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Last week (Parashat Va-Era), we discussed the 
solutions of R. Sa‘adiah Gaon and R. Abraham 
ibn Ezra (among others) to the problem that the 

biblical verses that imply God’s predestination pose (in 
this particular case, His hardening of Pharaoh’s heart, 
causing him to sin against the Israelites, and consequently 
causing his own punishment). They seem to contradict 
the position that asserts man’s free will. The response of 
R. Sa‘adiah Gaon, as well as that of the ibn Ezra, in all 
its multiple variations, can be classified as maximalist 
answers from the perspective of free will. The biblical 
verses regarding God’s action are simply reinterpreted. The 
dogma concerning human capabilities remains unchanged.

When we come to the opinion of the Rambam (Rabbi 
Moses Maimonides, 1138-1204) on the matter, however, 
we find something else. In light of Rambam’s stirring 
declaration in Mishneh Torah (Chapter Five of Hilkhot 
Teshuvah) that every human being possesses the free 
will to become as great as Moshe Rabbenu, one might 
have expected him to join the ranks of R. Sa‘adiah Gaon 
and ibn Ezra on issue of Pharaoh and be another freewill 
maximalist. Strikingly, he does not. (My presentation 
regarding the Rambam, as was that concerning R. Sa‘adiah 
Gaon and R. Abraham ibn Ezra, is based on the discussion 
found in Harry A. Wolfson, Repercussions of the Kalam in 
Jewish Philosophy [Cambridge, Mass. and London, 1979], 
His discussion of Rambam’s view is to be found on pp. 
208-14. )

In his work Shemonah Peraqim (his introduction to 
his commentary on Pirkei Avot), Chapter 8, Rambam 
raises the following question: Assuming that the drowning 
of Pharaoh was a punishment for his refusal to let the 

Israelites go, inasmuch as his refusal was due to the fact 
that God Himself hardened his heart, wasn’t it unjust for 
God to punish Pharaoh in that manner? Rambam answers 
as follows: The sin for which Pharaoh was punished was 
not the sin of refusing to let the people go. Rather it was 
his original enslavement and oppression of those who 
were strangers in his land. Moreover, the “hardening 
of the heart” that the biblical verses depict refers to the 
deprivation of Pharaoh’s free will to repent of his sin, and 
not to his original sin of enslavement. He did not possess 
free will, in other words, to escape (via repentance) his 
justly deserved punishment.

Elsewhere (Guide for the Perplexed, III:32), however, 
Rambam writes that although it is theoretically possible for 
God to deprive man of the power of free will with which 
He had endowed him, “according to the principles taught 
in Scripture, God never willed to do it nor will He ever 
will it.” But doesn’t this preclude the possibility of God 
hardening Pharaoh’s heart?

Rambam in Shemonah Peraqim declares that the case 
of Pharaoh constitutes an exception to that rule. Why? 
Because this is the case of one whom through the exercise 
of his free will has committed such a heinous crime that 
divine justice requires an irrevocable punishment for it. 
Inasmuch as repentance brings about forgiveness of sin and 
consequently an escape from the punishment, in order to 
make that result impossible God deprives the sinner of the 
free will necessary to repent of that heinous sin. Rambam 
claims that such was the case not only regarding Pharaoh, 
but regarding Sihon the king of Bashan as well, and 
Rambam interprets in this vein various scriptural verses 
that refer to the notion that God can, in certain instances, 

Rambam’s Resolution of the Antinomy of Human Free Will and God’s 
Hardening of Pharaoh’s Heart
Rabbi David Horwitz 
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deprive a person of the free will to repent. In Mishneh 
Torah, Hilkhot Teshuvah 6:3 he reiterates his view that 
God can deprive the sinner of the free will to repent.

Thus, although in this world God never interferes with 
a person’s choice to sin or not to sin, He may occasionally 
interfere with a person’s power to choose between repenting 
and not repenting of a sin that he has already freely 
committed. What is the rationale behind this distinction? 
According to the Rambam (as explained by Prof. Wolfson), 
the logic behind the Scriptural verses that he cites might 
pertain to the different grounds that underlie the human 
ability to choose to sin or not to sin in the first place, and the 
ability to repent of that sin on the other.

According to the Rambam, God’s endowment of 
man with the freedom of choice to sin or not to sin is a 
matter of divine justice. If man were compelled in his 
actions, Rambam (like many others) argues, reward and 
punishment would be downright injustice (Shemonah 
Peraqim, Chapter 8).if man were not free to obey or 
disobey divine commands, “by what right and justice does 
God punish the wicked or reward the righteous? ‘Shall 
not the judge of all the earth do right (Genesis 18:25)?’” 
With regard to the freedom to repent, on the other hand, 
Rambam understood (following Hazal in various places) 
that this freedom is not a matter of Divine justice but a 
matter of Divine mercy. Thus, Pesiqta de-Rab Kahana 
writes that the penitent is urged to repent to God under 
His attribute of the four-letter Tetragrammaton, for then 
He expresses His attribute of mercy. Under the name of 
God, (Elo-him), on the other hand, God expresses the 
attribute of justice and repentance is impossible. Other 
statements uttered by Hazal (Pesahim 119a. Sanhedrin 
103a) express the notion that God receives penitents in 
opposition to the attribute of justice, that is, under the 
attribute of mercy.

Thus, it is because his understanding of the human 

freedom to repent is grounded differently than human 
freedom of choice in general, Rambam arrived at his view 
that whereas the freedom of choice is never deprived, God 
may at times deprive a sinner of the freedom to repent.

The Midrash Shemot Rabbah, in two places, seems 
to anticipate Rambam’s view. Shemot Rabbah 5:7, 
commenting on Exodus 4:21 (But I shall harden his heart), 
comments that the hardening of the heart was “in order 
to punish them (the Egyptians).” Now, this verse occurs 
prior to Pharaoh’s actual refusal to “let the people go.” Thus 
the punishment must be for the original enslavement and 
oppression of the children of Israel. Similarly on the verse 
“And the L-RD hardened the heart of Pharaoh (Exodus 
9:12),” which occurs at the sixth plague, and recognizing 
that in the case of the first five plagues (Exodus 7:22, 
8:11, 8:15, 8:28 and 9:7), the Torah writes that Pharaoh 
hardened his own heart (and not that God hardened his 
heart, a phrase which only commences at the sixth plague), 
the Midrash understands that Pharaoh will not be allowed 
to repent. It certainly is appealing to suggest that Rambam 
understood this Midrash as adumbrating his own view, 
distinguishing between man’s original freedom of choice 
and man’s choice to repent. It is only the latter that can 
be in exceptional circumstances (and Pharaoh was one of 
them) be taken away.

One of the remarkable consequences of a proper 
understanding of this Maimonidean view is this last point, 
namely, that Rambam saw the Midrash as prefiguring 
his own opinions. For all his rejection of numerous 
theological presuppositions held by the authors of the 
Midrash, in numerous other cases (another example is his 
understanding of the meaning of Jacob’s dream, and the 
ladder with the angels ascending and descending, which 
we discussed in our piece on Parashat Va-Yetze), Rambam 
felt that properly understood, the Midrash can hold the 
keys to help unlock a difficult philosophical problem.

Unnecessary Roughness?
Rabbi Shmuel Goldin 

As the intensity of the afflictions increases over 
the course of the plagues, Pharaoh offers three 
compromise positions to Moshe and the Israelites: 

worship your God in Egypt, depart Egypt temporarily 
with some of the people while others remain, depart Egypt 
temporarily with the entire nation but leave your cattle 
behind.

Moshe emphatically rejects each compromise in turn.
The second of these potential compromises appears 

towards the beginning of Parshat Bo, in the following 
puzzling conversation between Moshe and Pharaoh:

Pharaoh: “Go and worship your Lord! Who are they 
that shall go?”

Moshe: “With our young and with our old we will go! 
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With our sons and with our daughters! With our sheep and 
with our cattle! For it is a festival of the Lord for us!”

Questions: How can Pharaoh ask, after all that has taken 
place, “Who are they that shall go?” Hasn’t God made it 
abundantly clear that He demands the release of the entire 
people?

Why, in addition, does Moshe answer Pharaoh in such 
confrontational fashion? He could simply have said, We all 
must go. Why risk further antagonizing the king with the 
unnecessarily detailed proclamation “With our young and 
with our old we will go…”?

Approaches

A: Much more is taking place in this conversation than 
initially meets the eye. The negotiation between Moshe 
and Pharaoh overlays a monumental confrontation 
between two towering civilizations, as Pharaoh and his 
court begin to face, with growing understanding, the 
true nature of the new culture destined to cause Egypt’s 
downfall.

B: Pharaoh is, in reality, being neither deliberately obtuse 
nor intentionally confrontational when he raises the 
question “Who are they that shall go?” His response to 
Moshe is, in fact, abundantly reasonable in light of Moshe’s 
original request of the king.

As we have already noted, God did not instruct Moshe 
to demand complete freedom for the Israelites. From the 
very outset, the appeal to the king was, instead, to be, “Let 
us go for a three-day journey into the wilderness that we 
may bring offerings to the Lord our God.” (See Shmot 4.)

In response to that request Pharaoh now argues: All 
right, I give in! You have my permission to take a three-

day holiday for the purpose of worshipping your Lord. 
Let us, however, speak honestly. Moshe, you and I both 
know that religious worship in any community remains the 
responsibility and the right of a select few. Priests, elders, 
sorcerers – they are the ones in whose hands the ritual 
responsibility of the whole people are placed.

Therefore I ask you, “Who are they that shall go?” 
Who from among you will represent the people in the 
performance of this desert ritual? Let me know, provide 
me with the list and they will have my permission to leave.

C: Moshe’s emphatic response is now understandable, as 
well: You still don’t get it, Pharaoh. There is a new world 
a-borning and we will no longer be bound by the old rules. 
No longer will religious worship remain the purview of a 
few chosen elect. A nation is coming into existence that 
will teach the world that religious participation is open to 
all.

“With our young and with our old we will go, with our 
sons and with our daughters….” No one and nothing is 
to be left behind; our “festival of the Lord” will only be 
complete if all are present and involved.

D: Moshe’s ringing proclamation reminds us that the 
Exodus narrative chronicles not only a people’s bid 
for freedom, but the beginning of a new chapter in the 
relationship between God and man. Step by step, a nation 
is forged that will be based upon personal observance, 
study and spiritual quest – a nation that will teach the 
world of every human being’s right and responsibility to 
actively relate to his Creator.

With the Exodus and the subsequent Revelation at 
Sinai, the rules will change forever. The birth of Judaism 
will open religious worship and practice to all.

The Three-Fold Message of the Moon
Rabbi Dovid Gottlieb

On July 20, 1969 the world witnessed one of the 
greatest technological achievements in history 
when a human being first set foot on another 

celestial body. Six hours after the initial landing, at 4:17 
p.m. EDT, Neil Armstrong took the “Small Step” off of the 
Lunar Module and onto the surface of the Moon. Upon 
setting foot on the Moon, Armstrong famously said, “That’s 
one small step for (a) man, one giant leap for mankind.”

The Jewish fascination and preoccupation with the 
Moon long predates NASA’s landing and in fact begins 
with the mitzvah given to the Jewish people in this week’s 
Torah reading.

“Ha-chodesh ha-zeh rosh chadashim l’chodshei ha-
shanah,” this month will be the first month of the months 
of the year. (12:2) With these words we are first taught 
about “Kiddush Ha-Chodesh,” the mitzvah to organize and 
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maintain the Hebrew calendar. Elaborating on this verse, 
the Mechilta adds that, “her’ahu levanah b’chiddushah,” 
when issuing this command, Hashem actually “showed” 
Moshe the moon in its renewed and full state, and further 
instructed that, “ke’she’ha-yarei’ach mischadesh yihiyeh 
le’cha rosh chodesh,” the new month begins each time the 
moon renews itself.

In other words, unlike other calendars which define 
a year based on the earth’s rotation around the Sun – a 
cycle that directly affects the seasons – our calendar works 
based on the Moon’s revolution around the Earth. A solar 
calendar has many pragmatic advantages over a lunar based 
system and, as a result, the Sanhedrin needed complex 
calculations to synchronize the two calendars and, thereby, 
enable the Jewish holidays to fall out in their designated 
seasons.

Given the inherent challenges of a lunar based calendar, 
the obvious question is why did the Torah choose set up 
the calendar and – in essence – base Jewish life around the 
Moon? The fact that this is the first mitzvah given to the 
Jewish people as a nation and that, over the centuries, our 
enemies have singled out the Kiddush Ha-Chodesh for 
special attention, only deepens the mystery.

What is it about the moon that has earned it such 
prominence in Jewish thought and history?

Many meforshim have suggested that the moon’s 
symbolic significance lies in the ongoing fluctuation of its 
size (as viewed from earth). The waxing and waning of the 
moon represents the possibility of rebirth and redemption. 
That which is small can one day become large; something 
partial can once again be complete.

This is seen as the perfect metaphor for the history and 
fate of the Jewish people. We have had high moments of 
sovereignty and peace in the Land of Israel and we have 
had dispersion and Diaspora. We have had periods of 
peace and tranquility while we live in other lands and we 
have knows the dark times of pogrom and persecution. We 
have reached the heights of spiritual splendor and we have 
also stumbled to the depths of sin.

Our nation has repeatedly experienced drastic reversals 
of fortune. We must remember, therefore, that even when 
our light seems to dim, it will ultimately be rekindled 
and shine as brightly as ever. This message is so central 
to our national mission that our entire calendar was 
arranged around the Moon; Kiddush Ha-Chodesh is 
the first commandment we received as a people because 
it symbolizes our journey as a nation; and perceptive 

enemies have tried to vanquish this mitzvah as a way of 
extinguishing our hope for a brighter future and a better 
tomorrow.

There is another important message symbolized by 
the moon that is relevant to us, not as a nation, but as 
individuals.

Rav Avraham Pam (The Pleasant Way) focuses on the 
fact that the Moon does not produce its own light; rather, 
it merely reflects the light generated by the Sun. R. Pam 
suggests that, on a deeper level, this demonstrates that 
originality is not always crucial.

R Pam applied this lesson specifically to the experience 
of yeshiva students. Often a student’s ability to innovate 
and to produce a “chiddush,” serves as the primary 
barometer of his success and stature. This is a terrible 
mistake. Taking the wisdom of previous generations and 
transmitting it to others is an important achievement in 
its own right. Even one who does not introduce a new 
theory, idea, or line of reasoning can become accomplished 
scholar if he diligently applies himself to the point where 
he absorbes the great “light” of our tradition, enabling him 
to “reflect” it onto others.

In a similar vein, many years ago, when I was a yeshiva 
student, I recall hearing Rav Hershel Schachter mention 
that Blaise Pascal, the 17th century French mathematician 
and scholar, questioned the praise and acclaim that poets 
receive; after all, what original words have they produced? 
Pascal answered that the ability to arrange existing words 
into a beautiful composition which expresses great truths is 
also a significant accomplishment and worthy of reverence. 
In other words, there is a difference between originality 
and creativity.

Hearing this message from R. Schachter – himself the 
author of untold numbers of original and brilliant insights 
– continues to inspire me until today.

And finally, in addition to symbolizing our national 
history and the value of transmitting past knowledge, 
the Torah’s description of the Moon during the story of 
creation highlights another important message.

On the fourth day of creation, the Moon and the Sun are 
referred to as “me’oros ha-gedolim,” the great luminaries 
(Bereishis 1:16). The same pasuk also mentions the stars – 
but without granting them any corresponding appellation. 
This omission is especially surprising given that most stars 
are larger than the moon.

The Ibn Ezra explains that the reference here isn’t to 
size but to the benefit provided; the stars’ vast distance 
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For all Bnei Yisrael there was Light in their Dwelling
Rabbi Meir Orlian 

Chazal comment on the verse in the beginning of 
Parshat Beshalach, “Bnei Yisrael were chamushim 
when they went up from the land of Egypt” 

(Shemot 13:18), that only one of five Jews exited Egypt, 
whereas the rest died during the plague of darkness.  
According to this, the period of darkness was a most 
difficult period for Israel, and millions of Jewish people 
died! In a certain sense, it was even more severe than the 
plague of the first born of the Egyptians.

Chazal further taught (Yalkut Shimoni I:238) that Bnei 
Yisrael were judged at the splitting of the Red Sea, and the 
angels were wondering, “People who worship idols are 
walking on dry land?” Thus, even the fifth that survived 
the plague of darkness were idol-worshippers. Rav Yaakov 
Kamenetsky zt”l asks in his sefer, Emet L’Yaakov: If so, how 
did the few that were saved differ from the large majority 
that died, since those who left also worshipped idols!

Rav Kamenetsky zt”l answers that the great majority 
of Am Yisrael didn’t want to leave, and even wanted to 
prevent the others were leaving. They thought that the 
time of redemption did not yet arrive, because they had 
a tradition that the exile would last 400 years. They were 
afraid that if they would leave before the destined time, 

they would suffer the same fate as the descendents of 
Ephraim, who left early and were killed by the people of 
Gat. (Rashi Shemot 15:14) They did not believe Moshe’s 
words that G-d calculated the destined time and hastened 
it in the merit of the patriarchs.

In contrast, the rest of the people were ready to leave 
the exile to redemption. Even though they were like idol 
worshippers in the eyes of the angels, G-d foresaw that in 
seven weeks they would be ready to stand at Mt. Sinai and 
say, “We will do and we will listen.” Thus, it was not their 
wickedness and spiritual decline that caused them to die 
in Egypt, because this can be corrected, but rather their 
refusal to believe that the time had come for the promised 
redemption.

Rav Kamenetsky adds: Let us imagine the feelings of 
the Jewish people at this difficult time. They certainly 
wondered, “What has G-d done to us?” However, we can 
draw solace from this for our nation after the Holocaust, 
when we also wonder about G-d’s guidance of Am Yisrael 
- but this indicates that we are close to redemption. Even 
though it seems that darkness rules - for all of Bnei Yisrael 
there was light!

from earth – their physical size notwithstanding – severely 
reduces the amount of light they provide to Earth. The 
Moon, by contrast, shines brightly in the nighttime sky. 
Despite being smaller than the stars, the Moon deserves 
the title “great luminary” because of the profound and 
positive impact it has on Earth.

This is also a crucial lesson for us to consider. Real 

greatness is measured not by strength, wealth, or 
intelligence, but by using our abilities to “shine” and make 
a difference in the world. Providing light where there was 
previously none is what transforms a person from being 
merely a star into a luminary.

Such achievements would truly be “a giant leap for 
mankind.”

The Holiday of the Future
Rabbi Meir Goldwicht 

The first mitzvah we were commanded in Mitzrayim 
was the mitzvah of kiddush hachodesh. But why, 
to review a famous question, was this mitzvah 

chosen to be the first of the mitzvot? One answer given is 
that this mitzvah demonstrates our dominion over time; 

we determine when Rosh Chodesh is. Power over time 
creates freedom; a slave’s schedule is decided by his master. 
What demonstrates the transition from slavery to freedom 
is control over our time.

There is another interesting explanation. When we 
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look at the Torah, the Navi, and Chazal regarding the 
mitzvah of kiddush hachodesh, we discover something 
very interesting. The Torah, discussing Rosh Chodesh, 
writes: “Uvroshei chodsheichem takrivu,” teaching 
that the observance of Rosh Chodesh involves only 
one special sacrifice. Moving on to the Navi, we find 
that Shaul haMelech made a feast on Rosh Chodesh, 
significant because on that particular day David did not 
attend. The mishnah in Rosh HaShanah adds that the 
witnesses that would arrive to testify about the new moon 
would gather in a courtyard in Yerushalayim, where they 
would participate in great feasts. In the words of the Navi 
regarding the future, however, Rosh Chodesh takes on a 
different character. Yeshayahu reports that in the future 
Rosh Chodesh will be like the shalosh regalim, and 
people will make aliyah laregel: “V’hayah midei chodesh 
b’chodsho yavo kol basar l’hishtachavot l’fanay.”

This being the case, we see that Rosh Chodesh is the 
holiday of the future. This is because in the future, after the 
geulah, the illumination of the moon will once again be 
as great as that of the sun. This is the explanation behind 
the Jewish custom of looking at one’s tzitzit after kiddush 
levanah, which we will say this coming motza’ei Shabbat; in 
the future, the light of the moon will be like that of the sun, 
and tzitzit will be a nighttime chiyuv as well. Looking at 
the tzitzit is essentially an expression of our longing for the 
day when the light of the moon will be like that of the sun. 
This is also the reason why on Rosh Chodesh we do not 
recite the complete Hallel; the revelation of this day as a 
yom tov, as a day of aliyah laregel, will only take place after 
the geulah. Currently, it is deficient, and consequently our 
recitation of Hallel must be incomplete as well.

What can we do today in order to hasten the arrival 
of the day when the moon will shine as brightly as the 
sun? When we analyze the fourth day of Creation in sefer 
Bereishit, when HaKadosh Baruch Hu created the two great 
luminaries, we find an interesting midrash. Chazal teach that 
the moon compained to HaKadosh Baruch Hu, “Two kings 
cannot share one crown.” HaKadosh Baruch Hu responded, 
“Okay, if you have difficulty sharing with the sun, move 
over a bit.” As soon as the moon moved away from the sun, 
its light began to diminish more and more, because, as we 
know, the moon’s light is merely a reflection of that of the 

sun. As long as the moon remained opposite the sun, its light 
was as bright as the sun’s light. As soon as the moon moved 
away from the sun, it lost its light, because the attachment 
between the sun and moon was severed.

This idea is found regarding Moshe and Yehoshua as 
well. Yehoshua’s appointment as Moshe’s successor was 
the only event in the Midbar that was not accompanied 
by machloket. Yehoshua was the obvious choice, a 
shoo-in for the position, as he was the student of 
Moshe, receiving all of his master’s light. This was 
true until Moshe’s final day on earth, when he turned 
to Yehoshua and said, “Ask me anything you want; 
this is your final opportunity.” Yehoshua responded, 
according to the gemara in Zevachim, “Rebbe, I’ve 
already learned everything from you.” In that moment, 
Yehoshua’s face changed completely. The entire nation 
wished to kill him, saying, “Moshe’s face is like that 
of the sun; Yehoshua’s face is like that of the moon.” 
Yehoshua’s light was essentially a reflection of Moshe’s 
light; the moment he moved away, he began to lose his 
light, and therefore the nation wished to kill him.

We learn from this that when a person grows with 
Torah and mussar, having studied the ways of his 
rabbanim, he should never think he is completely 
independent and can survive on his own. Obviously, 
this requires some qualification. On the one hand, 
every individual is unique and bears his own intrinsic 
light. At the same time, however, he must remain 
attached to his rabbanim and recognize that a great 
part of his own inner light is in actuality a reflection 
of the hard work invested in him by his rabbanim. Via 
this recognition, the chain that links the generations 
to one another is strengthened, hastening the geulah 
in which the light of the moon will shine as brightly as 
that of the sun.

This is why the first mitzvah given to us in 
Mitzrayim is that of kiddush hachodesh. The lesson 
is that one who does whatever he pleases is not in 
actuality free; only one who remains connected to his 
parents, his teachers, and the generations before him, 
recognizing that they have nurtured him and endowed 
him with the ability to grow, is truly free.
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Thank Dog
Rabbi Josh Hoffman 

When Moshe warns Paraoh about the last plague 
that God will bring upon Egypt, the smiting 
of the first born, he tells him: “There shall be 

a great outcry in the entire land of Egypt - But against all 
the Children of Yisroel, a dog will not sharpen its tongue, 
against man or animal, so that you shall know that God 
will distinguish between Egypt and Yisroel” (Shemos 11: 
6-7). The simple meaning of this comment is that while the 
Egyptian people will be screaming as a result of the plague, 
Yisroel will be completely tranquil, without even a dog 
barking at them. However, the Rabbis connect the behavior 
of the dogs to a seemingly unrelated law. The Torah later, in 
parshas Mishpatim (Shemos 22: 30), commands the people 
not to eat flesh that was torn from a “treifa” animal. Rather, 
the flesh must be thrown to the dog. The Rabbis explain 
that the flesh is thrown to the dogs as a reward for remaining 
silent on the night of the plague of the first-born. An 
understanding of the significance of these dogs will enable us 
to appreciate the importance of gratitude to them.

Rabbi Avraham, the son of the Rambam, writes that 
complete silence was needed in the Israelite camp on the 
night of the final plague. Rabbi Avraham Ibn Ezra explains 
that the barking would have frightened the Jews. According 
to Rabbi Shmaryohu Arieli, the Israelites, as slaves, were of 
lowly spirit. Therefore, they were easily intimidated, and 
even the barking of a dog would have frightened them. Ibn 
Ezra writes elsewhere that the generation that came out of 
Egypt was not ready to enter the Holy Land due to its slave 
mentality. This mentality was so internalized that even the 
bark of a dog might have deterred them from proceeding 
with the redemption process. The Torah’s directive to 
give the treifa to the dog, then, represents an expression 
of gratitude to the dogs for having aided in this process of 

redemption. The dogs showed loyalty and gratitude to the 
Jews, and they, in turn, are owed a debt of gratitude. 

Rabbi Bachya ibn Pakudah writes in his Chovos 
Halevovos that a sense of gratitude is the foundation of 
one’s service of God. The Mechilta on parshas Yisro explains 
the verse, “I am the Lord your God who took you out of 
the land of Egypt” with the parable of a king who issued 
commands to his people only after he did various things 
for their benefit. The silence of the dogs on the night of the 
final plague in Egypt served to cultivate a sense of gratitude 
within the people, so that they could further develop it and 
use it in serving God. Paraoh and his people, on the other 
hand, had a complete lack of gratitude for the Jewish people, 
descendants of Yosef, who had saved them during the years 
of famine. Rabbi Menachem Kasher, in his Torah Shleimah 
to parshas Bo, cites midrashim that tell of two magic, silver 
dogs that were set up by the Egyptians next to Yosef ’s coffin 
to prevent Yosef ’s family from taking his body with them. 
The midrash shows that the Egyptians understood the 
benefit they had derived from Yosef, and, despite that, they 
subjugated and tortured his descendants. Their sense of 
ingratitude was so great that they used the image of a dog, 
the symbol of loyalty, to prevent the Jews from retrieving 
Yosef ’s body. Perhaps Moshe, by telling Pharaoh that the 
dogs would not bark on the night of the final plague, was 
telling Pharaoh he and his people were on a lower ethical 
level than those dogs who showed the proper loyalty and 
gratitude. Mark Twain once observed that if you take a 
starving dog in out of the rain and feed it and take care of 
it, that dog will not bite your hand. That, he quipped, is the 
main difference between a dog and a human being. Although 
Twain’s observation is typically cynical, in the case of Paraoh 
and the Egyptians it appears to be correct.
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As we have anticipated since reading Rashi’s 
opening comments in Bereshit, the first Mitzvot 
given to Bnei Yisrael are presented in the middle 

of our Parshah: the establishment of the calendar and the 
various Mitzvot relating to the Korban Pesach. I would like 
to address a broader issue relating to the Pesach, which 
raises a challenge to our understanding of the role and 
status of this first communal Korban in our history.

As we all know, every Korban offered has several 
indispensable components – an altar, a ritual sprinkling/
spilling of a representative part of the Korban on that 
altar, some (or all) of the animal burnt to Hashem, and 
the “select,” namely the Kohanim, officiating. None of 
these was present at this inaugural Korban Pesach – each 
family, regardless of tribal affiliation, slaughtered, roasted, 
and devoured the offering in their own homes with the 
members of their families.

Before addressing these difficulties, I would like to ask 
two more questions: why did the Torah emphasize the 
removal of Chametz in relation to the Korban, and why 
does the Torah word the prohibition in relation to the 
house -  “No Chametz should be seen in your houses?” One 
final question – why were the people banned from leaving 
their homes all night? What does this have to do with the 
Korban, such that the prohibition of leaving the home was 
given in the context of the Korban? (see Shemot 12:22).

My colleague and teacher, Rav Amnon Bazak of 
Yeshivat Har EYion, suggests an answer that reorients our 
understanding of the function of the Korban Pesach.

The night of the 15th of Nisan that year was slated as 
a night of destruction – “I will pass through the land of 
Egypt on that night, and I will smite every first- born in the 
land of Egypt” (Shemot 12:12). Note that every first- born 
would die not just the Egyptian children. Hence, even the 
first- born children of Bnei Yisrael were in danger of death. 
How would they be spared?

We are familiar with the socio- legal institution of 
“Sanctuary,” where a person may take refuge in a religious 
building and gain protection, which, in some cases, is 
recognized by the local government. This principle is one 
that is found in Tanakh: when Yoav was slated to die at 
Shlomo’s hands, he went into the sanctified tent and held 

on to the horns of that altar claiming “Sanctuary;” this 
idea is even alluded to in Shemot (21:14). The notion that 
entering a sanctified space equates to impunity is ancient, 
and, evidently, that was the concept God utilized in order 
to save the first born of His children. Rav Bazak suggests 
that the houses in Egypt were each made into a sanctuary; 
more precisely, they were turned into altars. This is 
reflected in Rav Yoseph’s observation (BT Pesachim 96a) - 
that each house in Egypt had 3 altars – the two doorposts 
and the lintel (where the blood was smeared). We now 
understand why the firstborn were not allowed to leave the 
houses, but why was every Jew required to remain indoors 
all night?

The answer can be found in the preface to Moshe’s 
diplomatic mission to Pharaoh. Before Moshe’s first 
approach, Ha’Kadosh Baruch Hu commanded him to tell 
Pharaoh, “Israel is My first- born child” (Shemot 4:22), so, 
in a real sense, all members of Bnei Yisrael were in mortal 
danger that night, and, therefore, all were bound to remain 
indoors in the safety of their “home sanctuary.”

We now understand why there were no select officiants 
overseeing the Korban in each home, and why there were 
neither altars nor “Matan Damim” (sprinkling of blood) as 
those belong to a formal altar but not to the Jewish homes 
that became temporarily sanctified. We also understand 
that the command to devour the entire animal was the 
altered form of the meat being devoured on the Mizbeach.

But what of the Chametz? Why the emphasis on not 
owning Chame) while slaughtering the Korban Pesach, 
and why the association of Chametz with the houses?

The answer, posits Rav Bazak, comes from the 
prohibition (Vayikra 2:11) that no Chame) may ever be 
brought on the altar! In other words, there is a general 
prohibition of having Chame) on God’s altar; by turning 
each Jewish home in Egypt in to a sanctuary- a mizbeach-  
Chametz was now prohibited in the homes and had to be 
removed from the sanctified space.

What a powerful sense of holiness and immanence we 
can experience each year as we make our homes Chametz-
free and relive that powerful moment in time when each 
Jewish home became an abode for the Divine.

God in the Jewish Home
Rabbi Yitzchak Etshalom


