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A moment of great tragedy occurs in this week’s Torah reading, 

although it is not a moment that many people focus on when 

they read these chapters. There is so much drama in this story, 

so many scenes that we can visualize either because we’ve seen 

them acted out on stage or in a movie (or perhaps in our dining 

room during a Passover Seder), or because they are powerful 

moments that speak to our connection with one of the pivotal 

Jewish moments, that many people pass over (pun intended!) 

the quieter elements of the story.



And yet, near the beginning of the Torah reading, immediately 

following God tell ing Moses about the eventual redemption from 

Egypt, we read the following, “But when Moses told this to the 

Israelites, they would not l isten to Moses, their spirits crushed by 

cruel bondage (Exod. 6:9)”. The tragedy is not that the Israelites 

did not l isten to Moses, the tragedy is why they would not l isten to 

Moses. Slavery had beat them down to such an extent that they 

could not imagine what freedom looked like. Slavery had damaged 

them so greatly that when freedom was dangled in front of them, 

they could not for the l ife of them understand what it truly meant.



At this moment in their collective lives, the Israelites were 

struggling with an issue that many of us can recognize—they 

could not see what was right in front of them. Have you ever had 

that experience? Have you ever f inally left a job or ended a 

painful relationship and then realized that everyone around you 

saw the truth of the situation long before you could see it? More 

amorphous than any physical object and yet infinitely more 

important, freedom is diff icult for many of us to grasp, especially 

those of us who have never lived without it.



In our Torah reading, the ability to not see what is right in front 

of you is i l lustrated by the dilemma of the hardening of 

Pharaoh’s heart. The Torah tells us that God hardened Pharaoh’s 

heart during the saga of the ten plagues. If this is so, then how 

can Pharaoh be held responsible for not letting the Israelites go 

and forcing his country to undergo undue suffering at the hands 

of the Israelite God? Why couldn’t Pharaoh see early in the story 

(after the f irst or second plague) that the situation was futile 

and that he should just give up and let the Israelites go?



The Torah provides us with one answer to this question. If you pay 

close attention to the wording of the plagues, you wil l see that for 

the f irst f ive plagues, Pharaoh hardens his own heart. God only 

hardens his heart with plagues six through 10. How does this fact 

provide us with an answer? In this transition from Pharaoh 

hardening his own heart to God hardening his heart, maybe we are 

seeing the ancient equivalent of cognitive dissonance, of Pharaoh 

going so far down a path of thought and behavior (as evidenced in 

his choosing to act a certain way following plagues one through 

f ive) that he caused himself to lose his free wil l!



As Rambam wrote in his introduction to Pirkei Avot, “In other words, they 

sinned of their own free wi l l,  t i l l  they for feited the opportunity of 

repentance.” (Shemonah Perakim, Ch. 8) Have you ever felt that you had 

gone so far down a road of behavior, making certain choices, that you 

honestly could not see a way out, that you could not see an alternative? 

Maybe that is what happened to Pharaoh.

A second answer is suppl ied by Rashi, who understands plagues six through 

10 (in which God hardened Pharaoh’s heart) as being punishment for 

Pharaoh and the Egyptians. God needed to show Pharaoh that God was in 

charge. God needed Pharaoh to see that, contrary to Egyptian culture and 

rel igion, Pharaoh was not a god, and that the Israel ite God, our God, had 

al l  of the power.



It is di f f icult  to imagine a world that is di f ferent from the world we are currently 

l iving in. It must have been extremely painful for Pharaoh to real ize that the 

worldview on which he was raised, the worldview that a l lowed Israel ite s lavery 

and that understood Egyptian power, and especial ly the prest ige of the Pharaoh, 

to be absolute, was crumbling to the ground. And yet, we st i l l  wonder how he 

could not see the truth. In next week’s Torah reading, Pharaoh’s court iers say 

this to him in words that r ing out thousands of years later, “Are you not yet 

aware that Egypt is lost? (10:7)”

He did not real ize that a l l  was lost; because Pharaoh could not see what was in 

front of him, he could not see the truth of the s i tuation that was star ing him in 

the face because i t  was too di f f icult to do so, too painful, too harsh a real ity for 

him to face.



When Moses told the Israelites that God would free them, they 

did not believe him because they had been slaves for so long, 

they could not imagine a reality any different from the one they 

were living. And yet, courageous people throughout history 

remind us that freedom is a state of mind that we can grasp on 

to even when our bodies cannot experience it.



Perhaps we think of the great Jewish hero, Natan Sharansky, who 

told the story many times of how he felt free many years before he 

was released from solitary conf inement because he had decided that 

he would be free in his mind, even though his body was held captive 

by the KGB. Or perhaps we f ind inspiration in the story of the late 

Senator John McCain, who was held captive by North Vietnam for 

several years during the Vietnam War. Senator McCain held on to his 

sanity, at least in part, by repeating to himself these words from his 

favorite poem, “Invictus,” by Will iam Ernest Henley, “It matters not 

how strait the gate, how charged with punishments the scroll, I am 

the master of my fate, I am the captain of my soul.”



We must never allow ourselves to fall victim like Pharaoh, victim 

either to our own evil or to losing sight of what is around us. 

With effort and with the constant search for clarity and 

understanding, we will hold on to the great human gift of 

freedom, and decide for ourselves, hoping to have the strength 

of Sharansky and McCain, to use our freedom for good, and to 

inspire truth and liberty for ourselves and for those around us.
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