
 
 
Parshat Vayigash 3  Shvat 5775 
 
Time is in Your Hands  
 
Rashi, in his first commentary on the entire Torah, explains, quoting Rabbi Yitzchak, that the Torah should 
have begun with the giving of the mitzvah of Rosh Chodesh (sanctifying the new month) which is found in 
this week's parsha, Parshat Bo. Thus begs the question: why was the mitzvah of Rosh Chodesh the first one 
given to the Jewish people? If it could've been any of the six-thirteen, why not something like loving one's 
neighbor or respecting one's parents which are essential ethics in Judaism?  
 
This week's parsha, begins with HaShem instructing Moshe to "ֹפַּרְעֹה אֶל בּא..." "come to Pharaoh" (10:1) and 
alert him of the coming of the plague of locusts. However, as Moshe and Aharon stand powerful over the 
god-king of Egypt, their fellow Jews remain in the heat of the day, suffering back-breaking labor. Moshe 
and Aharon may be walking in and out of Pharaoh's palace as they please, but their brothers and sisters 
are being worked so hard and never given leisure time.  
 
The case remains the same throughout this plague and the following (darkness), but then a change begins 
to take place. Following quite the showdown between Moshe and Pharaoh, Moshe is warned against seeing 
Pharaoh again. It is at this point HaShem tells Moshe of the final plague: the elimination of all Egyptian 
firstborns (except the Pharaoh himself). Moshe relates it to Pharaoh, and leaves, infuriated.  
 
The following chapter, twelve, is briefly introduced with Rosh Chodesh and the idea of a Jewish calendar, 
and then moves on to the Korban Pesach and the smearing of blood on the doorposts. It is interesting to 
note that the Jews were at this time told to kill one of the gods of their oppressors, take its blood to make a 
sign on their doorposts, and eat it roasted (yum!). Following the preparations, the fateful day arrives, the 
Jews do as they were commanded (with the blood and the eating), and as midnight strikes, God passes over 
the home of the Jews and kills all the Egyptian firstborns. The Egyptians, in shock, sadness, and fear, send 
out all the Jews. "It happened on that very day: HaShem took the Children of Israel out of the land of 
Egypt" (12:51). 
 
As they are leaving, HaShem continues to speak to Moshe. He tells Moshe that the firstborns must be 
redeemed, the Exodus must be remembered, and then the Torah says something very interesting: "אַתֶּם הַיּוֹם 
 הַזּאֹת הָעֲבֹדָה אֶת וְעָבַדְתָּ  וּדְבָשׁ חָלָב זָבַת אֶרֶץ לָ� לָתֶת לַאֲבֹתֶי�: נִשְׁבַּע אֲשֶׁר וְהַיְבוּסִי וְהַחִוִּי וְהָאֱמֹרִי וְהַחִתִּי הַכְּנַעֲנִי אֶרֶץ אֶל יְהֹוָה יְבִיאֲ� כִי וְהָיָה :הָאָבִיב בְּחֹדֶשׁ יֹצְאִים
 Today you are going out in the month of spring. And it will be that you will come, via HaShem, to" "הַזֶּה בַּחֹדֶשׁ
the land of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the Hivvites, and the Yebusites, that He swore to your 
forefathers to give to you a land flowing with milk and honey and you shall perform this service in this 
month" (13:4-5).  
 
A slave is someone who has no control over his time, in fact someone enslaved is unable to even define time. 
The Midrash says the Jews in Egypt were constantly waiting for the days to pass, looking forward to 
nothing, just wanting time to move forward. However, at the same time they are unable to comprehend the 
potential of a day. They see it as another one that must be lived, another one out of their control. A slave 
lacks the strength to realize what can be accomplished; they only know that they will be told what to do. 
 
The Sefat Emet explains that Rosh Chodesh is a time of renewal. Whereas most cultures celebrate new 
years, as Jews we specifically celebrate the turn of every month in order to regain control of ourselves and 
of our environments. It is a chance to define who we are, where we've been, and where we are going.  
 
What defines someone who is free? Someone in control of his life. Someone who is in control of his time.  
 
By giving Rosh Chodesh to the Jews as the first mitzvah, what God was in essence doing was telling them 
they are free. No longer will they be oppressed or controlled, but they will have the power. So many aspects 
of a human being is defined by his culture and his nature. But, Rosh Chodesh gives people a chance to 
reflect their own lives, their own being, their own usage of time. It is the complete and utter opposite of 
being enslaved in Egypt: rather than time controlling them, they were now in control of time. 
 
The word אב (bo-come) is used twice in this week's parsha: once at the beginning when Moshe is told to 
approach Pharaoh about the freedom of the Jewish slaves, and second near the end when HaShem is telling 
Jews about their impending redemption in their land, the land of Israel. At one אב they are slaves, the next 
they are free. At one they are approaching their oppressor, the next their land, their freedom. As a slave 
you approach work, and the subjugation of a master. But, as a free man you approach freedom, 
sovereignty, power. 



  
 
Rosh Chodesh was the first mitzvah given to the Jews because even though it didn't outline a value that 
must be acted upon, it infused within the former slaves a sense of ownership, pride, and control. No one 
wants to leaves the oppression of one person to be told how to treat their neighbor, rather they must be 
given the ability to take control of something, specifically themselves.  
 
To us as Jews, this ideal is crucial. Never, throughout all of our extensive history, since this enslavement, 
have we allowed ourselves to be subjugated. Never have we forgotten who we are. Even when we were in 
the hell-torn depths of the concentration camps did we lose faith or forget our values. In fact, there are 
stories of brave men and women who refused to eat Chametz (even though they were given such little food) 
on Pesach as to not transgress the holiday. 
 
We are not slaves; we thank God for this every single day at the beginning of davening. Rather, we are free. 
What that means is we have control of our time and control of ourselves. As we just passed Rosh Chodesh 
Shevat earlier this week, we should realize that this control allows us to make personal judgment, and 
make a change for the betterment of ourselves. Take your time to consider who are today, where you were 
yesterday, and what you want to be tomorrow. 
 
Shabbat Shalom! 
Benji Zoller—Sandman 


