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I remember my first teaching moment, when I knew that computer programming would have to take a 

backseat to Torah. Studying at YU, a friend asked me whether I would participate in a women's learning 

program on Wednesday nights. Reluctantly, I agreed, driving out to Westchester County during the cold of 

winter. But a funny thing happened when I would sit down to teach my class. Almost as soon as I sat down 

to begin the class, it would be over. The clock seemed to skip the hour during which we learned. (I hope my 

students felt the same way, at least to some degree.) But even more than enjoying the teaching, the 

experience changed me even more. I found the ability to help someone grow in learning and help them 

grow closer to Hashem intoxicating. And that's a feeling that's still with me today. 

While we most often associate Parashat Bo with makkat bechorot and korban Pesach, the honor of "most 

famous passages from this week's parashah" (you didn't know there was such an honor) clearly go to the 

sections at the very end. Both קדש לי כל בכור and והיה כי יביאך gain their renown from the fact that they 

appear in every pair of tefillin ever written. The fact that they're tightly sealed in the black boxes doesn't 

help them, though. Yet, when we juxtapose these two sections we find several issues which require 

explanation. 

Read the following two sections as carefully as you can, noting that they appear consecutively in the Torah. 

See if you can see how many topics, words and phrases seem to repeat themselves in the two sections.  

 (' י–' א:ג"שמות י)קדש לי כל בכור 

ל בִבְנֵּי רֶחֶם כָל פֶטֶר בְכוֹר כָל לִי קַדֶש :לֵּאמֹר משֶה אֶל' ה ויְַדַבֵּר מָה בָאָדָם יִשְרָאֵּ  משֶה  ויַֹאמֶר:הוּא לִי וּבַבְהֵּ

 יֵּאָכֵּל וְלֹא מִזֶה אֶתְכֶם' ה הוֹצִיא יָד בְחֹזֶק כִי עֲבָדִים מִבֵּית מִםִצְרַיִם יְצָאתֶם אֲשֶר הַזֶה הַיוֹם אֶת זָכוֹר הָעָם אֶל

ץ  אֲשֶר וְהַיְבוּסִי וְהַחִוִּי וְהָאֱמֹרִי וְהַחִתִי הַכְנַעֲנִי אֶרֶץ אֶל' ה יְבִיאֲךָ  כִי  וְהָיָה:הָאָבִיב בְחֹדֶש יֹצְאִים אַתֶם  הַיוֹם:חָמֵּ

 תֹאכַל יָמִים שִבְעַת :הַזֶה בַחֹדֶש הַזֹאת הָעֲבֹדָה אֶת וְעָבַדְתָ  וּדְבָש חָלָב זָבַת אֶרֶץ לָךְ  לָתֶת לַאֲבֹתֶיךָ  נִשְבַע

ץ לְךָ  יֵּרָאֶה וְלֹא הַיָמִים שִבְעַת אֵּת יֵּאָכֵּל  מַצוֹת':לַה חַג הַשְבִיעִי וּבַיוֹם מַצֹת  בְכָל שְאֹר לְךָ  יֵּרָאֶה וְלֹא חָמֵּ

 וּלְזִכָרוֹן יָדְךָ  עַל לְאוֹת לְךָ  וְהָיָה :מִםִצְרָיִם בְצֵּאתִי לִי' ה עָשָה זֶה בַעֲבוּר לֵּאמֹר הַהוּא בַיוֹם לְבִנְךָ  וְהִַ דְתָ  :ְ בֺלֶךָ 

ין ינֶיךָ  בֵּ  לְמוֹעֲדָהּ הַזֹאת הַחֺקָה אֶת וְשָמַרְתָ  :מִםִצְרָיִם' ה הוֹצִאֲךָ  חֲזָקָה בְיָד כִי בְִ יךָ ' ה תוֹרַת תִהְיֶה לְמַעַן עֵּ

  :יָמִימָה מִיָמִים

 (טז-א"י:ג"שמות י)והיה כי יביאך 

 פֶטֶר וְכָל' לַה רֶחֶם פֶטֶר כָל  וְהַעֲבַרְתָ :לָךְ  וּנְתָנָהּ וְלַאֲבֹתֶיךָ  לְךָ  נִשְבַע כַאֲשֶר הַכְנַעֲנִי אֶרֶץ אֶל' ה יְבִאֲךָ  כִי וְהָיָה

מָה שֶגֶר  אָדָם בְכוֹר וְכֹל וַעֲרְַ תוֹ תְִ דֶה לֹא וְאִם בְשֶה תְִ דֶה חֲמֹר פֶטֶר וְכָל ':לַה הַזְכָרִים לְךָ  יִהְיֶה אֲשֶר בְהֵּ

לָיו וְאָמַרְתָ  זֹאת מַה לֵּאמֹר מָחָר בִנְךָ  יִשְאָלְךָ  כִי וְהָיָה :תְִ דֶה בְבָנֶיךָ   מִבֵּית מִםִצְרַיִם' ה הוֹצִיאָנוּ יָד בְחֹזֶק אֵּ

נוּ ַ רְעֹה הִקְשָה כִי ויְַהִי :עֲבָדִים מָה בְכוֹר וְעַד אָדָם מִבְכֹר מִצְרַיִם בְאֶרֶץ בְכוֹר כָל' ה ויַַהֲרֹג לְשַלְחֵּ  כֵּן עַל בְהֵּ

ין וּלְטוֹטָ ֹת יָדְכָה עַל לְאוֹת  וְהָיָה:אְֶ דֶה בָנַי בְכוֹר וְכָל הַזְכָרִים רֶחֶם פֶטֶר כָל' לַה זֹבֵּחַ  אֲנִי ינֶיךָ  בֵּ  יָד בְחֹזֶק כִי עֵּ

 :מִםִצְרָיִם' ה הוֹצִיאָנוּ

When you look at the last two sections of the parashah, you quickly begin to see a lot of repetition. The 

following short list appears in both parshiot: 

  קדש לי והיה כי יביאך

מָה שֶגֶר פֶטֶר וְכָל' לַה רֶחֶם פֶטֶר כָל וְהַעֲבַרְתָ   אֲשֶר בְהֵּ
 וְאִם בְשֶה תְִ דֶה חֲמֹר פֶטֶר וְכָל ':לַה הַזְכָרִים לְךָ  יִהְיֶה
 כֵּן  עַל...תְִ דֶה בְבָנֶיךָ  אָדָם בְכוֹר וְכֹל וַעֲרְַ תוֹ תְִ דֶה לֹא
 אְֶ דֶה בָנַי בְכוֹר וְכָל הַזְכָרִים רֶחֶם פֶטֶר כָל' לַה זֹבֵּחַ  אֲנִי

 רֶחֶם כָל פֶטֶר בְכוֹר כָל לִי קַדֶש
ל בִבְנֵּי מָה בָאָדָם יִשְרָאֵּ  לִי וּבַבְהֵּ
 הוּא

 טר רחם 



 לְךָ  נִשְבַע כַאֲשֶר הַכְנַעֲנִי אֶרֶץ אֶל' ה יְבִאֲךָ  כִי וְהָיָה
 לָךְ  וּנְתָנָהּ וְלַאֲבֹתֶיךָ 

 הַכְנַעֲנִי אֶרֶץ אֶל' ה יְבִיאֲךָ  כִי וְהָיָה
 וְהַיְבוּסִי וְהַחִוִּי וְהָאֱמֹרִי וְהַחִתִי
 לָךְ  לָתֶת לַאֲבֹתֶיךָ  נִשְבַע אֲשֶר
 וּדְבָש חָלָב זָבַת אֶרֶץ

ארץ ישראל 

זֹאת  מַה לֵּאמֹר מָחָר בִנְךָ  יִשְאָלְךָ  כִי וְהָיָה שאלת הבן  

לָיו וְאָמַרְתָ   :עֲבָדִים מִבֵּית מִםִצְרַיִם' ה הוֹצִיאָנוּ יָד בְחֹזֶק אֵּ
נוּ ַ רְעֹה הִקְשָה כִי ויְַהִי  בְאֶרֶץ בְכוֹר כָל' ה ויַַהֲרֹג לְשַלְחֵּ

מָה בְכוֹר וְעַד אָדָם מִבְכֹר מִצְרַיִם ' לַה זֹבֵּחַ  אֲנִי כֵּן עַל בְהֵּ
אְֶ דֶה  בָנַי בְכוֹר וְכָל הַזְכָרִים רֶחֶם פֶטֶר כָל

 לֵּאמֹר הַהוּא בַיוֹם לְבִנְךָ  וְהִַ דְתָ 
 בְצֵּאתִי לִי' ה עָשָה זֶה בַעֲבוּר

מִםִצְרָיִם 

מסר האב לבנו 

ין וּלְטוֹטָ ֹת יָדְכָה עַל לְאוֹת וְהָיָה ינֶיךָ כִי בֵּ  יָד בְחֹזֶק עֵּ
מִםִצְרָיִם ' ה הוֹצִיאָנוּ

ין וּלְזִכָרוֹן יָדְךָ  עַל לְאוֹת לְךָ  וְהָיָה  בֵּ
ינֶיךָ לְמַעַן  בְִ יךָ ' ה תוֹרַת תִהְיֶה עֵּ

מִםִצְרָיִם ' ה הוֹצִאֲךָ  חֲזָקָה בְיָד כִי

ת ילין 

 

While there are a number of differences between the two sections, what strikes me most is the fact that 

that Torah seems to say the same ideas twice in two consecutive sections. Both refer to redeeming a first-

born child or animal, both speak about inheriting the Land of Israel, both refer to the relationship between 

parent and child and seem to include some sort of teaching moment, and both allude to the mitzvah of 

tefillin. I point out these amazing similarities because they help highlight the differences. Obviously, the 

Torah need not relate the same ideas twice consecutively. These two parshiot must convey different 

messages, and we'll find them by highlighting several important distinctions between the two parshiot. 

While there are a number of important distinctions, I'd like to focus on just a couple: 

 והיה כי יביאך קדש לי 

The Child's Question The child never asks a 
question 

The child asks מה זאת 

The Parent's Answer The verb the Torah uses is 
 to tell" him. Also" – והגדת
notice that his answer 
remains focused on himself 
לי' בעבור זה עשה ה –  – and 
not on his child 

The Torah tells the parent that ואמרת אליו – 
"and you will say to him". Here the answer, 
which is much longer, brings the child into the 
mix – ממצרים' הוציאנו ה  

The Tefillin Shel Rosh Here it's called a זכרון – a 
remembrance 

Here it's called טוט ת – and we really have no 
idea what that word means. 

 

Clearly, these differences raise obvious questions: why does the parent give an explanation to a child who 

never even asked a question? What's the difference between להגיד – "to tell" and לומר – "to say"? Why 

does the Torah use two different words to describe the same religious article in subsequent sections? 

Asking Questions at the Seder 

We generally assume that people teach so that others can learn. That seems to make sense. Whether we 

teach professionally in the classroom, or just learn individually with our children, or simply are showing our 

children how to take challah from the dough on Thursday night, we teach so that they can learn. Otherwise, 

if no one is listening, why spend the time or energy to relate the information? What's the point?  

But then we come to the night of the Seder. Sure, we're supposed to answer our children's questions. They 

ask and we answer. But what if no one's listening? What if I'm stuck alone on the night of the Seder? What 

if there's no one there to ask me a question, and for me to answer? Should I still answer the question, or 

since there's no one asking, what's the point? The Mishnah in Pesachim addresses this question clearly 

stating that, while it's preferable for a child to ask his father, שואל הוא לאו ואם שואלתו אשתו חכם אינו ואם 



 if the son is not wise, his wife asks him, and if not, he asks himself." If there's no one else to ask me" – לעצמו

the four questions during the Seder, I must ask myself the questions and answer them as well. This only 

begs the question: what's the point of asking and answering questions myself?  

The Male in Female in Each of Us 

God created us to emulate Him. While we use the male form (Him) to describe God, Chazal teach us that 

God has no true gender – He is both masculine and feminine at the same time. I'm not a kabbalist (and if I 

was I wouldn't tell you), but the seforim (not sure which ones) teach us that each individual, created in 

God's image, has both of these masculine and feminine tendencies. Rav Soloveitchik, in a beautiful essay 

reprinted in ימי זכרון, explains that the דוכרא - the male aspect of God (and of us) is the part that gives – 

that influences others. Conversely, the נוקבא – the female aspect of God relates to the receiver, the part of 

us that is influenced and shaped by others. Keeping this in mind, we can now examine teaching in a new 

way. 

Two Types of Teaching 

At first blush, we look at teaching in a purely utilitarian way: we teach in order to impart information. My 

daughter needs to know how to tie her shoes; my son needs to know his vocabulary in order to finish his 

Navi homework. Even in the classroom, my students need to know this information to be better, more 

informed Jews. (Or if you ask them, they need the information to pass the test – but that's a separate issue 

entirely.) In any case, we see the act of teaching in its functional form – useful and important, but nothing 

more. 

But the Torah tells us that Hashem wants us to teach not only because our children or students (be they 

child or adult) need and want to learn the information. Rather, Hashem wants us to teach because the act 

of teaching transforms the teacher from a passive person – a נוקבא – into an active shaper – a דוכרא. When 

we teach we come to emulate God in a powerful and profound way, by become creators ourselves – 

creating students, new people, and more educated children. Thus, when we teach others, we not only 

change our students. Perhaps even more profoundly, we change ourselves.  

This is the fundamental difference between the two parshiot at the end of Bo. קדש לי כל בכור reflects 

inward and relates to the transformational power of יציאת מצרים not as a lesson for our children, but as a 

means to change ourselves. For this reason, I must teach my child about יציאת מצרים whether he asks me 

about it or not. I'm not speaking to him necessarily. I'm telling him – והגדת לבנך – whether he's listening or 

not, (it's far better if he is listening, of course), and whether he's even there or not. I wear my Tefillin not as 

an adornment for others, but as a reminder to myself that when Hashem redeemed us from Egypt, He 

granted each of us the opportunity to become like Him in some small way: to be the creators of worlds. In 

this context, Hashem didn't take us out of Egypt. He took me – as an individual, destined and commanded 

to emulate Him to the best of my ability. The Torah sums up this idea powerfully when it tells us that the 

reason why I wear Tefillin is, ב יך' למען תהיה תורת ה  – so that the Torah of Hashem will be in your mouth. 

In my mouth, and mine alone. As I teach, I transform myself and become closer to and more like Hashem in 

the process. 

But then there's the practical aspect of teaching. It's nice for me to emulate God, to become a mini-creator, 

but someone's got to teach the children. Someone has to answer their questions. When people need 

information – when they're the needy נוקבא – when they require shaping, we all must step up to the plate. 

As parents we must teach our children; we must "speak" with them, listening to their questions and 

answering to the best of our ability. Instead of wearing Tefillin to remind ourselves of how Hashem saved 



us, they now become a טוט ת – an adornment to be seen not by me, but as a symbol for others, most 

notably, my own children. In this context we all become parts of a greater unit: Hashem took us out of 

Egypt. Tefillin remind us that Hashem redeemed us all. In practical terms, we become responsible for each 

other, and for all Jewish children. Every Jew needs to learn and grow, every one of us needs to fulfill the 

aspect of נוקבא – to be shaped and molded into better people and better Jews. And that starts with 

teaching our children about who we are as a people. It starts with יציאת מצרים.  

All too often, we fail to recognize the transformative power of teaching, and the significance that Judaism 

places in it. We see only the practical value of teaching – and our own shortcomings, so we don't do it. 

Sure, if you're a professional teacher you do it. But how many of us shirk the responsibility of teaching our 

children and studying with them because we feel inadequate. We don't know the information that well; we 

can't explain it well; we don't relate all that well – we all know the reasons.  

Bo reminds us that Hashem doesn't just want us to send our kids to someone else to learn the material. He 

wants us to emulate Him – to be creators of worlds. He doesn't just want them to learn. He wants us to 

teach.  

And that takes effort and energy. It takes thought and preparation. You can't just sit down at the Shabbat 

table and bemoan the fact that you don't have anything to relate on the parshah. You have to prepare 

something beforehand; a topic to discuss, an issue to relate. Write down a list of questions to ask your 

younger children. Take the time to prepare a meaningful discussion that will engage and enlighten. 

Because when you do, you'll see that it's not only about your children learning. It's about emulating 

Hashem, and become creators ourselves. 

Shabbat Shalom. 


