
 

 בס"ד

Light Unto the Nations 

Parashat Bo 5783 

Rabbi Jay M. Stein, D.D. 

 

There is this amazing tool you can get online called the V.I.A. test. The VIA Survey of Character 

Strengths is a free self-assessment that takes 10 minutes and provides a wealth of information to 

help you understand your best qualities. VIA Reports provide personalized, in-depth analysis of 

your free results, including actionable tips to apply your strengths to find greater well-

being.  Essentially the thinking behind this test is to explain that each of us has 

talents.  Sometimes those talents are buried, and we have no idea we have them.  Additionally, 

the approach also explains that even if we know what our talents are, we don't know exactly how 

to apply those strengths in our professional and personal lives. I just say, we each have a 

superpower.   

 

In this week's Parasha, Parashat Bo we see the awesome, incomparable power of God.   

 

ים׃ ֶשת ָיִמֹֽ ִים ְשלֵּ֥ ֶרץ ִמְצַר֖ ה ְבׇכל־ֶאֵּ֥ ֶשְך־ֲאֵפָלֶׁ֛ י ֹחֹֽ ִים ַוְיִהִ֧ ה ֶאת־ָי֖דֹו ַעל־ַהָשָמָ֑  ַוֵיֵּ֥ט ֹמֶשֶׁ֛

“Moses held out his arm toward the sky and thick darkness descended 

upon all the land of Egypt for three days.” (Exodus 10:22) 

 

Have you ever been in complete darkness when it is so dark you can't see your hand in front of 

you?  The fear is palpable and, in that moment, you can't imagine anything else. Now we begin 

to understand how the Egyptians must have felt.   

 

א־ָר֞אּו ֹֹֽ ָיה ֖אֹור ל ל ָהֵּ֥ ְלׇכל־ְבֵנִ֧י ִיְשָרֵאֶׁ֛ ים ּוֹֽ ֶשת ָיִמָ֑ יו ְשלִ֣ יש ִמַתְחָת֖ מּו ִאֵּ֥ יו ְולֹא־ָקֶׁ֛ יש ֶאת־ָאִחִ֗  ִאִ֣

ם׃  ְבמֹוְשֹבָתֹֽ

 “People could not see one another, and for three days no one could move 

about; but all the Israelites enjoyed light in their dwellings.” (Exodus 

10:23) 

 

This plague lasts three days.  Even before it is executed the text tells us it is going to last three 

days. Do the Egyptians know it is going to last that long or is it the uncertainty about the duration 

that adds to the trauma of the plague? 

 

Yet, we still must ask about the three-day reference.  No other plague came with a time 

frame. No other instructions talk about the length of time except for a single reference in this 

narrative to a request Moses initial makes.  

 

ִעבְ  י ָהֹֽ ם ֵאָלי֙ו ה' ֱאלֵקֶּ֤ ִים ַוֲאַמְרֶתֶּ֤ ֶלְך ִמְצַרִ֗ ל ֶאל־ֶמִ֣ י ִיְשָרֵאֵ֜ ָך ּוָבאָתָ֡ ַאָת֩ה ְוִזְקֵנֵ֨ ִרִיי֙ם ְוָשְמ֖עּו ְלֹקֶלָ֑

ינּו׃ ה' ֱאלֵקֹֽ ה ַלֹֽ ר ְוִנְזְבָח֖ ֶשת ָיִמי֙ם ַבִמְדָבֵ֔ ֶרְך ְשלֶּ֤ א ֶדִ֣ ְלָכה־ָנ֞ ה ֵנֹֽ ינּו ְוַעָתִ֗ ה ָעֵלֵ֔  ִנְקָרִ֣

 

They will listen to you; then you shall go with the elders of Israel to the 

king of Egypt and you shall say to him, ‘יהוה, the God of the Hebrews, 

became manifest to us. Now therefore, let us go a distance of three days 

about:blank


into the wilderness to sacrifice to our God ה'. (Exodus 3:18) 

 

Or later we are reminded,  

 

ם  ח ֶאְתֶכ֖ ן ְיַשַלֵּ֥ ֲחֵרי־ֵכֵ֕ ִים ַאֹֽ יא ַעל־ַפְרֹע֙ה ְוַעל־ִמְצַרֵ֔ ֹוד ֶנֶֶַּ֤֤גע ֶאָח֙ד ָאִבֶּ֤ ה עִ֣ אֶמר ה' ֶאל־ֹמֶשִ֗ ֵֹ֨ ַוי

ה׃ ם ִמֶזֹֽ ש ֶאְתֶכ֖ ש ְיָגֵרֵּ֥ ה ָגֵרֶׁ֛ ֹו ָכָלֵ֕ ְלחֵ֔  ִמֶזָ֑ה ְכַשֵ֨

And ה' said to Moses, “I will bring but one more plague upon Pharaoh 

and upon Egypt; after that he shall let you go from here; indeed, 

when he lets you go, he will drive you out of here one and all. 

(Exodus 11:1) 

 

Amazingly, this is not the last plague. But the juxtaposition of the three-day plaque of darkness 

with the request for three days to worship God forces us to recognize the power of darkness and 

the ability to overcome it with prayer or to even preempt the darkness with a practice of 

prayer.  If we can't find the light the result is death. 

 

There is a wonderful teaching about a strange text in Deuteronomy that adds so much to this 

formula.  

ִעּוֵ  ש ַהֹֽ ר ְיַמֵשֶּ֤ ִים ַכֲאֶשֵ֨ ׇצֳהַרִ֗ ש ַבֹֽ יָת ְמַמֵשִ֣ ְך ְוָהִיֵ֜ יָת ַאִ֣ יָך ְוָהִיֵ֜ יַח ֶאת־ְדָרֶכָ֑ א ַתְצִל֖ ֵֹּ֥ ה ְול ֙ר ָבֲאֵפָלֵ֔

יַע׃ ין מֹוִשֹֽ ים ְוֵאֵּ֥ ּול ׇכל־ַהָיִמ֖ ּוק ְוָגזֶׁ֛  ָעשִ֧

You shall grope at noon as the blind grope in the dark; you shall not 

prosper in your ventures, but shall be constantly abused and robbed, with 

none to give help. (Deuteronomy 28:29) 

 

The Talmud explains that for a blind man midday is the same as darkness.  It is a bizarre 

phrase.  Until a Rabbi tells a story that he was once walking in the absolute darkness of the night, 

and he saw a blind man who was walking with a torch in his hands. So he said to him: why do 

you need this torch if you are blind? He said to me: If I have a torch in my hand, people will see 

me and save me from the pits and the thorns and the thistles.    

The message is profound.  They can help each other.  We can't go it alone.  We each have unique 

gifts we must share with others. It is true individually and it is true nationally. (Megillah 24b) 

  

As the Prophet Isaiah teaches, 

ֶרץ׃ ה ָהָאֹֽ י ַעד־ְקֵצֵּ֥ ֹות ְישּוָעִת֖ ם ִלְהיֵּ֥ ֹור גֹוִיֵ֔ יָ֙ך ְלאִ֣          ּוְנַתִת֙

I will also make you a light of nations, That My salvation may reach the 

ends of the earth. (Isaiah 49:6) 

 

And then again,  

ּו  ְך׃ְוָהְלכֵּ֥ ַגּה ַזְרֵחֹֽ ים ְלֹנֵּ֥ ְך ּוְמָלִכ֖ ם ְלאֹוֵרָ֑  גֹוִי֖

And nations shall walk by your light, Kings, by your shining 

radiance. (Isaiah 60:3) 

  

Rabbi Yosef Dov Soloveichik in a sermon he gave in preparation for the High Holiday he spoke 

of Shelichut, which means being a messenger, to have a mission.  In that sermon he explains that 

each person (and by extension each nation) was put on the earth for a purpose. The purpose of 

the Jewish people is to be a beacon of hope in a dark world.  I have always understood it is our 

about:blank
about:blank


superpower, to bring joy, love, and happiness where it is absent.  Other nations have different 

purposes and together we can correct the ills in the world.    

In the context of the congregation, I call on people to be personal messengers.  I call on people to 

discover their purpose and then share it.  Then I ask them to overlay it with hope, kindness and 

love.  For example, if a person has a skill in technology, they must share that skill for the 

betterment of the world and then they must share it in a kind and loving way.  If it is to teach, if 

it is with finances, if it is with law then do it with hope, kindness, and love.  

 

There is tremendous darkness in the world be it through climate, crisis, conflict or illness.  We 

must be the source of light.   

 


