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Yasher Koach, Charlie and Miles. 
 
In your divrei Torah just now, your words complemented each other. You each used the 
story of Yitro and Moses to remind us that a person can’t grow or lead in isolation. We 
need other people to stand alongside us, to guide us, to support us, and to share 
responsibilities with us. Healthy systems, in our personal lives and in our government, 
require shared power and mutual trust in order to function. We can empathize with 
Moses in his desire to do everything by himself, but we can also relate to how 
self-defeating it often is to go it alone. 
 
Within that frame, Charlie, you emphasized the experience of growing up: becoming 
independent, which ironically requires the help of many others. And Miles, you focused 
on leadership itself, defining ideal leadership as delegating, listening, and leading by 
example. Taken together, we find deep Torah wisdom about what it feels like to grow, 
and also how to lead while growing. 
 
All of which requires other people. 
 
This is indeed the central message of Exodus 18. To lead effectively, a person must 
push themself to share the burden of leadership with others. Or risk burning out all too 
quickly. 
 
In some ways, this is the perfect preamble for what happens next. After this episode 
between Moses and Jethro, the very next chapter describes that famous drama of the 
Israelites at the foot of Mount Sinai, preparing to receive the Ten Commandments. 
There’s thunder and lightning, and Moses comes down from the mountain to deliver the 
Ten Utterances from God. And all the while, the people are gathered there together to 
hear those commandments. 
 
Va’ya’anu kol Ha’am Yachdav, and the entire people answered as one – promising that 
all that they had been commanded, they will hear and they will do. 
 
In order for the people to fulfill their destiny, they need to stand alongside one another – 
perceiving this moment as individuals – but as a collective nonetheless, willing to cast 
their lot with one another. In covenant with one another. And with God. 
 
We’ll come back to this point in a moment, but I also want to note something here that 
we often overlook as we move from this parsha into the rest of Exodus and beyond. If 
you pay close attention, you’ll see that the people stay right here – neged ha-Har – in 
front of the mountain for a very long time. They’re here for the golden calf episode and 
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the rest of Exodus. They’re here to receive all of the laws of Leviticus. And they’re even 
here for the first ten chapters of Numbers. Which is to say that a full half of the Torah 
takes place right here at Mount Sinai. 
 
And while they get the Ten Commandments this week, in the coming weeks and 
months, they get literally hundreds of other commandments, too, before leaving the 
camp. The vast majority of the 613 commandments appear in this middle section of the 
Torah – all while they’re at Sinai. Suggesting that before they can move on, they need to 
stop and meditate and learn together. 
 
One lesson we can draw from this is that sometimes, if we are going to understand 
precisely how to respond to a crisis or a challenge, we have to stay put for a moment. 
And take a beat. We have to allow ourselves the space and the time to learn what to do 
before we actually go out and do it. Not only do many of us have an inclination to do 
everything by ourselves, like Moses in this parsha, but we also frequently try to spring 
into action even before we know the most effective course of action to take. I think, for 
instance, of many people in my life, eager to respond to the countless crises of our time, 
without pausing to deliberate on how to protect themselves while doing so. It’s totally 
understandable to want to get up and take action when the world feels unmoored, or 
unjust! Thank God we have that impulse! And yet, when that intuition is unrestrained, 
we set ourselves up for burnout. 
 
Surely the Israelites were ready to get a move on toward the Promised Land, fulfilling 
their destiny. But they wind up staying here for nearly a year at the foot of the mountain, 
simmering in Torah, before they’re actually ready to proceed. 
 
And then after a very long time, in Numbers Chapter 10, which we’ll read in June, 
Moses finally proclaims, “Nos’im Anachnu,” we’re setting out from here…for the place 
that God has promised us. At last! They’ve attained sufficient wisdom to make the next 
leg of their journey. And at that point, when Moses finally rouses the people to advance, 
Yitro appears again, almost as a footnote – for the first time since we see him here in 
this week’s parsha.  
 
It’s an unnecessary flourish in the plot, but it serves as a kind of bookend to the whole 
experience of Sinai. Not only did the people need to learn more lessons before 
continuing on – but perhaps we could add that the people needed to fully assimilate the 
lesson that Jethro taught Moses – to share responsibility with one another, as you both 
taught us, Charlie and Miles, before they could make the rest of the trek through the 
desert. 
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That lesson is just as important for us, facing the wilderness of 2026. So many of us are 
on the precipice of burning out already, reading, as we do, an onslaught of bad news. 
But as we know, there is still a long road ahead. 
 
The past year, the past two and a half years, the past ten years have set before us a 
wide expanse of crises as Americans and as Jews. Challenges so great that even a 
weekly dose of Shabbat doesn’t quite refresh us the way it might have before. 
 
And as I sit with many of us here in this community, it is clear that we’re all, collectively, 
exhausted. I see people who are doing as much as possible to respond to the urgent 
needs of this moment. Training, organizing, protesting, donating…and yet almost 
always with a feeling that they’re not doing enough. This is totally understandable. And 
it’s true, the world doesn’t feel like it’s getting much brighter, or kinder, or more fair. 
 
But taking a cue from Yitro’s advice to Moses, I think we need to define success 
somewhat differently. Perhaps we can ask ourselves, as we seek to address the decline 
of democracy, or the rise of antisemitism, and xenophobia, or really any other scourge 
of our time… 
 
Did we do one thing, or two things or five things…fully?  
 
Did we listen to or support someone else as they pursued a different approach to 
addressing wrongs around them?  
 
Did we take time to pause and think about how to protect ourselves even as we work to 
protect the most vulnerable around us?  
 
Did we see ourselves in covenant with so many others who are trying as hard as they 
can to be responsive to the ills of our time?  
 
AND…Did we celebrate their successes, however small, even if we aren’t sure our own 
efforts are making a difference? 
 
By asking those questions, we can rightsize for ourselves what success might look like 
right now. By sharing the potential for change, with so many others in our community. 
 
If we approach this moment as if we’ve got this on our own, we know we’ll wind up 
feeling defeated. When Yitro tries to convince Moses, he says: Navol Tibol gam atah, 
repeating the word meaning “to wither” or “to fade,” saying, “you will surely tire yourself 
out” by approaching every issue by yourself. The Or HaChaim read this doubling to 
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mean that at first he would become merely tired, but eventually Moses would be unable 
to function at all without collaborating with others. And surely, the same could be said of 
many of us…seeing our lives and our efforts in isolation. 
 
But if we allow ourselves to really believe that we are in a covenant with a whole lot of 
people who are trying their best in this moment, if we rely on other people to do their 
part, we might see a different picture. Something that looks a little more hopeful than 
merely projections of our own individual limitations. 
 
Let us remember that Jethro’s central question to Moses is madua atah yoshev 
l’vadecha, why do you sit alone? But shortly thereafter, the people’s central act is a 
response: Va’ya’anu kol Ha’am Yachdav, the entire people responded together. 
 
L’vad or b’yachad. Alone or together. Those are the foils at the core of parashat Yitro 
and those are always our options for how we might face our world. It may be that we’ll 
learn this lesson and still wind up in a wilderness for forty years. 
 
But at the very least, we don’t have to walk that path alone. If we choose to stand with 
others and trust that our covenant still binds us, then we might face this long journey 
with courage and strength. As you become b’nai mitzvah today, Charlie and Miles, may 
you feel the presence of all of us in community alongside you, and all those prior 
generations who brought you to this moment. And as all of us consider this week’s 
parsha, against this week’s newscycle, may we all face this road ahead not as isolated 
individuals, but as people who will listen and who can do this…together. 
 
Shabbat Shalom. 


