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Shabbat Shalom 

An unknown author once wrote:  
 

If you can start the day without caffeine or pills, 
If you can be cheerful, ignoring aches and pains, 
If you can resist complaining and boring people with your troubles, 
If you can understand when loved ones are too busy to give you time,  
If you can overlook when people take things out on you, when, through no fault of     
yours, something goes wrong,  
 If you can take criticism and blame without resentment,  
 If you can face the world without lies and deceit, 
 If you can conquer tension without medical help, 
If you can relax without liquor, if you can sleep without the aid of drugs … 
 Then you are probably a dog. 
 

In our Parsha this week, Pharaoh is not an animal. Pharaoh is a human being who thinks that he 
is a god. When Moses comes and tells Pharaoh that the real God wants Pharaoh to let the 
people of Israel go, Pharaoh tells Moses, that he does not know Moses’ God and he will not let 
the Israelites go. So begins the power struggle between Moses and Pharaoh, between Israel 
and Egypt and between God and Egyptian Paganism.  
 
The problem with this Torah story is that it seems to be a set up against Pharaoh. God harden’s 
Pharaoh’s heart. Does this mean that the Ruler of Egypt had no free will? Is Pharaoh being 
punished and the people of Egypt suffering because God wants to make a point and not 
because of Pharaoh’s sins? It is a serious question. Kaitlyn spoke of it in her remarks before. 
What is it in Pharaoh’s disposition that makes it so hard for him to back down? Maybe God has 
hardened his heart and he has lost his ability to repent? The problem is that one of the most 
basic beliefs of Jewish theology is that we always have the choice between good and evil and 
we are responsible for our choices. Pharaoh seems to have lost his free will.  How could God 
then punish him? 
 
Rambam, Moses Maimonides, tries to solve this issue in the Mishna Torah, his great legal text. 
Rambam writes; “free will is a great principle and a foundation of the Torah … the choice is 
yours, and anything a person wishes to do for good or for evil, he can do. It is possible, 
however, for a person to commit a sin so egregious, or to commit so many sins, that the 
judgment rendered before the True Judge is that his retribution for these sins, … is that he is 
prevented from repenting and is no longer able to abandon his evil ways so that he dies and 
perishes on account of those sins he committed.”  



Pharaoh is so committed to winning his battle with Moses that he no longer can see his way to 
stop sinning. As Kaitlyn said before, he couldn’t back down and so kept on the road to his 
destruction. In Judaism, we learn that the reward for a Mitzvah, a good deed is another 
Mitzvah, and the punishment for an Averah, a sin, is another Averah. A good deed leads one 
down a good path and the evil deeds lead one down the path to our destruction. Once Pharaoh 
starts out on the path of evil, each step makes his return harder and his punishment more 
certain.  
 
The great psychologist Erich Fromm wrote; “Every evil act tends to harden a man’s heart, that 
is, to deaden it. Every good deed tends to soften it, that is, to make it more alive. The more 
man’s heart hardens, the less freedom does he have to change, the more is determined already 
by previous action. But there comes a point of no return when man’s heart has become so 
hardened and so deadened that he has lost the possibility of freedom.” Pharaoh has become no 
better than an animal, without any free will at all. Pharaoh acts only on what he has 
conditioned himself to be, and those actions will lead to his destruction.  
 
Kaitlyn, you love dogs, but I am sure that you don’t want to be one. There is much we can learn 
from animals, about loyalty, friendship and service, but it is still better to be human. Human 
beings have free will to make choices; Animals don’t have a Bat Mitzvah ceremony.  They don’t 
have one because they don’t have free will. Pharaoh could not have had a Bar Mitzvah 
ceremony either, since he could not bring himself to perform a Mitzvah. But you, Kaitlyn, made 
a different choice, and your choice has made a world of difference.  
 
When I asked you what your favorite class in school is, you said it is your Law and Government 
class. I told you I was a bit surprised by your choice.  You went on to explain that you want to 
learn why things function the way that they do and why people make the choices they make.  
Now everyone can see why Kaitlyn chose her topic for her D’var Torah this morning.  Why does 
Pharaoh act the way he does? Inquiring Kaitlyn wants to know! 
 
You not only have good friends, but you are good to your friends. Your Google Plus picture is 
you helping a friend who is on crutches. You are always trying to help your friends with their 
problems.  Before today, before you even celebrated becoming a Bat Mitzvah, you were 
helping younger students prepare for their becoming a Bar or Bat Mitzvah. It is not enough that 
you go to Camp Ramah, but your Mitzvah project is to help others go to Ramah as well.  
 
Kaitlyn, we may never understand Pharaoh. We might never understand why he persisted in his 
stubbornness so long that he forgot how to change his mind; that he could no longer see the 
consequences of his actions. It may have looked like God hardened his heart, but Pharaoh’s 
heart was already so hard that it would have taken a miracle to change his mind. In fact it took 
ten of them before he could let the Israelite slaves go free. Even a dog would have learned a 
lesson faster.  
 
But the real point of this story is that we don’t have to be like Pharaoh. We can perform 
Mitzvah after Mitzvah and grow our soft heart so that it can love others, care for others and be 



kind to others. Kaitlyn, you told me you wanted to be a doctor someday. Already your heart is 
open to help and heal others. I have no doubt that someday, just as you have helped others 
find their way in this world, there will come others who will help you make your dreams come 
true. And I suspect many of those people are right here today, sharing this great celebration 
with you and your family.  
 
May God always be with you Kaitlyn, may your heart always be open to the blessings that God 
may give you. And may you be blessed as you have been a blessing to others as we say … Amen 
and Shabbat Shalom 

 

 

 


