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Bo 

Taharat HaLev: Cultivating a Pure Heart 

Exodus 10:1 – 13:16 

Rabbi Marc Margolius 
 

In parshat Bo, the first section of which describes the final three plagues visited upon Egypt 

(locusts, darkness, and death of the first born), we learn how the path to human transformation 

runs through the heart. The portion opens by describing the hardening of Pharaoh’s heart, a 

theme which runs throughout the Exodus narrative and represents one of the Torah’s most 

difficult moral and theological challenges: 

 

ֹּאֶמר  א ֶֹּשה -ֶאל ’הַוי ֹּא ֶאלמ ֹּה כִּי ב  ַפְרע

ְדִתי ֶאתֲאנִּי  ֵלב ֲעָבָדיו  ְוֶאת ִֹּלבו ִהְכבַּ

ַֹּתי ֵאֶלה ֹּת י א תִּ ְרבֹו. ְלַמַען שִּ  ְבקִּ

1 YHVH said to Moses: 'Come to/go 

into Pharaoh, for I have hardened his 

heart, and the heart of his servants, 

that I might demonstrate these My 

signs among them; 

נְָך ּוֶבןּוְלַמַען ְתַסֵפר  ב נְָך ְבָאזְנֵי בִּ ֵאת  בִּ

ְצַריִּםֲאשֶ  י ְבמִּ ְתַעַלְלתִּ ַֹּתי ֲאֶשר תְואֶ  ר הִּ ֹּת  א

י ָבם וִּיַדְעֶתם  ֲאנִּי יְהָוה. כִּי ַשְמתִּ

2 and that you may recount in the ears 

of your child, and of child’s child, 

what I made a mockery of the 

Egyptians, and how I displayed My 

signs among them, that you may know 

that I am YHVH.' 

 

If God deprives Pharaoh of free will by “hardening” his heart while visiting the plagues upon 

Egypt, how is Pharaoh culpable for refusing to accede to the demand to release the Israelites? As 

Rabbi Yochanan succinctly states the problem in a midrash, this passage “gives heretics an 

opportunity to assert that Pharaoh was denied the ability to do teshuvah (repentance),”
1
 to change 

his course. 

 

In last week’s portion, Va’era, God tells Moses in advance of the process by which God will 

harden Pharaoh’s heart.
2
 But a close examination at the narrative reveals that for the first five 

plagues the Torah describes Pharaoh as hardening his own heart (or, in a passive sense, as his 

heart becoming hardened). Only over the final five plagues does the text describe God as actively 

stiffening Pharaoh’s heart. The arc of the story describes a natural process of heart-hardening in 

which, paradoxically, the more Pharaoh asserts his own will, the more he loses volition and 

control – and ultimately is compelled against his will to submit to a power greater than his own. 

 

Some traditional commentators (such as Rashi, Maimonides, and Nachmanides) attempt to 

resolve the theological problem by essentially arguing that due to Pharaoh’s history of evil 

behavior, he essentially had forfeited his right and capacity to repent. “If God warns a person 

                                                           
1
 Exodus Rabbah 13:3. 

2
 Exodus 7:3: va’ani aksheh et lev Par’o, v’hirbeiti et ototai v’et moftai b’eretz Mitzrayim; I will harden Pharaoh’s 

heart, that I may multiple my signs and marvels in the land of Egypt. 
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once, twice, or three times and that person does not respond,” says Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish in 

the midrash
3
 cited above, “God locks the doors of that person’s heart in order to punish him/her 

for the previous sins.” Similarly, Nachmanides asserts that “Pharaoh, in his wickedness, had 

unjustifiably treated the Jews terribly, so he was punished with the withdrawal of the path of 

repentance.”
4
 

 

In short, as Pharaoh’s heart hardens, his freedom of choice diminishes. His actions appear 

increasingly controlled by his yetzer hara, his fear-based self-protective and self-aggrandizing 

impulses. These fears seem to stir in him additional confusion, leading him down a path which, 

to even sympathetic but alarmed onlookers in his court, appears delusional and self-destructive. 

After Moses and Aaron announce the coming of the eighth plague (arbeh, locusts) his advisors, 

alarmed by his blindness, desperately appeal to him to recognize and yield to reality:  

 

ֹּ  ז ֹּה ֵאָליוַוי ָמַתי יְִּהיֶה  ַעד אְמרּו ַעְבֵדי ַפְרע

ים ַשַלח ֶאת זֶה ָלנּו ְלמֹוֵקש ְויַַעְבדּו  ָהֲאנָשִּ

עֱאֹלֵהיֶהם  ’ה ֶאת דַּ י ָאְבָדה  ֲהֶטֶרם תֵּ כִּ

ְצָריִּם.  מִּ

7 Pharaoh's servants said to him: 'How 

long shall this one be a snare to us? 

Send the men away, that they may 

serve YHVH their God. Do you not 

yet realize that Egypt is lost?’  

 

An essential aspect of tikkun middot practice is the Bechirah or “choice” point, which represents 

a moment when we are clear-sighted enough to envision and consider the full range of options 

available to us, and to freely choose the wise path that represents our “better self.” The 20
th 

century Mussar master Rav Eliyahu Dessler describes the Bechirah point as a moment when one 

is free enough from the power of habit or compulsion to actually exercise freedom of choice; he 

relates this directly to the capacity to see the world clearly: 

 

Everyone has free choice – at the point where truth meets falsehood. In other words, 

Bechirah takes place at that point where the truth as the person sees it confronts the 

illusion produced in him by the power of falsehood. But the majority of a person’s actions 

are undertaken without any clash between truth and falsehood taking place. Many of a 

person’ actions may happen to coincide with what is objectively right because he has 

been brought up that way and it does not occur to him to do otherwise, and many bad and 

false decisions may be taken simply because the person does not realize that they are bad. 

In such cases no valid Bechirah, or choice, has been made [emphasis supplied].
5
 

 

In other words, Rav Dessler claims, we have freedom to choose our path when we are rooted in 

reality (“truth”) – when we can see clearly what is happening within and around us, 

unconstrained by denial or rationalization (“falsehood”). Many “decisions” we might consider 

                                                           
3
 Exodus Rabbah 13:3. 

4
 Nachmanides on Exodus 7:3; he offers a second explanation, that God hardens Pharaoh’s heart so that he could 

withstand the last five plagues and not repent simply out of fear (as opposed to sincerely recognizing the error of his 

ways and the justice of God’s cause). 
5
 Rabbi Eliyahu Dessler, Strive for Truth (Michtav MeiEliyahu), Part II, trans. Aryeh Carmell (Feldheim, 1978), p. 

53. Conversely, Maimonides argues that human beings are always endowed with freedom of choice; Mishneh 

Torah, Laws of Teshuvah, chap. 5: Free will is granted to all people. If one desires to turn himself to the path of 

good and be righteous, the choice is his. Should he desire to turn to the path of evil and be wicked, the choice is his. 
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freely-chosen may reflect habits of mind and heart shaped by unconscious forces and engrained 

over time. The moment of Bechirah occurs when we “wake up” to truths to which until now we 

have been blind. In that moment, we have the potential to realize our freedom and actualize our 

innate holiness. 

 

The nature of the heart to “harden” itself is not inherently negative. Indeed, it is an instinct which 

can serve an essential protective function: every heart needs to constrict, every heart needs the 

protection of the ribcage and chest. “Hardening” of the heart becomes problematic when it 

becomes subsumed by its own energy, when we are confused in our mind and led astray by 

“false” fear (disproportionate to the actual threat). This dynamic can lead us into destructive 

behavioral patterns which, in turn, become “hardened,” reinforced by habit. Eventually, the heart 

can become sclerotic – rigid, unresponsive, unable to adapt.  

 

The “hardening” process is reflective of the yetzer, the Divine life-force within us. Rav Dessler 

notes that Targum Yonatan (an early Aramaic translation of the Torah) interprets “I will harden 

Pharaoh’s heart” as “I will harden the yetzer of Pharaoh’s heart.”
6
 He observes that the 

“hardening of Pharaoh’s heart was not an extraordinary event. It is repeated in the heart of every 

person during his struggles with his yetzer hara…. This whole episode teaches us a great deal 

about the workings of the yetzer hara in every human heart.”
7
  

 

This is consistent with the psychologist Carl Jung’s concept of the psyche’s shadow side: 

 

The shadow is a moral problem that challenges the whole ego-personality, for no one can 

become conscious of the shadow without considerable moral effort. To become conscious 

of it involves recognizing the dark aspects of the personality as present and real. This act 

is the essential condition for any kind of self-knowledge, and it therefore, as a rule, meets 

with considerable resistance.
8
  

 

Rav Dessler cites the Maharal of Prague,
9
 who taught that suffering can instigate teshuvah or 

change (1) by “breaking our will,” promoting change out of desire to end our pain, or (2) by 

waking us up, helping us break through denial and see a deeper truth concealed in the recesses of 

the heart. Both possibilities represent teshuvah or transformation. The former lacks staying 

power because once pain subsides one may relapse; it is the equivalent of “crying uncle” from 

pain. The latter is the basis for a deeper, more lasting transformation, because it results not from 

fear but from awareness of a greater reality: leaving Mitzrayim, a phase of constriction, means 

allowing the pain of labor contractions to give birth to a more spacious awareness.  

 

According to the medieval Spanish commentator Nachmanides, at first the plagues cause 

Pharaoh to engage only in “teshuvah from fear,” not the deeper, more lasting spiritual 

transformation:  

                                                           
6
 The actual language of Targum Pseudo Yonatan (first century Eretz Yisrael) is  ְדלִָּבא ְדַפְרעה יְִצָראַוֲאנָא ַאְקֵשי יַת  , “I 

will harden the disposition (yitzra) of Pharaoh.” 
7
 Rabbi Eliyahu Dessler, Strive for Truth Part V, trans. Aryeh Carmell (Feldheim, 2004), p. 195. 

8
 Carl Jung, Aion: Phenomenology of the Self, in The Portable Jung, ed.y Joseph Campbell (Penguin Books, 1976), 

p. 145. 
9
 Rabbi Judah Loew ben Bezalel (16

th
 century scholar, mystic, philosopher), Netzach Yisrael, chap. 31. 
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Only the second half of the [ten] plagues were brought upon Egypt due to Pharaoh’s 

transgressions, as the Torah states, And Pharaoh’s heart was strengthened, (Exodus 7:13, 

26; 8:15), and Pharaoh hardened his heart (Exodus 8:28, 9:7). He did not want to send the 

Jews out of Egypt for the glory of God; rather, when the plagues increased and he was 

becoming too worn out to withstand them (lisbol otam, to “bear them”), his heart 

softened (rach libo) and he decided to send them out because of the severity of the 

plagues themselves, but not in order to do the will of his Creator. Therefore, God 

strengthened his spirit and gave courage to his heart so that God’s Name would be 

declared [throughout the world], as we read: Thus will I magnify Myself, and sanctify 

Myself, and I will make Myself known in the eyes of many nations; and they shall know 

that I am YHVH. (Ez. 38:23).
10

 

 

In applying the Torah’s teaching this week, by noticing the process of “hardening” in our own 

hearts we may wake us to deeper truths which until now we have denied or avoided. The opening 

words of parshat Bo invite us to approach and explore our “inner Pharaoh:”  

 

ֹּאֶמר  א ֶֹּשה -ֶאל ’הַוי ֹּא ֶאלמ ֹּה ב ְרע י פַּ  כִּ

י ֶאתֲאנִּי  ְכַבְדתִּ ֵלב ֲעָבָדיו ְלַמַען  ְוֶאת לִּבֹו הִּ

ַֹּתי ֵאֶלה ֹּת י א תִּ ְרבֹו. שִּ  ְבקִּ

1 YHVH said to Moses: 'Come to/go 

into Pharaoh, for I have hardened his 

heart, and the heart of his servants, 

that I might demonstrate these My 

signs among them; 

 

The Torah strikingly employs the verb “bo/come” rather than the more typical “lech/go.” 
11

 The 

Zohar interprets this language to mean that God invites Moses to “come into” a journey to the 

realm of darkness:
 
 

 

The blessed Holy One brought him into chamber after chamber, to a certain high and 

mighty rung, from which numerous rungs unfold. Who is that? Mystery of the great 

serpent. Moses was afraid of him, approaching only his streams and rungs; but him he 

feared and would not approach, for he saw him rooted above. When the blessed Holy 

One saw that Moses was afraid, and that other appointed messengers above could not 

approach him, the blessed Holy One said to him, I am against you, Pharaoh king of 

Egypt, the great sea serpent sprawling amidst his streams, who said, ‘My Nile is mine; I 

made it for myself’ (Ezekiel 29:3).
 12

  

 

The Zohar scholar and translator Daniel Matt comments on this passage that God invites Moses 

to share a journey “through the various chambers of the demonic realm to its highest rung, the 

great serpent, identified with Pharaoh and linked to the divine realm. God was telling Moses, 

‘Come to the nexus of the demonic and the divine.’”  

 

                                                           
10

 Commenting on Exodus 7:3. 
11

 Cf. Bekhor Shor (12th century French commentator) on Exodus 10:1: The Hebrew says not ‘Go to Pharaoh’ but 

‘Come [with Me] to Pharaoh’—I will go with you. 
12

 Daniel Matt, trans. the Zohar Pritzer edition, Volume II, 34b. 
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This week, the Torah invites us to practice hitlamdut by taking a “spiritual EKG.” Rabbi Ruth 

Sohn writes that“[o]ften, what keeps us in Mitzrayim – a place of construction or confinement – 

is our fear of facing certain feelings and thoughts within ourselves. We each have our inner 

pharaohs seeming to block our way forward.”
13

 We “come to our own inner Pharaoh” by 

exploring the hardening process at work in our own heart and investigating the darkness of our 

own shadow.  

 

To say the least, this is a challenging course. “[T]he line dividing good and evil cuts through the 

heart of every human being,” wrote the Soviet dissident writer Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn wrote, 

“and who is willing to destroy a piece of his own heart?”
14

 As Jung noted, the path requires 

courage and self-compassion:  

 

[W]e instinctively resist trying the way that leads through obscurity and darkness. We 

wish to hear only of unequivocal results, and completely forget that these results can only 

be brought about when we have ventured into and emerged again from the darkness. But 

to penetrate the darkness we must summon all the powers of enlightenment that 

consciousness can offer.
15

 

 

Like Moses, we may be understandably anxious and reluctant. But parshat Bo reminds us that in 

this exploration we are accompanied and guided by a Divine light of compassion which enables 

us, in the language of the Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous, to be “fearless and thorough from 

the very start.”
16

 

 

In this practice, we do not ignore, repress, or battle our shadow; we simply bear witness to our 

fear and pain, and apply compassion. In the light, our “inner Pharaoh” loses power to direct our 

words and actions. The fear-based hardening of the heart, as we breathe with the contractions, 

leads us to greater capaciousness and openness. The redemptive cycle begins anew. 

 

Jewish tradition does not call upon us to be “soft-hearted.” Rather, it invites us to “purify our 

hearts,” to cultivate the middah of Taharat HaLev/purity of heart. We do so by engaging the full 

cycle of the heart – both the pain of its contractions/hardening, and the joy of its expansions – to 

align ourselves with our highest and best selves, to discern the deeper source of wisdom.  

 

In this week of Bo (“come”), may we approach our inner Pharaoh with Ometz lev/courage and 

Chesed/lovingkindness. May we attend to the hardness in our own heart and “purify” it by 

discerning between the fear which protects us and the fear which obstructs our better self. May 

the light of awareness and compassion dissolve our fear, salve our pain; may constriction purify 

our heart, leading us to greater capaciousness and generosity of spirit. 

 

 

                                                           
13

 Rabbi Ruth Sohn, “Bo: An Embodied Practice to Face Pharaoh,” in Good Noticing: 100 Teachings in Jewish 

Mindfulness Inspired by Rabbi Sheiloa Peltz Weinberg (Institute for Jewish Spirituality: 2014), p. 31. 
14

 Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, The Gulag Archipelago (Harper Collins 1974), p. 168. 
15

 Carl Jung, in The Jung Reader, ed. David Tracy (Routledge, 2012), p. 81. 
16

 Alcoholics Anonymous: The Original 1939 Edition (Dover edition, 2011), p. 70. 
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Tikkun middot practices for the week of parshat Bo, cultivating Taharat HaLev, pure-

heartedness: 

 

 Focus phrase: Choose a simple, concise phrase to post somewhere visible this week as a 

reminder of the middah of Taharat HaLev/purity of heart. Justice Louis Brandeis 

famously wrote that “sunlight is the best disinfectant,”
17

 which may be apropos for this 

week. Other suggestions: “create in me a pure heart” (see below); “contraction for the 

sake of expansion;” “let the light into the heart.” 

 

 Kabbalah (simple daily practice to actualize the middah of Taharat HaLev, purity of 

heart): Over the course of each day this week, bring attention to sensation arising in your 

chest/heart. Notice moments of constriction, and simply investigate: What is happening 

right now in my body, my mind, my spirit? What is my fear? What is my pain? When 

possible, simply place your hand on your heart. Take three slow, deep breaths. Whisper 

your focus phrase silently to yourself. Observe whether and how there is a shift in 

sensation, thoughts, and emotions. 

 

 Prayer: The phrase “ ֵבנּו ְלָעְבְדָך  ֶבֱאֶמתְוַטֵהר לִּ , v’taher libeynu l’ovdecha be’emet, purify 

our hearts to serve you in truth,” appears both in the Friday night siddur and in the 

traditional Shabbat Mussaf Amidah. This week, sing this phrase as you bring attention to 

the condition of your heart. Here’s a version beautifully sung Dahlia Siman.  

 

In addition, you might use this beautiful line from Psalm 51:12: “ י לֵ ב ָטהֹור ְבָרא-לִּ

י ְרבִּ  ,lev tahor b’ra li Elohim, v’ruach nachon chadesh b’kirbi ,ֱאֹלהִּים ְורּוַח נָכֹון ַחֵדש ְבקִּ

create in me a pure heart, God; renew a steadfast spirit within me.” Here’s a lovely 

version from Nava Tehilah in Jerusalem; or listen to and order Shefa Gold’s beautiful 

chant. 

 

And of course, Psalm 24:3-4 could be especially appropriate in prayer or meditation this 

week: “mi ya’aleh b’har YHVH, umi yakum bimkom kodsho, who may ascend the 

mountain of YHVH, who may stand in God’s holy place? – n’ki chapayim u’bar levav, 

asher lo nasa lashav nafshi, v’lo nishba l’mirmah, one who has clean hands and a pure 

heart, who has not taken a false oath or sworn deceitfully.” 

 

 Poetry: The amazing metaphors employed in “Heart” by Dorianne Laux
18

 remind us of 

the heart’s ever-shifting condition:  

 

The heart shifts shape of its own accord –  

from bird to ax, from pinwheel 

to budded branch. It rolls over in the chest, 

                                                           
17

 Brandeis also wrote in a letter that “[i]f the broad light of day could be let in upon men’s actions, it would purify 

them as the sun disinfects.” Letter to Alice Goldmark in Melviun Urofsky and David Levy, The Family Letters of 

Louis D. Brandeis (2002), p. 31. 
18

 Dorianne Laux, Smoke (American Poets Continuum Series Book 62, BOA Editions Ltd. (2000) 

 

https://youtu.be/MPJ_A6llPZk
https://youtu.be/DqbADXu4JOE
https://www.oysongs.com/products/albums.cfm?artist_id=200&album_id=5467
https://www.amazon.com/Smoke-American-Poets-Continuum-62/dp/1880238861
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a brown bear groggy with winter, skips 

like a child at the fair, stopping in the shade 

of the fireworks booth, the fat lady's tent, 

the corn dog stand. Or the heart 

is an empty room where the ghosts of the dead 

wait, paging through magazines, licking 

their skinless thumbs. One gets up, walks 

through a door into a maze of hallways. 

Behind one door a roomful of orchids, 

behind another, the smell of burned toast. 

The rooms go on and on: sewing room 

with its squeaky treadle, its bright needles, 

room full of file cabinets and torn curtains, 

room buzzing with a thousand black flies. 

Or the heart closes its doors, becomes smoke, 

a wispy lie, curls like a worm and forgets 

its life, burrows into the fleshy dirt. 

Heart makes a wrong turn. 

Heart locked in its gate of thorns. 

Heart with its hands folded in its lap. 

Heart a blue skiff parting the silk of the lake. 

It does what it wants, takes what it needs, eats 

when it's hungry, sleeps when the soul shuts down. 

Bored, it watches movies deep into the night, 

stands by the window counting the streetlamps 

squinting out one by one. 

Heart with its hundred mouths open. 

Heart with its hundred eyes closed. 

Harmonica heart, heart of tinsel, 

heart of cement, broken teeth, redwood fence. 

Heart of bricks and boards, books stacked 

in devoted rows, their dusty spines 

unreadable. Heart 

with its hands full. 

Hieroglyph heart, etched deep with history's lists, 

things to do. Near-sighted heart. Club-footed heart. 

Hard-headed heart. Heart of gold, coal. 

Bad juju heart, singing the low down blues. 

Choir boy heart. Heart in a frumpy robe. 

Heart with its feet up reading the scores. 

Homeless heart, dozing, its back against the Dumpster. 

Cop-on-the-beat heart with its black billy club, 

banging on the lid.  

 

 Music: Of the many songs relating to the condition of the heart, I suggest Diana Ross 

singing “Voice of the Heart” (“If you listen long enough/If you dream it strong enough/A 

https://youtu.be/gXV9pXPkGzk
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door inside will open/And a light will flood the dark/Like a song too long unsung/Or a 

soul forever young/We all will find an answer/In the voice of the heart”). A personal 

favorite about listening to, and speaking from the heart is the sing-songwriter David 

Wilcox’s “Language of the Heart” (“You can say that you always were honest/And your 

words were clear from the start/But its more than just words that got spoken/There was 

language of the heart”). 

 

 

https://youtu.be/JdFoG0y-o8A

