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Crisis makes leaders and breaks leaders.
In this week’s sedra, Bo, the very mention of a 
locust plague sent Pharoah and his courtiers 
into a tailspin. A swarm of locusts is not only 
unsightly, it can ruin crops for an entire harvest 
season, decimating an economy and heightening 
starvation. I learned from a National Geographic 
website, that locusts in the ancient world were 
both feared and revered. Locusts can travel up 
to 81 miles in 24 hours and can stay in the air for 
days at a time. No wonder when Moses and Aaron 
threatened Pharoah with a plague of locusts, 
Pharaoh was initially willing to accommodate their 
request to go to the desert and worship their God. 

So Moses and Aaron were brought back to 
Pharaoh and he said to them, “Go, worship your 
God! Who are the ones to go?” Moses replied, 
“We will all go—regardless of social station, we 
will go with our sons and daughters, our flocks 
and herds; for we must observe the Lord’s 
festival” (Ex. 10:8-9).

Moses, who had the upper hand in this negotiation, 
pushed his luck and asked that everyone be 
allowed to leave. Pharoah was having none of it. He 
permitted only the Israelite leaders to leave. 

But he said to them, “God will be with you—the 
same as I mean to let your dependents go with 
you! Clearly, you are bent on mischief. No! You 
gentlemen go and worship God, since that is 
what you want.” And they were expelled from 
Pharaoh’s presence (Ex. 10:10-11).

Nahmanides explains Pharoah’s ire. Moses 

asked for too much so he was left with nothing: 
“Pharaoh’s anger was then kindled on account of 
the sons and daughters, and he said that under no 
circumstances will he send the little ones, for they 
take no part in the o�erings. Instead, he would 
send all the adult males because of the feast which 
Moses mentioned, while the little ones and the 
women will remain [in Egypt].” If Moses and Aaron 
led all the Jews out of Egypt, they would have no 
intention of coming back. 
The Midrash Lekach Tov on Exodus 10:9 explains 
Moses’ request as an expression of justice: “Just 
as we all serve you, so must we all serve our God.” 
The Hebrew word for slave is also the word for 
a worshipper, a servant of God. If Pharaoh had 
the audacity to enslave children, the elderly and 
cattle towards his ends, this same group should be 
allowed the freedom of worship. It seemed only 
fair. 
Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch on the same verse 
explains Moses’ words: “We have no intermediary, 
no priests, no representative before our God. If 
we are to go, we must all go; the tiniest baby in the 
cradle, the last sheep of our possessions. Each and 



Jewish worshipful community is not based on the 
intercession of a high priest alone but on the call of 
a child, the pleas of a young mother, the requests 
of a farmer, and the petition of an old woman. To 
deny them the right to pray is to deny them a basic 
human need. In that communal space filled with 
the diversity that travels across ages and gender, 
the Israelites could articulate their pain to God 
while in the presence of each other.
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks captures this beautifully 
when he describes why we pray in the plural: 

Prayer is like a protective wall, and praying 
together is more powerful and e�ective. 
We do not need superhuman piety – merely 
enlightened self-interest – to realise that our 
destinies are interconnected. When we are 
blessed, we are blessed together. Prayer is 
community made articulate, when we delete 
the first-person singular and substitute the 
first-person plural (“The Priestly Blessings,” 
Naso, Covenant & Conversation).

Moses understood the protective wall that is 
prayer. Today, as we try to rebuild community 
post-COVID, we do not always focus on bringing 
everyone back to our prayer spaces. In some 
communities, the emphasis is on a minyan of men. 
In others, attention is paid to youth and not to 
seniors. We’ve become experts at fragmenting our 
communities of worship long before COVID. We 
have teen experiences, beginner’s services, and 


