the terms of a new reality. Over the course of ten plagues Pharaoh 

accepts that Moshe’s God is all-powerful. And over the course of his time apart from Yaakov, 

Esav beats his proverbial sword into a ploughshare and willingly reconciles with the brother he 

once threatened to murder. For Esav and Pharaoh share this quality: With time – slowly – they 

are able to transform the way they view reality.  

 

There are probably a lot of reasons we’re so taken by the Lance Armstrong’s of the world. But 

one of them is this: On some level we all relate to the notion of being flawed. We all know that 

we’ve made mistakes and we want to know: Is change possible? What happens when someone 

steps up and takes responsibility? What happens when someone confesses? Do we believe them? 

Do we forgive them? Do we re-embrace them?  

 

And of course these are complicated questions and there are no simple answers. But one theme 

that emerges from Parshas Bo is this message of incremental change. The carefully crafted chain 

of events that lead to Pharaoh’s change of heart is also the Torah’s commentary on the process of 

transformation: Change is not the province of those who race, but rather of those plod. Or as Dr. 

Martin Luther King once put it, “Change does not roll in on the wheels of inevitability, but 

comes through continuous struggle.” 



I’m thinking about change this morning for a couple of reasons. Today marks the first yahrzeit of 

Ayelet Galena. In the Torah, the Hebrew word for change is נחם. As the pasuk tells us:  וינחם ה' על
 Hashem reconsidered – he changed His mind. As a community, it’s – הרעה אשר דבר לעשות לעמו

incumbent upon us to recognized that this notion of נחמה is a very slow process. 

 

I’m thinking about change, too, because today we remember a little girl who changed the lives of 

everyone who knew her and even the lives of those who only knew about her. 

 

And finally, as Tu B’Shevat approaches, we’ve made it our practice here at The Jewish Center to 

designate a day on our calendar as our environmental Shabbat. In our youth groups, our children 

are learning about Jewish values and the environment; we’ve printed our Shabbat bulletin on 

recycled paper; and our special Kiddush is being served on paper goods that are biodegradable. 

 

It’s taken us a long time to find a place for environmentalism on our communal agenda, but 

that’s only because changing our communal sensitivities is something that takes time.  

 

I was driving in the car recently with Akiva when he asked a very prescient question. We were 

stopping for gas and he said: “Why do we have to stop for gas? Why can’t we just have an 

electric car that wouldn’t need gas?”  

 

Would any of us have asked the same question when we were five, surely our parents would 

have had a much harder time formulating an answer than we do today. We’re not there yet, but at 

least we can say we’re one our way.  

 

In thinking about environmentalism, we have to take the long view. Racism didn’t end the day 

the Civil Rights Act was passed in 1964. And we haven’t stopped polluting our environment 

even though we know better. But we’ve made undeniable progress and will undoubtedly make 

more in the years to come. 

 

But recognizing that global change comes slowly should never deter us from being activists 

locally.  

 

The very first time we’re commanded to do anything in the Torah, we’re told (12:11): 

 

  ּוַמֶּקְלֶכם ְּביְֶדֶכם ַוֲאַכְלֶּתם אֹתֹו ְּבִחָּפזֹון ֶּפַסח הּוא ַליקָֹוק: ְוָכָכה ּתֹאְכלּו אֹתֹו ָמְתנֵיֶכם ֲחגִֻרים נֲַעֵליֶכם ְּבַרגְֵליֶכם

Eat the korban pesach with your loins girded, your shoes on your feet and your staff in hand.  

 

When the time comes, the Torah’s says, we need to be ready to act swiftly. The time for greater 

consciousness of environmentalism has surely come and now is our opportunity to act.  

 

Of this blessed earth we are no owners, but mere custodians.  

 

With alacrity, with passion and with the Torah as our guidebook, we may not be able to repair 

the world entirely; but at least we can bequeath to our children a planet primed to prosper – if not 

in our lifetime – at least in theirs.  


