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I want to share with you two questions this morning – one local and one global.  

 

Hashem tells Moshe right at the beginning of our parsha: 

 

ְּבֵאל ַׁשָּדי; ּוְׁשִמי ה', �א נֹוַדְעִּתי ָלֶהם-- יֲַעקֹב-ְוֶאליְִצָחק - ַאְבָרָהם ֶאל- ָוֵאָרא, ֶאל  

I appeared to the אבות in the guise of קל שקי – but never in guise of Hashem.  

 

It’s very difficult to understand what this means. All of the commentaries grapple with this line.  

 

Maybe  שקיקל  is about unfulfilled promises and 'ה is about their fulfilment. 

Maybe it’s about degrees of revelation.  

 

Is there a more satisfying solution to this riddle? 

 

Second, much more globally: Why are there so many plagues? After all, the system is rigged. 

God says from the get-go that He’s going to deprive Pharaoh of the capacity to surrender earlier. 

Is it a kind of cruel game? If the plagues are punitive, punish or kill the wrong-doers and let’s 

move on. Why plague after plague after plague? 

 

Of course we know all the various explanations about the progression of the מכות. 

• There’s a God. 

• There’s a God who runs the world. 

• There’s a God who intervenes in history. 

Or maybe the plagues take us through God’s involvement in the air on land and in water.  

 

That’s all very nice, but I can assure you that מכת בכורות itself would have demonstrated beyond a 

shadow of a doubt just who is in the charge of the universe.  

 

Question #1: ושמי ה' לא נודעתי להם – what does this mean? 

Question #2: Why a series of 10 plagues to accomplish what could have been accomplished in 

one? 

 

Let me start with the second question and then work my way back to the first. The answer is 

actually in the text itself. It’s a not secret why Hashem brings so many plagues on Egypt. It’s a 

pasuk 

ֲאנִי ה'- יְִׂשָרֵאל, ֵמֶאֶרץ ִמְצַריִם, ִּבְׁשָפִטים, ּגְדִֹלים.  ְויְָדעּו ִמְצַריִם ִּכי-ַעִּמי ְבנֵי-ִצְבאַֹתי ֶאת-ְוהֹוֵצאִתי ֶאת  

 

The plagues are a form of pedagogy. They’ll teach the Egyptians about the nature of God – and 

by extension – the Israelites will learn about Him, too.   

 

What’s less explicit, though, is the back story. 
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The Israelites had suffered not only hundreds of years of slavery and oppression; they had 

endured hundreds of years of exposure to a culture of cruelty and inhumanity.  

 

That’s what Chazal mean when they say the Israelites had sunk to the 49
th

 rung of טומאה. That’s 

the natural consequence of living unsheltered in a world of alien values.  

 

No wave of a magic wand was going to instantaneously undo the effects of having been 

inundated by the values of an amoral civilization. If the spiritual state of the Jewish people was 

the cumulative effect of a constant barrage of paganism and pantheism, it would require a 

constant barrage of monotheism to extricate them from that religious and cultural milieu.  

 

It couldn’t be done in an instant. That’s why there’s plague after plague after plague. It required 

days and weeks and months.  

 

And perhaps that’s the difference between the name קל שקי and 'ה. In the lives of the patriarchs, 

God appeared sporadically: An episode here; a dream there. די-ש  – just enough communication to 

maintain the relationship. But 'ה – the name of God that captures היה הוה ויהיה – the expanse of 

time – that had never happened before. No one had ever been exposed to God’s perceptible 

presence in the world for months on end. Such a thing had never been necessary! But in Egypt, 

to counteract such a sustained period of godlessness required a proportional period of sustained 

Godful-ness.  

 

In 1935, the French historian Paul Hazard, published a book called the Crisis of the European 

Mind: 1680-1715. Given the culture of the academy and the pace at which information now 

comes to light, sweeping histories from the 1930s are typically considered outmoded. But 

Hazard’s arguments were so trenchant and so compelling, that his book was republished just a 

few years ago and remains essential reading for any student of the period.  

 

He argued that long before the French Revolution ushered in the modern age, all of the seeds of 

enlightened thinking had already been germinating for 100 years. Richard Simon and Benedict 

Spinoza were busy tearing down long held religious orthodoxies. John Locke and Pierre Bayle 

were trumpeting ideas like natural law, equity and equality. The rationalists and freethinkers 

were arguing that empiricism should replace authority and revelation. Newton was 

revolutionizing science and the way we think about the heavens. Tradition and its institutions 

were under assault from all quarters.  

 

It might not be unwise to think of our own generation in similar terms. 

• Long held assumptions about morality have been replaced; 

• Radical individualism and savage consumerism are the dominant forces of our zeitgeist; 

• The information age has made deep thinking a near impossibility; 

• Civil discourse seems like a distant memory;  

• And the idea of family values is considered passé.  

 

How could any historian look back at our times and draw any other conclusion: We’re living in 

the midst of a crisis of our collective American conscience. 
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Of course we have to recognize that to live in America in the 21
st
 century is to live at a time and 

in a place of unparalleled prosperity and opportunity. But we also have to realize that in this 

extraordinary time and place, so many of our Torah values are under assault. Every crisis has a 

resolution. What will be ours?  

 

In broad brushstrokes, three responses have risen to the fore: 

 

The first is a defensive posture. It’s the posture of resignation. We can’t fight city hall. The world 

is too dangerous – too fraught with moral and religious hazards. And so we need to protect 

ourselves and our children. Circle the wagons; minimize exposure and create a sheltered enclave 

in which Jewish values can survive and thrive. And of course it’s an oversimplification, but this 

is by and large the worldview of the Haredi community. 

 

The second response is to reject the fundamental premise of the question. There’s no assault 

here. Tikkun Olam is the highest value. Society may sometimes fall short, but we join our fellow 

travelers in pursuit of universal ethics: social justice and environmentalism; the pursuit of peace 

and equal rights. Sure, there may be kernels of truth in the Torah. Yes, Judaism kick-started 

ethical monotheism. But civilization evolves and now we know better. Western morality of the 

21
st
 century is the apex of the human experience. It’s not that we need to fall in line with the 

Torah; the Torah needs to fall in line with us. This is the approach of non-Orthodox Judaism.  

 

It’s we Modern Orthodox Jews who advocate a more nuanced and centrist position. We accept 

the premise of the proposition. Consumerism and individualism are not our values. God, Torah, 

history, family – these are things that cannot so blithely be dismissed or rewritten. They matter.  

 

But Modern Orthodoxy is a high risk / high reward proposition. 

 

To the extent we succeed, I would argue that our Jewish lives are richer and fuller than either 

alternative. Modern Orthodoxy has the capacity to be the apotheosis of the Jewish experience: 

We retain our faith; pay homage to our past; and preserve an authentic future of the Judaism we 

care so deeply about, all the while benefitting from and contributing to the blessings of the 

modern world. The payoff is extraordinary.  

 

What we so often fail to appreciate is that the risk is commensurate with the reward.  

 

If we’re committed to living outside the ghetto walls – if we’re invested in being full participants 

in a secular society that privileges liberty and the individual above all else – then we can’t afford 

to be passive about our Judaism.  

 

If we spend six days a week awash in a culture predominantly antithetical to our own, and a 

fraction of one day in shul, what are the chances that we and our children wind up leaning 

toward Jewish values rather than simply acculturating?  

 

 ְוהֹוֵצאִתי ֶאת-ְּבנֵי-יְִׂשָרֵאל, ִמּתֹוָכם
God wasn’t just taking us out of Egypt. He was taking us out of the Egyptians! We were so 

enmeshed in their culture it was hard to differentiate us.  
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Short of miraculous intervention, how does a minority culture retain its identity in the face of 

such powerful centrifugal forces?  

 

My message this morning is that there’s no 15 minute antidote; there’s no instant inoculation. If 

the world is going to bombard us with a vision of morality so misaligned with our own; if it’s 

going to throw at us a barrage of messages that insists that the world revolves around me; then 

we need a counter-offensive. We need a sustained, ongoing movement. We need a regular dose 

of inspiration to remember that our values are eternal and we live in a God-centered universe. 

 

The good news is that we don’t have to make up the playbook. We already have the prescription! 

• Davening three times a day. 

• Brachos and benching. 

• Daily commitments to perform חסד and מעשים טובים. 

• Fixed times for Torah study. 

• Immersion in a community of shared values. 

• Constant engagement with a canon of core texts. 

 

We don’t like to shine a light on it, but not every Jew made it out of Egypt. And not every Jew 

will survive Modern Orthodoxy.  

 

But just as we’ve done for the last hundred years, our community needs to lead the way. The 

Jewish Center needs to model for the rest of Modern Orthodoxy that engagement with the best of 

western civilization doesn’t have to come at the expense of rigorous commitment to Torah and 

Mitzvot. In this age of globalization, we have to remember that there’s no outsourcing our 

Judaism.  

 

In the words of Martin Luther King, “Progress is neither automatic nor inevitable... Every step 

toward the goal… requires sacrifice, suffering, and struggle; the tireless exertions and passionate 

concern of dedicated individuals.” 

 

I can assure you that the goal is achievable. But every step toward that goal depends on us.  


