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Vaera 2009 

Off History’s Balcony and onto its Dance Floor 

Rabbi Yosie Levine 

 

In November, 1991, the Ronald Reagan Library opened in Simi Valley, California. I’d 

grown up as a fan of the 40
th

 President. Now that there was a presidential library only an 

hour from my home, I decided to write a letter to the library’s director asking if they 

might be interested in the services of a summer intern. Sure enough they agreed. It was a 

wonderful experience on many levels. Most memorable, though, was my reward at the 

end of the summer: the chance to meet the President.  

 

I walked into Mr. Reagan’s office in Century City. And noting my youth, the President 

took me over to a photo on the wall. It was a picture of Reagan as a teenager in Dixon, 

Illinois. “I was a lifeguard for seven summers,” he told me. “Every time I made a rescue, 

I put a little notch in an old fallen log by the lake. By the time I was done being a 

lifeguard, I’d made 77 notches in the log.” 

 

Three presidents have come and gone since then, and now our 44
th

 President occupies the 

oval office. But we’ll turn our attention to Barack Obama in a few moments. 

 

I’d like to begin with a different world leader. I’d like to begin with Moshe. We all know 

that the author of the Pesach Haggadah, all but left Moshe entirely out of the יציאת מצרים 

story. And in point of fact, on Seder night, we don’t miss him that much. The story reads 

quite nicely as God’s rescue of the Jewish people from Egyptian slavery. So I’d actually 

like to propose the opposite question from the one we typically ask around the Seder 

table. If we can script a perfectly cogent formulation of the Exodus narrative without a 

Moshe, why in fact is there a Moshe?  

 

Once free, perhaps, the Jewish people will need a leader – someone to guide them 

through the wilderness and bring them to Har Sinai. But why is Moshe necessary for our 

parsha? Why do we need him to bring the plagues? Why can’t a heavenly voice descend 

from heaven, make the necessary threats and wreak the havoc of the makkos on the 

Egyptians?  

 

Interestingly, Moshe himself seems to make this very argument. Over the course of his 

dialogues with Hashem, Moshe offers up a number of excuses – a number of reasons why 

he should not be the redeemer of Israel.  

 

But there’s one statement that, in my mind, gives them all a frame:  

 Moshe says: Just send anyone. Or don’t. History will be just fine – שלח נא ביד תשלח

without me, Hashem. It really doesn’t matter whom you send. There is an inevitable fate 

that will eventually unfold. You don’t need me to specifically be a part of it. And he has 

good reasons – good explanations for why he’s not the best man for the job.  

 

1. First he says והן לא יאמינו לי ולא ישמעו בקולי – they won’t listen to me – they won’t 

believe me. I have no standing with the people. 
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2. Next, he makes the case that he’s not a man of words, he has a speaking problem.  

 – I have limitations that make it unrealistic for me to be a leader – ואני ערל שפתים

to stand up and take responsibility. 

3. And finally, in our parsha this morning, he says  הן בני ישראל לא שמעו אלי ואיך ישמעני

הפרע  – my track record is no good. I went to the Jewish people and the result was 

disastrous. Now you want me to go to Paroh? I’ll never succeed. 

 

But these are just arguments in support of his fundamental case – the sentiment at the 

core of his stance: א ביד תשלחשלח נ  – history will unfold, Moshe says, and I’ll be on the 

sidelines watching it happen. 

 

It’s this notion that Hashem is so intent on disabusing Moshe of. Don’t be a bystander, 

Hashem says. I need you to be a part of it. Of course I could execute these plagues 

without you or Aaron. But the lesson of the Exodus and the lesson of the plagues is the 

lesson of human agency. You could watch it passively from the sidelines – or you could 

be in it. Being an actor on the stage of human history will change the course of human 

events – and it will change the actor in the process. 

 

Moshe has an Achilles heel – or maybe more than one. At first blush, his timid 

disposition and failings as an orator should signal that he’s the wrong man for the job. 

But notice the transformation that occurs when Moshe finally begins to act. Notice what 

happens when he overcomes his own reluctance and thrusts himself into the fray.  

 

As the plagues go on, Moshe becomes more comfortable, more confident – more able to 

develop his capacity to be a leader.  

 

At the beginning of the story, it’s Aharon who serves as Moshe’s mouthpiece. Moshe’s 

job is simply to parrot the lines that Hashem has told him and feed God’s instructions to 

his brother. And this is, in fact, what happens twice – first when Moshe and Aharon come 

before Paro to give him the sign of the staff turning into a serpent and then again with the 

first plague of דם.  

 

But when we reach the second plague, there’s a subtle transition. After Paro asks for the 

plague to be withdrawn, Moshe begins to go off script. He begins to improvise: Just when 

is it, Moshe says, that you’d like me to get rid of the frogs? Name the date and I’ll make 

it so. למתי אעתיר לך?  

 

Moshe asks Hashem to end the plague in the morrow – and so it is: כדבר משה'ויעש ה . It’s a 

stunning turn of events. Now Hashem is following Moshe’s instructions! 

Moshe moves further and further into the foreground as his brother moves further and 

further into the background. By the time we reach the end of our parsha, it’s Moshe who 

is performing the plagues himself.  

 

Through action, Moshe learns the lesson: Human agency does matter – both to the actors 

and to the story. As Chazal say, הלבבותאחרי הפעולות נמשכו  – sometimes it’s our actions 

that can shape our attitudes. As the story unfolds, we don’t hear again about Moshe’s 
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deficits. What happened to them? Were they not real? Of course they were, but their 

capacity to hamstring Moshe diminishes and ultimately disappears once Moshe makes 

the decision to become an active party.  

 

And even more powerfully, history changes because of Moshe. He’s not a puppet – but a 

moral agent whose actions directly affect how the story moves forward.  

 

As I watched the inauguration on Tuesday, I was struck by one particular detail. As the 

cameras panned the throngs of people gathered for the inaugural, I was curious to know 

how the commentators would describe what all those people were really doing there. 

How would they explain the impulse to stand outside in the freezing cold – just to watch 

our new president on a jumbo-tron. What would be their explanation for this choice made 

by millions of people to forgo the comfort and quiet of their homes and offices for the 

privilege of crowding together on the national mall in the dead of winter?  

 

The commentators’ observation was a simple one: The people just wanted to be there – to 

be in the moment – to be a part of history. To be able to tell their children and 

grandchildren that they were there when America’s first Black president took the oath of 

office.  

 

A decision – even if only in a small way – to be an active part of the story. To stand up 

and be counted among those who were there.  

 

As Mr. Obama pointedly observed, we are in the midst of crises the world over. There 

have been moments of tranquility and calmness in our lifetime. Those moments will 

come again. But now is no such time.  

 

More urgently today than yesterday, the world needs you.  

� Maybe it’s the financial crisis – getting involved with the JC business forum or 

finding other ways to help alleviate the distress so many people are feeling right 

now; 

� Maybe it’s Israel. With the political and military landscapes perpetually in flux, 

Israel will surely need every ounce of our support in the weeks and months ahead; 

� Maybe it’s the day school tuition crisis – families who are considering pulling 

their kids out of Jewish schools because they simply can’t make the tuition 

payments;  

� Maybe it’s the crisis of loneliness in our community; 

� Maybe it’s the soaring costs of health care or way we should be protecting our 

environment. 

 

For better or for worse, there is no shortage of issues from which to choose.  

 

We can tell ourselves שלח נא ביד תשלח – that history will be just fine without us. 

 

We can say no one will listen or ואני ערל שפתים – I have limitations that make it 

unrealistic for me to be a leader – to stand up and take responsibility. 
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And we can tell ourselves  לא שמעו אלי ואיך ישמעני פרעההן בני ישראל  – my track record is no 

good. I’ve actually tried this before and it hasn’t gone well. I’m not up for another round 

of disappointment. 

 

You can make these arguments. And they’ll sound convincing.  

 

Or you could simply act – as Moshe did.  

 

It didn’t occur to me at the time. But service as a lifeguard is such a fitting metaphor for a 

future world leader. It’s actually your job to not be the by-stander. It’s your job to jump 

off the sidelines into the cold water and change the course of someone’s life.  

 

We can sit on history’s balcony. The dance will certainly go on with or without us. But 

today I urge you to make a different decision. Choose the issue that you’re most 

passionate about and become its owner. As a wise man once said, “A crisis is a terrible 

thing to waste.” Seize this moment. Seize this opportunity. Odds are that your world will 

change because of what you do. Odds are even better that you’ll find yourself changed in 

the process.  

 

  


