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This column is inspired by a terrific d’var Torah written by Rabbi Nancy Weschler 

 The translation of the opening verse of the parasha does not capture the majesty of what God 

commanded Moses to do. In English, it reads: “Then the LORD said to Moses, ‘Go to Pharoah. For I have 

hardened his heart and the hearts of his courtiers, in order that I may display these My signs among 

them...” But the English doesn’t capture the great word play. The word for hardening is kebaditi… which 

is the same word for honoring. There is a big difference between hardening one’s heart and honoring 

one’s heart! Truth is that the same root is also used for the words “liver”, “to sweep”, and “heavy”. 

There is a sense that kavod implies heavy lifting, cleaning, purification which results in “honor”. The 

translation uses the word ‘hardening’ as a way to imply an action by God of Pharaoh’s heart that will 

prevent him from freeing the Israelites. God placed a heaviness on the heart that swept away free will.  

But there is another dimension here. The request was to Moses and in truth he had a heavy [k-v-d] 

responsibility to appear before Pharaoh and honor [k-v-d] him before Moses could demand that 

Pharaoh sweep away [k-v-d] the Israelites from Egypt in order for them to be free. There is some degree 

of honor [k-v-d] that Moses needs to show Pharaoh. Pharaoh is the leader of a great nation—to be 

heard or be taken seriously, there is a degree of deference Moses must show. Plus, this Pharaoh 

permitted him to be raised in the palace after the Pharaoh’s daughter drew Moses from the Nile River. 

Moses owes him the respect of one who raised him, who could easily have killed him as was the 

proclamation, or encouraged the infant to be raised as a commoner and not as a royal.  

Notice the name of the parasha—BO... come. God does not say GO to Pharaoh, but COME unto him. 

This also conveys a degree of respect Moses should have for Pharaoh. Yes, Pharaoh has put the Israelites 

in great distress; the Hebrews’ will was crushed by the heavy burden that Pharaoh made happen by 

decree. But put that aside for a brief second—merciless cruelty and humiliation “swept aside” as Moses 

remembered that he owes his life to Pharaoh. Yes, Pharaoh is worthy of some kavod from Moses. 

There is a great Midrash that described Pharaoh in the Red Sea after the walls of water come back 

together. The Rabbis said that Pharaoh did not die, but somehow became engulfed in a bubble where he 

studied Torah. When the bubble bursts, the Midrash said Pharaoh left Egypt and fled to the city of 

Nineveh where he became King. It was there that Pharaoh lived a very long time and it was there that 

the Prophet Jonah showed up to tell the people to repent. It was there that this King did demand that 

people change their ways. Thus Pharaoh becomes the paradigm of change and that is why we read this 

story on Yom Kippur!  

Now—it is a Midrash; those with a logical mind will find serious flaws with that story. But forget the 

details and embrace the message. Rabbi Nancy Weschler wrote it this way: “Kavod means to honor 

someone by lifting them up. Sometimes the weight is heavy. Still, the process has the potential to purify 

ourselves and others, raising us all.” 


