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One of the major problems of our day is the abuse of power. We human beings are more
powerful than ever before. Because of our technology we can do things that only previous
generationgthought about. We are making all the stories of the Arabian nights come

true. We have many more modes of flying than flying carpets, and we can, in truth,

say "open sesame" and huge steel doors will fly open. We have great power now. This

power can be used for good or it can be used for evil.

Many people a century ago believed in the inevitable progress of mankind, that mankind's
journey was an inevitable upward climb from the dust and mire and caves of early
history to the golden age which our science and technology were making inevitable.

We now know that there is no such thing as inevitable progress. If Hitler taught

us anything,he should have taught us that science and technology are not always the
harbingers of progress, but they can also be thé precursers of doom and destruction.
All the members of Hitler's cabinet, with one exception, had extremely high IQ's.

Many of them had advanced degrees. This did not, however, prevent them from using
their technology to create a Holocaust and to espouse a philosophy which had no room
for the weak and the helpless, and which was totally devoid of compassion. Great power
given in the wrong hands can destroy the world. Today dictatorships, totalitarian
regimes are more successful than in the past because they have such greater forms of
control, instant communication, sophisticated surveillance equipment, machines which
can traverse vast spaces quickly. All these things make control easier. Eveﬁ on an
individual levéljthe power which individuals have to wreak havoc on each other with

handguns, poisons, automobiles, andzésifons of all sorts has greatly increased.

The problem of the use and the abuse of power has always been a Jewish concern. We
Jews have always sought to show the limits of power by the type of education we have
given our children. We have always preserved the right of intellectual dissent. We
have never demanded intellectual conformity. In the Talmud,the student is urged to
participate in the process of learning by arguing and debating the sources. "The Talmud

ig perhapg the only sacred book in all of world culture that permits and even encourages
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the student to question it", stated Rabbi Steinsaltz in his boo%YThe Essential Talmud.’
"The student must participate intellectually and emotionally in the’{gimudic debate,

PSS
himself becoming to a certaid} a creator." The Talmud, itself, is filled with many

conflicting and dissenting opinions. No Rabbi is ever 100% right. Even the greatest

inaif 1nsTunces

Rabbis in the Talmud“see sometimes wrong. The Halacha,is never decided adweys-according
to one Rabbi. This ;dea that everybody must think alike in order to society to function
on an even keel is an old idea going back to Hellenistic times, and is one of the

reasons why the Maccabees had to rebel against the Syrian Greeks, and one of the reasons

why there was a great deal of anti-Semitism in Hellenistic culture, that culture by

and large could not brook dissent.

The Torah portion, Shmos, has as one of its major themes the use and abuse of power.
Power is a very difficult thing to know how to utilize. The Rabbis compare it to
holding a little bird in your hand. If you squeeze too hard you will kill it. If,
on the other hand, you open up your hand completely the bird will fly away. In the
West there have always been two attitudes toward power: one, to shun it altogether
and run away from it,; and the other, to use it without restraint in order to pursue
the goals which you consider worthwhile and just. The Jewish people had,at first,
prospered in Egypt. The text says "Vaya'atzu B'Maod" which means "they grew very
mighty or rich". The Rabbis explain that the word,Maod,refers to wealth. However, it
did not really help them since,when a new king came over Egypt who knew not Joseph)
they were quickly enslaved. They never really had power in Egypt. Their power was
totally dependent upon the power of Pharaoh and when Pharach turned against them they

quickly became slaves.

Moshe saw this. Moshe understood this. He saw the great evil that power could do and,
therefore, he did not want to have anything to do with power. At first he had thought
that the victimes of power, the powerless, were virtuous, and that the powerful must

be evil. When he saw an Egyptian hitting a Jew, he smote the Egyptian and killed him.

The next day he came into the field and he found two Jews quarreling, He asked them
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what they were quarreling about. The agressor answered him, "Are you going to kill
me like you killed the Eqyptian?" Moshe now saw that there was evil even in the
powerless and he ran away. He ran away into the desert where there would be no need to
exercise power at all. He wanted a society in which no power would ever be necessary.
He thought he could find such a society by going into the desert. Ther:)neople'would
treat each other on an equal footing and there would be no need to exercise power at
all. Moshe was very naive. He soon learned that he was completely wrong. The first
thing that greeted him when he entered the desert was an act of injustice. The
shepherds refused to let the daughters of Jethro water their flock. The shepherds
came and drove them away but Moshe stood up and saved them and watered their flock.

He quickly learned that in life power is necessary. It all depends upon how it is

used’whether or not it is good or evil.

It is never an easy thing to use power, but as the Jews in Egypt found out, without
power you are completely vulnerable. Power must be equally distributed throughout
society. If it is not,then it will lead,inevitably, to someone trying to use the power
he has to impose his or her views on others by force. That is why Jewish education is
so very impnrtant/.because,paradoxically}the whole center of Jewish learning is the
questioning of authority. We do not take anybody's word for anything. A person who
has studied the Talmud knows that the Talmud is never satisfied by just saying that
some Rabbi said something. It wants to know what his reasons are, in what context he
said id, on what basis he sai%[ it, what is his proof in the sources, etc. A human
being can be wrong. We are not a religion of people but a religion of Torah, of law.

No one has absolute power and no one should have absolute power.

In this Torah portion Moshe Rabbeinu is given three signs to convince the Jewish people

)
that he was, indeed, sent by G-d to save them. He was told to take his staff and

to throw it to the ground. When he did)the staff turned into a snake. When he grabbed
hold of its tail it’once again)became a staff. He was also told to put his hand in

his bosom and when he brought it out it had become leprous. When he returned it to his
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boson. and brought it out a second time;it had turned)once again,into flesh. Thirdly,
he was told to take some water from the river and pour it onto the ground where it
would become blood. G-d assured Moshe that when he would show the people these signs
they would believe him. Why should these signs make any difference? The staff is

a sign of power. HMoshe was to cast power down and it would become a snake. In Hebrew
the word for snake, Nochosh, also means an assumption or a guess. Power is not absolute.
It is only based upon certain assumptions that people make. Pharaoh did not have a
claim on them. They were not destined to become slaves. Their own hands had power.
They had to be careful how they used the power. They were not told to never use power
but they were told that they should use it wisely, otherwise they were in for trouble.
Finally, water, a good thing, could turn into blood if it was misused. Good things

can be turned to evil by the misuse of power. Power is a very difficult but essential

thing. Without it society turns into a snake but we have to be careful how we use it.

Moshe, too, was warned when he went down to Egypt that his most important job was to
teach the people how to use power so that they would not, when they became free, enslave
others. As Moshe was going down to Egypt/we learn about a strange incident. We learn
how Moshe was staying at an inn. G-d came and wanted to kill him. Moshe's wife,
Zipporah, took a flint and circumcized their son and this saved him. How could this
be? How could G-d have wanted to kill Moshe when Moshe was going down to Egypt on
G-d's orders? G-d was angry at him because G-d knew that Moshe was not totally commited
to teaching the Jewish people what G-d wanted him to teach them. He, in effect, was
saying, "Moshe, you want to save Judaism, you want to save the Jewish people, then you
must start with your own children". According to the Rabbis, Moshe's oldest son,
‘£;§§;§§§ had not been circumcized. You can always tell what a person's true commitments
are by the way he educates and deals with his own children. One of the underlying
meanings of the circumcision is that our power is not and should not be absolute and
that we must learn how to use it wisely. Moshe, himself, had not been commited enough

at this time. He had not insisted upon teaching his own child about the necessity
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and limits of power.

We have just finished the holiday of Chanukah. The Maccabees had no choice if the
Jewish people were to live. They had to revolt. They had to use power. From the
word Maccabee, itself, we canlearn how we are to use power. The word,Maccabee stands

for power. We all know it means hammer because Judah hammered the enemy. .But the

!
The first letter, Mem, stands for me or from in Hebrew. A person has to know who he
-~

letters of the word Maccabeg can also stand for words which teach us how to use power.

is. He has to have an identity and be responsible to a family or group in order to use
power. The second letter, the Koof, stands for®Koach. A person should always remember
that his power, itself, is limited. Many times the worst thing that can happen to &
person is to be successful too soon. He then thinks his power is unlimited and he or
she plunges into things he shouldn't. The letter,Beis/stands for"Brocha{ Qur use of
power should result in a blessing. Power should not be used for power's sake. Our
power should lead to a blessing for all. Ffinally, Yud stands for' G-d. We must remember
that there are certain things that we can never do, that certain uses of power will
destroy us. We should always be modest. Even if we could save our business by killing

or stealing‘we should never do it even if we have the power to do it.

We believe that power should be used, but we have to use it correctly. Moshe was wrong
when he first thought that he did not want to use power anymore, but we have to be

very careful how we use power. If we do it correctlylit can become a blessing. If no%
it will destroy us all. We must always, though, face the challenge of power. We can

never say we will never use it but when we use it,we must use it according to the

principles of our faith.




