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Bo 5781 Dvar 
 

This week’s Torah portion, Bo, is centered on the use of violence to achieve a 
political goal – freedom for our ancestors, the Hebrews who were enslaved by 
Pharaoh. In our Torah reading God steadily increases the force used against 
Pharaoh, until He unleashes the ultimate weapon: an incredible act of terrorism, 
killing every first born in Egypt. The violence works. Pharaoh caves, and lets the 
Hebrews leave. 

This week marked Martin Luther King Jr. Day, a day we remember the life of that 
man who was a most powerful force in the cause of racial justice. King preached a 
different path than the one God took in Egypt – he preached a path of non-violence. 

King was incensed by the injustice he and his fellow African Americans faced. In his 
famous “I Have a Dream” speech from 1963 he said that 100 years after Lincoln 
signed the Emancipation Proclamation, the Negro was “still sadly crippled by the 
manacles of segregation and the chains of discrimination. One hundred years later, 
the Negro lives on a lonely island of poverty in the midst of a vast ocean of material 
prosperity.” 

He accused white America of failing to honor its obligations. He said, 

In a sense we've come to our nation's capital to cash a check. When the 
architects of our republic wrote the magnificent words of the Constitution 
and the Declaration of Independence, they were signing a promissory note 
to which every American was to fall heir. This note was a promise that all 
men, yes, black men as well as white men, would be guaranteed the 
"unalienable Rights" of "Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness." It is 
obvious today that America has defaulted on this promissory note, insofar as 
her citizens of color are concerned. Instead of honoring this sacred 
obligation, America has given the Negro people a bad check, a check which 
has come back marked "insufficient funds." 

King was an optimist though; he refused to believe that “the bank of justice is 
bankrupt.” He refused to believe there were “insufficient funds in the great vaults 
of opportunity of this nation.” 
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In that same speech, King cautioned against violence. He said, 

In the process of gaining our rightful place, we must not be guilty of wrongful 
deeds. Let us not seek to satisfy our thirst for freedom by drinking from the 
cup of bitterness and hatred. We must forever conduct our struggle on the 
high plane of dignity and discipline. We must not allow our creative protest 
to degenerate into physical violence. Again and again, we must rise to the 
majestic heights of meeting physical force with soul force. 

King’s advice is as relevant today as it was 58 years ago when he spoke those words. 
And it doesn’t matter which side: the BLM protestors who let their peaceful 
protests degenerate into riots, and the Trump supporters who decided to storm 
the capitol are both guilty of wrongful deeds. King was also opposed to violence 
because he said it didn’t work. In another speech a few months before he was 
assassinated, King said, 

The limitation of riots, moral questions aside, is that they cannot win and 
their participants know it. Hence, rioting is not revolutionary but reactionary 
because it invites defeat. It involves an emotional catharsis, but it must be 
followed by a sense of futility. 

Even though he preached non-violence, King was not to be deterred. King had a 
dream; he said,  

I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where 
they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their 
character. 

King’s own death proves his point that rioting and violence don’t win. Killing King 
did not kill the dream.  

In the first Israeli presidential ceremony commemorating Martin Luther King Jr. Day 
in Israel, in 1984, Rabbi Arnold Resnicoff, then a chaplain for the US Sixth Fleet, 
quoted the verse from Genesis, where seeing Joseph drawing near his brothers 
said,  

Behold the dreamer comes; let us slay him and throw him into the pit, and 
see what becomes of his dreams. 
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Rabbi Resnicoff noted that, from time immemorial, there have been those who 
thought they could kill the dream by slaying the dreamer, but – as the example of 
King's life shows – such people are always wrong. 

As we remember Dr. King this week, let us remember that his dream is not yet 
fulfilled – too many people are still judged by the color of their skin and not by the 
content of their character. 

And let us also remember his message that our disagreements should not lead us 
down a dark path. As Dr. King said, “Let us not seek to satisfy our thirst for freedom 
by drinking from the cup of bitterness and hatred.” 

Amen 

 


