
   
 

 
 

January 22, 2021 –  9 Shevat, 5781 – Parashat Bo 
 

Dear TBE Family and Friends, 

In the circles in which many – perhaps most – of us travel, people pride themselves on taking a rational 
approach to decision-making and on their ability to engage with the world around them in a balanced, 
intellectual manner.  We pepper our speech with statements like, “I was thinking …” or “I considered …” 
and, in a similar vein, look askance those who act (out) in a manner we see as “irrational” or arising from 
prejudices, passions or base instincts.   

But, as we chart a path through life, are we truly as exclusively reliant on our intellectual faculties as we 
(might like to) think?  And if we are, is this the unambiguously positive quality our rhetoric holds it to 
be?  These are questions raised by this week’s parashah (Parashat Bo) which, on more than a dozen 
occasions, makes reference to the “hardening of Pharaoh’s heart,” an emotional state that is said to 
explain his (increasingly irrational) defiance of God’s demand, given voice by Moses and Aaron, that the 
Israelite slaves be released from bondage. 

If the Biblical Pharaoh’s actions were, in fact, guided by factors other than simple logic, he is not alone in 
being guided by such impulses. Psychologists have well documented humans’ susceptibility not only to 
emotion, but also “confirmation bias,” a tendency to stand by – indeed, double down on – the beliefs 
one holds at the outset of a discussion, even when presented with empirical evidence to the contrary 
(factual “inconveniences” which are summarily dismissed). 

In contrast to the messages we receive from our secular environment, Judaism recognizes the existence 
of the irrational as a valid – indeed, inevitable – part of the human psyche.  It refers to this aspect of our 
inner world as yetzer ha-ra, a term often (mis-)translated as “the evil impulse”.  In rabbinic thought, 
though, yetzer ha-ra is not unambivalently evil.  It is a stream of impulses and motivations that arises 
from a place that is not rational and, as such, is harder to predict or control.  However, yetzer ha-ra is 
credited with providing us the motivation to form relationships, engage productively with the world and 
seek opportunities for personal growth and enrichment – hardly “evil” aspects of the human condition. 

What the rabbis are wary of, in their discussions of yetzer ha-ra, is not the existence of yetzer ha-ra or 
even its ability to shape and motivate human activity.  Rather, they warn against this irrational impulse 
being given free reign to manifest itself in our behavior in an intemperate or unregulated fashion. 

The “middle path” towards which the rabbis of old would steer us is a path in which we both 
acknowledge and allow for the expression of our irrational dimensions – in fact, celebrating such 
phenomena as love and devotion – while at the same time maintaining a cautious awareness of the 
directions in which such impulses can take us.  



   
 

 
 

The Pharaoh’s undoing in the days of yore – and our own, if we are not careful – is not in being 
passionate in his commitments, but in failing to register the extremes to which such emotions can move 
us, left unimpeded. 

  

Wishing everyone a restorative Shabbat, 

-- Rabbi Rachel Safman 

 


