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In the parsha this week, the Jewish People finally achieved the freedom they yearned 
and cried for. For all of the years of slavery, torture and suffering, they were finally 
walking out of Egypt, no longer slaves, but as a free nation. We would expect that as 
they move forward with their freedom, they would behave as free people. They now 
have the freedom of choice to do as they please, without the fear of death hanging over 
them. They are now the masters of their destiny. We know, however, what is coming in 
the next forty years. In next week’s parsha the Jew’s began to complain. They 
complained  about food, about the Egyptians coming after them. In a couple more 
weeks we will read about the sin of the golden calf. When we get to Sefer Bamidbar, it 
almost seems as if each week, there is another national sin that must be addressed, the 
spies, Korach, the daughters of Midian. The fact that the Jews who witnessed so many 
miracles can “so easily” turn away from Hashem is itself shocking but what is even 
more shocking is that in many instances, the Jews say that life was better for them in 
Egypt. Really?!?!? Slavery and torture was better? How could they possibly think and 
verbalize that they were better off as slaves? It is inconceivable. 

Let me share with you an important insight regarding human nature which will help us 
understand what is happening here. Our minds can only focus on one conscious 
thought or activity at a time. Most of what we do is habitual and can be performed by 
our subconscious minds. This is the value of habits; they free the mind to focus on other 
activities or thoughts at that time. Most of us can tie our shoes while having a 
conversation. As important as the conversation is, it doesn’t interfere with tying our 
shoes, because we have tied our shoes so many times that it can be done habitually or 
subconsciously. The reason it is rude to be on one’s phone when talking with someone 
is because, usually, the conscious attention is on the phone and it is the subconscious or 
habit having the conversation. It is insulting and rude to communicate to someone that 
the conversation you are having with them does not require conscious thought. 

Driving is an activity that does not require much attention and we can do so 
unconsciously. Thus, we can have conversations with people while driving. We are so 
good at it, that often we drive to work or home from work and our mind is engaged in 
other activities and we arrive at our destination and do not even recall the drive. But 
what happens when it is dark and starts pouring? I mean pouring so strongly that your 
wipers cannot keep up with the rain. You may have been in the midst of a conversation 
or listening to a shiur but when the rain gets really bad, you tell the person you were 
speaking with that you have to go and hang up the phone. You may turn off the shiur 
you were listening to or tell the kids to quiet down. Why? Because when the weather 
gets bad and you become worried about your safety, driving becomes a conscious 
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activity and once driving becomes the conscious activity of the moment, your mind 
cannot focus or attend to anything else. 

Habit appears in another context as well. When a person feels threatened, the thinking, 
conscious part of the mind goes offline. Blood flow goes to the limbs to prepare for fight 
or flight and thus higher-level thinking does not occur when we feel threatened. So, 
what guides our behaviors and reactions during periods of threat and danger? If our 
conscious mind is not choosing our behavior and reaction, where is that choice made? 
The answer is our subconscious habits. That is what we revert to whenever we cannot 
access our conscious thinking. We revert to our habits.  

Why do some people run, others fight and some freeze? When someone yells at you, 
how do you respond? Do you yell back, do you get aggressive? Do you freeze and go 
silent? Is it a conscious decision that you make? It is not. It is subconscious 
programming and habit that steps in. Habit is the default and backup system that is 
available whenever we cannot use our conscious, thinking and rationale brain. Where 
did our habits come from? They come from our programming. We are “programmed” 
from our previous life experiences. Those experiences make the blueprint that will run 
when we feel threatened or unsafe and cannot access rational, conscious thoughts. 
Whether one fights back or becomes docile in the face of a threat is the result of our 
programming and becomes a “habit” in the sense that it is done without thinking and 
making a choice to behave in that manner. Bechirah – free choice exists when we are in a 
state of calm and can access our logical, thinking and conscious mind. When we cannot 
enter that state, we revert back to our default habits and programming. 

When the Jewish People left Egypt most of them were likely 3rd generation slaves and 
certainly 2nd generation slaves. That means that their default setting is their 
multigenerational slave mentality. As much as they aspired and dreamed of being free, 
their programming remained the same. Consciously, they made an effort to grow and 
behave like free men rather than slaves and in that regard they were overwhelmingly 
successful. In a mere 7 weeks they were able to not only change their conscious mindset 
from slaves to Hashem’s chosen people, but they grew so dramatically that they became 
worthy of receiving the Torah. However, as we mentioned, since they did not yet 
rewrite their programming, whenever they panicked, felt unsafe or became afraid, they 
reverted back to their programming and slave mentality. Pay attention as we follow the 
growth and development of the Jewish People and you will observe that their sins and 
errors occur when panic sets in. When they fear that Moshe Rabbeinu is not returning, 
they panic and make a golden calf. When they run out of food or water, they become 
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scared and become hostile towards Moshe Rabbeinu and at times, Hashem. The reason 
why they reacted the way they did is clear. Once they went into fight, flight or freeze, 
they could no longer access their conscious thinking and defaulted into their slave 
mentality and that is when they commit their sins. 

This concept has two important applications. The first is to become self-aware. In most 
instances, when we get in trouble and do or say things that we regret, we are likely in 
fight or flight and are not really making conscious choices. It is not an excuse for the 
bad behavior but it gives it context. Our habit and default settings were established long 
before we had the ability to make wise choices and it is expected that when we cannot 
access our conscious thinking, we will go back to those habits. 

The second point relates to how we deal with others. Just like we default to our 
programming when we become upset or anxious, so do others. We must keep in mind 
that they are not reacting in a conscious, well thought out manner. It is their 
programming that is guiding their behavior. I think this is a major component of being 
dan l’kaf zechus, of giving others the benefit of the doubt. If we keep these ideas in mind, 
both as far as ourselves as well as towards others, our relationships will undoubtedly 
improve. 

 

To sponsor future drashos, please contact Ralph Siegel (ralph@siegel5.com)  

or Ellen Cohen (ecohen1916@gmail.com) 


