
 
Why didn’t Pharaoh release the Israelites?

By Naftali Silberberg
 

But I will harden Pharaoh’s heart, and I will increase My signs and My wonders in the land of Egypt. (Exodus 7:3)
Free choice is the essential component that justifies the concepts of reward and punishment. It would be inappropriate to
punish a robot for performing an immoral act which it was programmed to do. Nor would one reward a stove for cooking a
sumptuous meal, or a bee for producing delicious honey. Humans, on the other hand, are rewarded and punished for their

actions because they choose to do good or evil. This is why this week’s Torah portion has always puzzled Jewish
philosophers: How could Pharaoh be punished for refusing to comply with G‑d’s demands to grant freedom to the Israelites,

if G‑d Himself “hardened his heart”? To borrow a line from our patriarch Abraham: “Will the Judge of the entire earth not
perform justice?”

Many interesting answers are given to explain this seeming injustice.
Nachmanides offers an answer which is as profound as it is astoundingly simple. He argues that had G‑d refrained from

hardening Pharaoh's heart, he would have then been deprived of the ability to make a coherent and true choice. Indeed, the
plagues would have compelled him to let the Israelites go—an option he most certainly would not have chosen in the

absence of G‑d’s strong hand.
Pharaoh’s freeing the Israelites after their G‑d had ravaged his land with frogs, lice, wild beasts, pestilence, etc., can be

compared to handing over one’s wallet to an armed mugger: neither is an act of “free” choice.
Since the scale was so heavily weighted towards Pharaoh’s sending the Jews out—after all, what would any normal

sovereign choose to do when his country is slowly and systematically being destroyed?—G‑d steeled Pharaoh’s resolve,
causing that the plagues shouldn’t interfere with his decision-making process, and allowing him to continue expressing his

true desire. G‑d hardened his heart so that he would have the strength and ability to freely choose his course of action—and
he freely chose to retain the Israelites as slaves. Thus Pharaoh rightfully earned divine retribution for his shameful behaviour.
The extent to which G‑d went to ensure the integrity of Pharaoh’s free choice is nothing short of incredible. And the intended

moral is equally compelling and uplifting.
If the benevolent and all-merciful Creator manipulated Pharaoh’s psyche and cognitive abilities to guarantee his ability to

choose evil, certainly He does anything necessary to ensure our ability to choose good!
It is very popular to blame a plethora of external factors for one’s shortcomings. But the Torah teaches us that even the most

awesome and devastating circumstances don’t affect a person’s G‑d-given freedom of choice.
We must never become discouraged. No matter what is written in the pages of our private history books, no matter our

current personal situation, we always have the moral strength to choose the proper path.
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The ninth plague – darkness – comes shrouded in a darkness of its own.
What is this plague doing here? It seems out of sequence. Thus far there have been eight plagues, and they have become steadily, inexorably,

more serious. The first two, the Nile turning blood-red and the infestation of frogs, seemed more like omens than anything else. The third and fourth,
gnats and flies, caused discomfort, not crisis. The fifth, the plague that killed livestock, affected animals, not human beings.

The sixth, boils, was again a discomfort, but a serious one, no longer an external issue but a bodily affliction. (Remember that Job lost everything
he had, but did not start cursing his fate until his body was covered with sores.) The seventh and eighth, hail and locusts, destroyed the Egyptian

grain. Now – with the loss of grain added to the loss of livestock in the fifth plague – there was no food. Still to come was the tenth plague, the death
of the firstborn, in retribution for Pharaoh’s murder of Israelite children. It would be this that eventually broke Pharaoh’s resolve.

So we would expect the ninth plague to be very serious indeed, something that threatened, even if it did not immediately take, human life. Instead
we read what seems like an anti-climax:

Then the L‑rd said to Moses, “Stretch out your hand towards the sky so that darkness will spread over Egypt – darkness that can be felt.” So Moses
stretched out his hand towards the sky, and total darkness covered all Egypt for three days. No one could see anyone else or leave his place for

three days. Yet all the Israelites had light in the places where they lived. 
Darkness is a nuisance, but no more. The phrase “darkness that can be felt” suggests what happened: a khamsin, a sandstorm of a kind not

unfamiliar in Egypt, which can last for several days, producing sand- and dust-filled air that obliterates the light of the sun. A khamsin is usually
produced by a southern wind that blows into Egypt from the Sahara desert. The worst sandstorm is usually the first of the season, in March. This

fits the dating of the plague which happened shortly before the death of the firstborn, on Pesach.
The ninth plague was doubtless unusual in its intensity, but it was not an event of a kind wholly unknown to the Egyptians, then or now. Why then

does it figure in the plague narrative, immediately prior to its climax? Why did it not happen nearer the beginning, as one of the less severe
plagues?

The answer lies in a line from “Dayenu,” the song we sing as part of the Haggadah: “If G‑d had executed judgment against them [the Egyptians] but
had not done so against their gods, it would have been sufficient.” Twice the Torah itself refers to this dimension of the plagues:

“I will pass through Egypt on that night, and I will kill every first-born in Egypt, man and animal. I will perform acts of judgment against all the gods of
Egypt: I (alone) am G‑d.” 

The Egyptians were burying all their firstborn, struck down by the L‑rd; and against their gods, the L‑rd had executed judgment. 
Not all the plagues were directed, in the first instance, against the Egyptians. Some were directed against things they worshipped as gods. That is

the case in the first two plagues. The Nile was personified in ancient Egypt as the god Hapi and was worshipped as the source of fertility in an
otherwise desert region. Offerings were made to it at times of inundation. The inundations themselves were attributed to one of the major Egyptian
deities, Osiris. The plague of frogs would have been associated by the Egyptians with Heket, the goddess who was believed to attend births as a

midwife, and who was depicted as a woman with the head of a frog.
The plagues were not only intended to punish Pharaoh and his people for their mistreatment of the Israelites, but also to show them the

powerlessness of the gods in which they believed. What is at stake in this confrontation is the difference between myth – in which the gods are
mere powers, to be tamed, propitiated or manipulated – and biblical monotheism, in which ethics (justice, compassion, human dignity) constitute the

meeting point of G‑d and mankind.
The symbolism of these plagues, often lost on us, would have been immediately apparent to the Egyptians. Two things now become clear. The first

is why the Egyptian magicians declared, “This is the finger of G‑d” only after the third plague, lice. The first two plagues would not have surprised
them at all. They would have understood them as the work of Egyptian deities who, they believed, were sometimes angry with the people and took

their revenge.
The second is the quite different symbolism the first two plagues were meant to have for the Israelites, and for us. As with the tenth plague, these
were no mere miracles intended to demonstrate the power of the G‑d of Israel, as if religion were a gladiatorial arena in which the strongest god

wins. Their meaning was moral. They represented the most fundamental of all ethical principles, stated in the Noahide covenant in the words “He
who sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed” (Gen. 9:6). This is the rule of retributive justice, measure for measure: As you do, so

shall you be done to.
By first ordering the midwives to kill all male Israelite babies, and then, when that failed, by commanding, “Every boy who is born must be cast into
the Nile,” Pharaoh had turned what should have been symbols of life (the Nile—which fed Egyptian agriculture, and midwives) into agents of death.
The river that turned to blood, and the Heket-like frogs that infested the land, were not afflictions as such, but rather coded communications, as if to
say to the Egyptians: reality has an ethical structure. See what it feels like when the gods you turned against the Israelites turn on you. If used for

evil ends, the powers of nature will turn against man, so that what he does will be done to him in retribution. There is justice in history.
Hence the tenth plague, to which all the others were a mere prelude. Unlike all the other plagues, its significance was disclosed to Moses even

before he set out on his mission, while he was still living with Jethro in Midian:
You shall say to Pharaoh: This is what the L‑rd says. “Israel is My son, My firstborn. I have told you to let My son go, that he may worship Me. If you

refuse to let him go, I will kill your own firstborn son.” 
Whereas the first two plagues were symbolic representations of the Egyptian murder of children, the tenth plague was the enactment of retributive

justic bh,lp06661``33e, as if heaven was saying to the Egyptians: You committed, or supported, or passively accepted the murder of innocent
children. There is only one way you will ever realize the wrong you did, namely, if you yourself suffer what you did to others.

This too helps explain the difference between the two words the Torah regularly uses to describe what G‑d did in Egypt: otot u’moftim, “signs and
wonders.” These two words are not two ways of describing the same thing – miracles. They describe quite different things. A mofet, a wonder, is

indeed a miracle. An ot, a sign, is something else: a symbol (like tefillin or circumcision, both of which are called ot), that is to say, a coded
communication, a message.

The significance of the ninth plague is now obvious. The greatest god in the Egyptian pantheon was Ra or Re, the sun god. The name of the
Pharaoh often associated with the exodus, Ramses ii, means meses, “son of ” (as in the name Moses) Ra, the god of the sun. Egypt – so itspeople

believed – was ruled by the sun. Its human ruler, or Pharaoh, was semi-divine, the child of the sun god.
In the beginning of time, according to Egyptian myth, the sun god ruled together with Nun, the primeval waters. Eventually there were many deities.
Ra then created human beings from his tears. Seeing, however, that they were deceitful, he sent the goddess Hathor to destroy them; only a few

survived.
The plague of darkness was not a mofet but an ot, a sign. The obliteration of the sun signaled that there is a power greater than Ra. Yet what the

plague represented was less the power of G‑d over the sun, but the rejection by G‑d of a civilization that turned one man, Pharaoh, into an absolute
ruler (son of the sun god) with the ability to enslave other human beings – and of a culture that could tolerate the murder of children because that is

what Ra himself did.
When G‑d told Moses to say to Pharaoh, “My son, My firstborn, Israel,” He was saying: I am the G‑d who cares for His children, not one who kills
His children. The ninth plague was a divine act of communication that said: there is not only physical darkness but also moral darkness. The best

test of a civilization is to see how it treats children, its own and others’. In an age of broken families, neglected and impoverished children, and
worse – the use of children as instruments of war – that is a lesson we still need to learn.

 

AGAINST THEIR GODS
By Rabbi Jonathan Sacks
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PARSHA SUMMARY HAFTORAH SUMMARY

JEWISH HUMOUR

 
G‑d instructs Moses to command Aaron and his

sons regarding their duties and rights as
kohanim (“priests”) who offer the korbanot

(animal and meal offerings) in the Sanctuary.
The fire on the altar must be kept burning at all
times. In it are burned the wholly consumed

ascending offering; veins of fat from the peace,
sin and guilt offerings; and the “handful”

separated from the meal offering.
The kohanim eat the meat of the sin and guilt

offerings, and the remainder of the meal
offering. The peace offering is eaten by the one
who brought it, except for specified portions
given to the kohen. The holy meat of the

offerings must be eaten by ritually pure persons,
in their designated holy place and within their

specified time.
Aaron and his sons remain within the Sanctuary
compound for seven days, during which Moses

initiates them into the priesthood.
 

This week's haftorah touches on the subject of sacrifices, the

main topic of the week's Torah portion.

G‑d tells the prophet Jeremiah to rebuke the Jewish people,

saying that His primary intention in taking their forefathers out

of Egypt wasn't the sacrificial offerings, rather in order that they

observe the commandments. But despite the fact that G‑d
repeatedly dispatched prophets to admonish the people, "They

did not obey nor did they incline their ear, but walked according

to [their] own counsels and in the view of their evil heart, and

they went backwards and not forwards." G‑d further informs

Jeremiah that the people will also not hearken to these words

that he will speak to them now.

The haftorah concludes with G‑d's admonition: "Let not the wise

man boast of his wisdom, nor the strong man boast of his

strength, nor the rich man boast of his riches. But let him that

boasts exult in this, that he understands and knows me, for I am

G‑d Who practices kindness, justice and righteousness on the

earth; for in these things I delight, says G‑d."

 

Michaels, Marilyn husband Michaels, David David ben Yitzchak Yosef Saturday 27/3/21 Nissan 14, 5781
Goldstone, Loretta brother Fishman, Melvin Moshe Chaim ben Baruch Sunday 28/3/21 Nissan 15, 5781

Rose, Irene father Koss, Chayim Chayim ben Hersh Mordecai Tuesday 30/3/21 Nissan 17, 5781
Zussman, Helen mother Zussman Menucha bas Hershl Wednesday 31/3/21 Nissan 18, 5781

Wrightman, Hilary mother Goldman, Betty Pesha bas Zev Friday 2/4/21 Nissan 20, 5781
Weinfass, Eleanor father Mr Zussman Noach ben Moshe Sunday 4/4/21 Nissan 22, 5781
Corrigan, Emma father Burman, Mitchell Moshe Ben Dov Monday 5/4/21 Nissan 23, 5781

Newman, Michael Father in law Baker, Ben Ben-Zion ben Mordecai Wednesday 7/4/21 Nissan 25, 5781
Adams, Douglas father Adams, Percy Pesach ben Yisrael HaLevi Thursday 8/4/21 Nissan 26, 5781

Lewis, Gary mother Lewis, Rivka Ruchal Rivka Ruchal bas Chaim Dovid Thursday 8/4/21 Nissan 26, 5781
Segal, Norman father Segal, Yaakov Yaakov ben Hershel Ha Levi Friday 9/4/21 Nissan 27, 5781

 

WISHING ALL THOSE WITH YARTZEIT THIS WEEK CHAIM ARUCHIM

RIDDLE OF THE WEEK
A little boy once returned home from Hebrew school and his

father asked, "What did you learn today?"
He answered, "The Rabbi told us how Moses led the children of

Israel out of Egypt."
"How?"

The boy said "Moses was a big strong man and he beat Pharaoh
up. Then while he was down, he got all the people together and

ran towards the sea. When he got there, he has the Corps of
Engineers build a huge pontoon bridge. Once they got on the
other side, they blew up the bridge while the Egyptians were

trying to cross."
The father was shocked. "Is that what the Rabbi taught you?"

The boy replied, "No. But you'd never believe the story he DID tell
us!"

 

What kind of cheese do I eat on Pesach?
Matzo-rella

 
 

Who was the best businesswoman in the
Bible?

Pharaoh's daughter, she pulled a profit out of
the water.

 
 
 

Answer for last week 
A chick in an egg.
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FOOD 4 THE SOUL

In the order of the Haggadah, the rebellious child who questions everything sits before the child who has nothing to ask.
Because if the rebellious child questions, it is because it touches him, it says something to him. Perhaps it even bothers him.

But a perfectly capable human being who has no questions about Torah and G‑d—he is stuck in his place.
Perhaps he is a good, observant Jew who does good deeds and never sins. But there is no sense of the spirit, of the meaning of life,

of transcendence.
He, too, must leave Egypt, and know of something higher.

 

STORY TIME

It was the day before Passover and the Baal Shem Tov was in a happy mood as he and his disciples gathered for
the ceremony of preparing the specially watched water for the matzot baked right before the onset of the holiday.

But soon after the water was prepared, everyone noticed a drastic change in the mood of the Baal Shem Tov,
from happiness to deep melancholy.

As usual, the Baal Shem Tov himself led the evening prayers, but his devotions were accompanied by heart-
rending sobs. His Chasidim were shocked since he usually prayed with tremendous joy, especially Passover eve.
Later that night, the Baal Shem Tov summoned ten of his disciples. "I want you to gather outside my room, and

together, recite the Tikun Chatzot (midnight prayers). Just remember what I am about to tell you. If you see that I
faint, do not touch me or do anything at all to revive me. The only action you must take is to recite Psalms until I

come back to myself."
The Chasidim followed his orders, assembling outside the Baal Shem Tov 's room and saying the midnight prayer.
After a short while, the scribe, Reb Tzvi, ran from the Baal Shem Tov 's room in a panic, exclaiming, "The Rebbe is

lying on the floor in a faint!"
The Chasidim began reciting Psalms as they had been told, and continued all through the night, sobbing and

imploring G-d to bring their master back to this world in good health.
Finally, after dawn, the Baal Shem Tov awakened, but he was weak and unable to walk. He asked his disciples to

carry him to the mikva, to immerse in its purifying waters.
When the Baal Shem Tov regained his strength, he returned to the study hall to lead the morning prayers. Before

beginning, to the surprise of everyone, he instructed those present to concentrate on the holy intentions that
accompany the Rosh Hashana prayers.

Throughout the entire service, the Baal Shem Tov wept. Even later in the day, when the time arrived to bake the
special matzot, usually a time of great joy, the Baal Shem Tov 's face still showed great concern and seriousness.
After the afternoon service, the disciples recited the Passover eve prayers, and the Baal Shem Tov sobbed still

more.
Finally, night fell and the Baal Shem Tov sat down together with his disciples at the Seder table. But instead of
illuminating the evening with his brilliant exposition of the Hagada, he simply read through the text, making no
comments at all. When the first part of the Hagada had been recited, the Baal Shem Tov 's mood changed; his

gloom lifted, and he suddenly began to laugh. Finally, the Baal Shem Tov turned to his disciples and said, "Now, I
will explain to you what happened."

"The day before Passover eve, the day of drawing the special water, I saw that a decree was made in Heaven
against 400 Jewish families. These families were destined to be taken away, G-d forbid, from this world! I

ascended to the supernal worlds and did everything in my power to have this decree annulled, but all of my
efforts were to no avail. After all of my spiritual exertion, all that remained for me was simply to put my faith in G-

d that all would be well.
"When I awoke the next morning, I saw that the decree was not revoked. In fact, it was even stronger than before.
That is why such sadness overcame me. Then I saw something else: A middle-aged couple sat around a Seder
table in a far-away city. This couple had no children and were sitting alone at their table, reciting the Hagada.

When they reached the part describing Pharaoh 's terrible decree to throw all the infant Jewish boys into the Nile,
the woman began arguing against the Alm-ghty, 'No! This cannot be! If I were the mother of children,' she cried,

'would I do such a thing? Would I throw my children into the water? As bad as a child may be, is that how parents
behave?' And the good woman did not stop. She continued berating the Creator, saying, 'How long will You keep

us in exile? You say you are our Father! You take us out of exile and bring the Redemption!'
"Her husband tried to calm her down. 'Have faith! Surely you know that everything G-d does is for the good and
there is no evil in His actions!' But the woman was unmoved by all his arguments. 'A father must have mercy on

his children no matter what,' she insisted.
"And then," the Baal Shem Tov continued, "there was a great commotion in Heaven. One group of angels said,

'What chutzpa! How can this woman make demands on G-d?' Then another group of angels began disagreeing,
claiming, 'Here is a simple Jewish woman, one who, without being a mother herself, feels so passionately for G-d 's

children! She is right!'
I was very fearful," said the Baal Shem Tov, "for I did not know which group would win the argument! And then
what happened? The couple drank the four cups of wine and finished the Seder. Then the woman said to her

husband, 'True, it is a bitter exile, but now it is a Yom Tov, a holy day for G-d and the Jews. We should celebrate it
with joy.' And the man and his wife danced merrily around the table, their hearts filled with joy for their Creator in

the happiness of the holiday.
"All the celestial beings watched them in wonder. They saw the great joy with which this couple could celebrate
the holy Yom Tov, even in bitter exile, and how they fulfilled G-d 's will, despite the deep darkness of the exile.

When the angels witnessed the unbridled joy of the couple, those who were accusers became advocates and the
decree was overturned. And that is when I laughed, for I rejoiced in the power of joy which saved the lives of four

hundred holy Jewish souls."
 



MEDITATION

In each one of us there is an Egypt and a Pharaoh and a Moses and Freedom in a Promised Land. And every point in
time is an opportunity for another Exodus.

Egypt is a place that chains you to who you are, constraining you from growth and change. And Pharaoh is that voice
inside that mocks your gambit to escape, saying, “How could you attempt being today something you were not

yesterday? Aren’t you good enough just as you are? Don’t you know who you are?”
Moses is the liberator, the infinite force deep within, an impetuous and all-powerful drive to break out from any bondage,

to always transcend, to connect with that which has no bounds.
But Freedom and the Promised Land are not static elements that lie in wait. They are your own achievements which you

may create at any moment, in anything that you do, simply by breaking free from whoever you were the day before.
Last Passover you may not have yet begun to light a candle. Or some other mitzvah still waits for you to fulfil its full

potential. This year, defy Pharaoh and light up your world. With unbounded light.
 

SEDER NIGHT INSIGHTS

The Four Questions, by Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks
The Haggadah speaks of four children: one wise, one wicked or rebellious, one simple and "one who does not

know how to ask." Reading them together the sages came to the conclusion that 1. children should ask questions,
2. the Pesach narrative must be constructed in response to, and begin with, questions asked by a child, 3. it is the
duty of a parent to encourage his or her children to ask questions, and the child who does not yet know how to

ask should be taught to ask.
There is nothing natural about this at all. To the contrary, it goes dramatically against the grain of history. Most

traditional cultures see it as the task of a parent or teacher to instruct, guide or command. The task of the child is
to obey. "Children should be seen, not heard," goes the old English proverb. Socrates, who spent his life teaching

people to ask questions, was condemned by the citizens of Athens for corrupting the young. In Judaism the
opposite is the case. It is a religious duty to teach our children to ask questions. That is how they grow.

Judaism is the rarest of phenomena: a faith based on asking questions, sometimes deep and difficult ones that
seem to shake the very foundations of faith itself. "Shall the Judge of all the earth not do justice?" asked Abraham.

""Why, Lord, why have you brought trouble on this people?" asked Moses. "Why does the way of the wicked
prosper? Why do all the faithless live at ease?" asked Jeremiah. The book of Job is largely constructed out of

questions, and God 's answer consists of four chapters of yet deeper questions: "Where were you when I laid the
earth 's foundation? ... Can you catch Leviathan with a hook? ... Will it make an agreement with you and let you

take it as your slave for life?"
In yeshiva the highest accolade is to ask a good question: Du fregst a gutte kashe. Isadore Rabi, winner of a Nobel
Prize in physics, was once asked why he became a scientist. He replied, "My mother made me a scientist without
ever knowing it. Every other child would come back from school and be asked, 'What did you learn today?' But my
mother used to ask: 'Izzy, did you ask a good question today?' That made the difference. Asking good questions

made me a scientist."
Judaism is not a religion of blind obedience. Indeed, astonishingly in a religion of 613 commandments, there is no
Hebrew word that means "to obey." When Hebrew was revived as a living language in the nineteenth century, and
there was need for a verb meaning "to obey," it had to be borrowed from the Aramaic: le-tsayet. Instead of a word
meaning "to obey," the Torah uses the verb shema, untranslatable into English because it means 1. to listen, 2. to

hear, 3. to understand, 4. to internalize, and 5. to respond. Written into the very structure of Hebraic
consciousness is the idea that our highest duty is to seek to understand the will of God, not just to obey blindly.
Tennyson 's verse, "Theirs not to reason why, theirs but to do or die," is as far from a Jewish mindset as it is

possible to be.
Why? Because we believe that intelligence is God 's greatest gift to humanity. Rashi understands the phrase that
God made man "in His image, after His likeness," to mean that God gave us the ability "to understand and discern."
The very first of our requests in the weekday Amidah is for "knowledge, understanding and discernment." One of
the most breathtakingly bold of the rabbis ' institutions was to coin a blessing to be said on seeing a great non-
Jewish scholar. Not only did they see the wisdom in cultures other than their own. They thanked God for it. How
far this is from the narrow-mindedness than has so often demeaned and diminished religions, past and present.
The historian Paul Johnson once wrote that rabbinic Judaism was "an ancient and highly efficient social machine

for the production of intellectuals." Much of that had and still has, to do with the absolute priority Jews have
always placed on education, schools, the bet midrash, religious study as an act even higher than prayer, learning

as a lifelong engagement, and teaching as the highest vocation of the religious life.
But much too has to do with how one studies and how we teach our children. The Torah indicates this at the most
powerful and poignant juncture in Jewish history - just as the Israelites are about to leave Egypt and begin their
life as free people under the sovereignty of God. Hand on the memory of this moment to your children, says
Moses. But do not do so in an authoritarian way. Encourage your children to ask, question, probe, investigate,

analyze, explore. Liberty means freedom of the mind, not just of the body. Those who are confident of their faith
need fear no question. It is only those who lack confidence, who have secret and suppressed doubts, who are

afraid.
 



SEDER NIGHT INSIGHTS

15 Steps of the Journey 
That in all other years, families and communities unite at the Passover table. This year, so many of us are alone.

 
That in all other years, the days before Passover are filled with excitement, in addition to the stress. This year, we
are reeling in the face of devastating tragedies. This seder is conducted in the shadow of solitariness and pain.
That in all other years, we begin our seder with the declaration, “whoever is in need, let him come and eat.” This

year, our doors are locked.
How do we conduct a seder in the presence of a Covid-19? 

Here are the 15-steps of the Passover Seder for 2021.
Kadesh -- recite the Kiddush, invite sanctity into your life:

Designate a space in your psyche that is always wholesome, sacred, pure, innocent, and child-like. Go back to your
core—to that place in your soul which even the coronavirus can’t destroy. When all external layers are shed, who

are you in your essence?
Urchatz -- wash your hands:

Wash your hands again and again, physically and emotionally. Being quarantined gives me an opportunity to clean
my hands from all forms of un-cleanliness. Cleanse your life from lying, cheating, betraying, immoral relationships,

destructive addictions, etc.
Karpas -- eat a vegetable dipped in saltwater:

The vegetable growing low from the ground symbolizes the body, created from earth (adamah). Dip your body into
the waters of authentic wisdom, inspiration and Torah. See your body as a conduit for your soul; a channel for you

to fulfil your mission in this world.
Yachatz -- break the matzah:

Humility and vulnerability is the message of this fourth step. Strip yourself from pompousness and haughtiness.
Get real. During this period, allow yourself to be vulnerable.

Magid -- recite the Haggadah:
Tell the story of our people. We have been around for 4000 years, enduring every conceivable plague in history—

and we are still here. We were sustained by the power of love, hope and faith.
Rochtzah -- wash your hands:
Wash your hands, yet again.

You see, 2000 years ago the Rabbis wanted us to wash our hands at least twice during he seder!
Motzei -- recite the blessing HaMotzi, “He extracted bread from the earth:”

Do not take your life for granted. You have bread on the table, it came from grain, which grew in the fields. You will
eat it, your digestive system will break it apart, and your 30 trillion red blood cells will carry its nutrients to trillions

of cells. Be mindful of the miracle of life, and say thank you.
Matzah -- recite the blessing on the matzah and eat it:

The Talmud describes matzah as "bread of poverty," pristine flower and water without yeast. This is what we
consume on the night of our liberation because freedom happens when I can discover who I am at my core,

without all the accessories.
Maror -- eat the bitter herbs:

Feel the pain and the bitterness, and the jumble of emotions that come with this pandemic. Cry for the people
suffering, reeling from loss or illness. During the coming days and weeks, phone each day five lonely people and

offer them love and empathy. Tell them you are thinking of them and praying for them.
Korach -- eat a sandwich of matzah and maror (in ancient times together with the Passover lamb):

Life is a roller-coaster of beautiful and rich moments (Passover lamb), bland moments (unleavened matzah), and
painful moments (bitter herbs). As a virus rages, we must learn how to sandwich all of life into a single mosaic. We

cry for the pain and the loss, but we also celebrate the silver linings, and are grateful for all the blessings.
Shulchan Orach – set the table and eat the festive meal with your loved ones:

Coronavirus sent us all home—for a long period of time. Apparently, G-d wants us to do some work in this
quarantined region we call home. Do I need to work on my marriage? Do I need to enhance my relationships with

my children? Do I need to learn to relax? Do I need to let go? Can we just sit around the table and bond?
Tzafun -- eat the hidden afikoman:

At this point in the Seder, we eat the hidden Afikoman. During this crisis of Covid-19, we are each given an
opportunity work on our inner skeletons and change ourselves from within. There are emotional and spiritual

viruses in me which I must tackle and extricate.
Beirach -- recite grace:

Show gratitude. Meditate and say thank you for all the blessings in your life, from your lungs inhaling, to having a
bed to sleep on.

Halel -- recite psalms of praise:
Every breath you take and every move you make is an opportunity for praise and thanksgiving. One invisible virus

changed the entire world. How many things must go right every day, every second, for our planet to function
normally?

Nitrtzah – Our service is pleasing to our Divine Creator:
Our lives are not random. Even a mad virus is not arbitrary. Every moment has a purpose; every one of our lives is

part of the cosmic symphony. Ask yourself, I’m I fulfilling the purpose of my creation?
G-d 's desire in creating the world was that we build a personal, intimate relationship with Him and that we
transform our animal soul and our world into a Divine abode, into a world of goodness, kindness and love.

Next year in Jerusalem!
 



LAST DAYS OF PESACH

Dear Rabbi,
Why did the Israelites have to pass through the Red Sea? On my map of the Middle East, the route from
Egypt to Israel is directly through the desert. The sea is totally out of the way. G‑d led them on a detour,

trapping them between the sea and the chasing Egyptians, and then split the sea. Does G‑d have no sense
of direction?

Answer:
In describing the Exodus, the verse tells us that “G‑d did not lead them by way of the land of the Philistines, which

was close by, because G‑d said, ‘The people might reconsider when they see war and return to Egypt.’”
Nevertheless, the biblical story is meant to provide us a lesson for our personal lives. So here’s how I understand

the words of the sages on this:
The earth is comprised of oceans and continents, sea and dry land. The difference between the two is: On dry land,

all is open and visible. The trees, animals, mountains and people that occupy it are all easily recognizable. The
sea, on the other hand, is a big blue expanse of mystery. Though the sea is teeming with life, when you look at it

you can identify nothing; all is hidden beneath the surface.
So it is with a person. Our personality has two layers: our sea and our land. What we know of ourselves, our visible

strengths, our tested talents and our known abilities, the elements of our character that we are aware of—these
comprise the “dry land” of our personality. But below the surface of our character lies a vast sea of latent talents,

inner strengths and untapped abilities that we never knew we had. In the depth of our soul lies a reserve of
dormant energy waiting to be discovered. This is our “sea,” and even we ourselves are unaware of what lies there.
How can we access this reservoir of potential? How can our sea become dry land? There is only one way. And we

know it from the encounter at the Red Sea.
The Israelites had their back to the wall: Egyptians closing in on one side, a raging sea threatening on the other.
They had only two options: despair or faith. Logic and reason demanded that they give in. There was no possible
way out of their predicament. But faith demanded that they keep marching to the Promised Land. Sea or no sea,

this is the path on which G‑d has led us, so we have to have faith and march on. And so they did.
It was at that moment, when hopelessness was countered by faith, that the impossible happened, and the sea

opened up to become dry land. The most formidable obstacle dissolved into nothingness, without a struggle, just
with faith. The people became empowered exactly when they acknowledged G‑d as the only true power. By
surrendering themselves to a higher force, they discovered the force within them. They split their own sea.

The Jewish people are no strangers to times of challenge. At the very birth of our nation, we needed to learn how to
face these challenges. So G‑d took us on a detour to the sea and opened it up for us. He was telling every Jew for

all times:
Obstacles are not interruptions to the journey; they are the journey. Keep marching towards the Promised Land.
Every challenge along the way will give you deeper insight and renewed power. Just have faith. It will split your

sea.
 
 

Murky Depths
Why G‑d gave us a subconscious

By Yanki Tauber
If only I’d have known! Scarcely a day goes by in which we do not bewail the limitations of our understanding. If

only I’d known why she said the things she said . . . If only I’d known why he acted the way he did . . . If only I knew
why I’m behaving the way I am . . .

Of course, there’s a lot to be said for the boundaries of human knowledge. The fact that we don’t know everything
gives us space and the freedom to make decisions in our lives. Poets and prosaists alike would agree that it is the

ambiguities of life that make it worth living.
But not knowing also limits us. Isn’t there some way to know and not to know at the same time?

Indeed there is. That’s why G‑d gave us a subconscious.
“Everything that exists on land,” says the Talmud, “also exists in the sea.” The Kabbalists apply this law in a

broader sense as well, explaining that the whole of reality can be divided into two realms: “the revealed worlds” and
“the hidden worlds.”

The sea is the mystical twin of land. The sea has mountains and canyons, rivers and weather systems, and living
organisms of every type and forms imaginable; but everything is submerged within its watery depths, almost

completely hidden from inquisitive eyes (we know more about the surface of the moon than we do about the ocean
floors of our own planet). By the same token, the physical world is mirrored by a hidden spiritual universe, and our

conscious mind is but a reflection of the hidden, subconscious chambers of our souls.
“Everything that exists on land also exists in the sea.” Every element in the revealed worlds has its corresponding

reality in the hidden worlds. The two may be as externally different as horses and seahorses, yet they are
nevertheless linked in some mysterious way. Thus, when we negotiate our lives with the “terrestrial” part of our

psyche, we are also drawing on the vast reservoir of knowledge and intuition stored in its oceans.
What joins these two worlds? An old, old memory: a memory of the day when the sea split open to reveal what lay

within.
Our sages tell us that when the Red Sea split for the Children of Israel, all the waters of the world split as well. The
waters of the Amazon split and the waters of the Mississippi split, as did the waters in all the swimming pools in the

Hamptons and all the hot tubs in California, all the watercoolers in Manhattan and all the teakettles in China. The
great murky sea of heaven split open to reveal its secrets to all. And the deep, deep sea of the human soul split in

two, and for a brief moment, all its contents were exposed to the light of day.
Then the waters of creation returned to engulf their sea-worlds, and life reverted to the glorious ambiguity which it

is. But the memory of that day lingers on, forming a tenuous bridge between the hidden and the revealed.

https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/588018/jewish/Israel.htm
https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/246647/jewish/Parting-of-the-Red-Sea.htm
https://www.chabad.org/article.asp?AID=9874#v17
https://www.chabad.org/search/keyword_cdo/kid/90/jewish/Tauber-Yanki.htm
https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/1137/jewish/The-Right-Not-to-Know.htm
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Is the World Really Getting Better?

By Tzvi Freeman
Question:

You are always talking about how the world is ready and prepared for the Age of Moshiach. I don't see it. It looks like a pretty awful
world to me. Looks like we've got a long way to go.

Answer:
That's because you don't see where it's coming from, what it used to be and how much it changed.

Let me illustrate: Nowadays you can call anywhere from anywhere. Imagine a call to the past. Say you called up your great-
grandparents.

"Hi, great-grandma, great-grandpa! This is your great-grandchild calling from a hundred years later!"
"So wonderful to hear from you! How is life in the 21st century? Do you have enough to eat?"

"Well, when I want to eat, I go to my refrigerator. It keeps all the food cold and fresh."
"You only eat cold? Poor thing!"

"No, I stick it in my microwave for a minute and it comes out warm and cooked."
You go on to describe your menu, including produce and packages from every part of the world. And not just food, but people, too:
You can take a cute little device out of your pocket and have a conversation with someone anywhere in the world, anytime. And if

you need a piece of information, or to study any subject, you have access to millions of computers and many helpful people around
the world without even stepping out the door.

Your home is warm in the winter and cool in the summer. No Cossacks come to burn it down. In fact, the government provides
subsidies so your children can study Judaism. Even in Moscow, the government helps build places of worship for Jews, as well as
people of all faiths. The people around you teach their children tolerance and love of peace. The world produces enough food to
feed each of its six billion citizens. Scientists, rather than challenging faith, point out the mysterious wonders of the universe and

its essential oneness. For the first time in history, war is looked down upon and world peace is a value.
To them, you are describing a miraculous world. A world more distant from their world than theirs was from the ancients. They

could only reach one conclusion: You must be calling them from the Times of Moshiach.
Yes, you left out a few details. For example, you still owe the bank for that house. That the food produced is not reaching those
who need it. That the information superhighway is often used for trash and pornography rather than for the wisdom it is destined
for. That the world is still filled with much evil and suffering. But the point is, the stage is set, all is in place. Never before has the

world been anywhere near this position. All that's left is for the curtains to be drawn and the lights to shine on the scene.
 

The Miracle of the Red Sea in Our Lives
by Rabbi Benjamin Blech

It is one of the most dramatic stories in the entire Torah. It is the conclusion of the Exodus story and the reason why Passover is
celebrated not just on the day our ancestors left Egypt on the 15th of Nisan but also a week later coinciding with the miraculous

event at the Red Sea.
We do not need Cecil B DeMille’s recreation of the scene in his classic film, The Ten Commandments to be awed by the

incredible display of divine intervention and justice. The Egyptians, having been frightened by the deaths of their firstborn into
granting the Hebrews freedom, changed their minds when they heard that one idol remained near the Red Sea – an idol

preserved by God precisely in order to give the Egyptians a false sense of hope and to pursue the slaves they regretted freeing. It
was God’s plan to have the Egyptians catch up to the Hebrews.

Escape seemed impossible. It was then that a seminal moment in Jewish history took place – a moment responsible for our
miraculous survival even as it brought to an end the lives of our oppressors. The sea split for our ancestors and they crossed it on

dry land. No sooner did the pursuing Egyptians follow with their horses and chariots than the waters suddenly returned to their
torrential strength and drowned them.

The story is far more than simply a tale of national salvation. There is an aspect to it that our sages recognized which makes it
relevant in our own lives. The way the Egyptians died reveals a system of God’s justice remarkable not only for its fairness but

also clearly alerting us to divine intervention.
God could have punished the Egyptians in many different ways. But He specifically drowned the Egyptians – because of all their

brutalities the most inhumane was their previous drowning of Hebrew babies.
 

Measure for measure, those who drowned others had to themselves be drowned. That is one of the most important messages of
the splitting of the sea. In Hebrew it is referred to as midah k’neged midah – our actions are repaid in similar manner. That is how
God lets us know that the events of our lives are not haphazard coincidence. What we do unto others comes back to us, either as

punishment or repayment.
The Passover story itself has yet another illustration of this principle, this time for good. According to the Talmud it demonstrates

how the concept of measure for measure is biblically applied for reward even as it serves for ideal retribution.
Miriam, sister of Moses, deserves special recognition for the role she played in saving the life of her brother. Miriam couldn’t

leave the banks of the Nile after her mother left her brother floating in a basket. She did not know what she could possibly do.
She only knew she could not leave. She had to wait – perhaps there would be some way she would be able to be of help. That is

what made possible her remarkable meeting with the daughter of Pharaoh, her advice to have the baby nursed by a Hebrew
midwife, and the subsequent story of Moses being saved and then raised in the palace.

It was not until many years later that there was a measure for measure sequel. Miriam was smitten with leprosy during the journey
of the Jews in the desert. Instead of moving on, the entire camp of Israel waited until Miriam again became ritually pure. God
himself, the Divine presence, the ark of the covenant, the priests, the Levites, the Israelites, and the seven clouds of glory all
waited for Miriam—a rather impressive waiting list. Why? As fitting reward for the time that Miriam waited. And while that good

deed took no more than an hour, repayment lasted for seven days because measure for measure for good rather than as
punishment always exceeds in great measure the action warranting compensation.

History has many messages. The past has much to teach us. But what Judaism is most anxious for us to be sensitive to is the
profound recognition that in due time the Hamans who plot to hang Mordechai are themselves hung on those very gallows. The

Egyptians didn’t just die; they drowned, in order for us not to miss the link between crime and punishment.
The measure for measure concept is all relevant in our own lives as well. I have witnessed many times how “what goes around
comes around.” I have seen divine payback – not just cruelty being punished with cruelty but with the same “packaging,” with
similarities so eerily similar they couldn’t possibly be a coincidence. I have observed acts of kindness and goodness finding

reward after time in ways that clearly reference them.
Is it possible that upon reflection you too might find a sequel to the story of the Red Sea in your own life as well?
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