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Peninim On The Torah
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Parashat Va'eira

I shall take you out from under the burdens of Egypt; I shall rescue you from their service; I shall
redeem you...I shall take you to Me for a People. (6:6,7)

Sforno takes a somewhat novel approach to explaining the four expressions of redemption which the
Torah employs to describe the various stages of Yetzias Mitzrayim. The four leshonos shel geulah as
interpreted by Sforno are: "h,tmuvu" "I will bring you out," when the plagues begin the slavery will
end; "h,kmvu"--"I will save you," when you leave their borders; "h,ktdu"--"I will redeem you," with the
drowning of the Egyptians in the Red Sea. After the death of your oppressors, you will no longer be
slaves; "h,jeku", "I will take you unto Me as a nation," at Har Sinai with the giving of the Torah.

We must attempt to understand Sforno’s words. Although Klal Yisrael was incarcerated in Egypt for
hundreds of years, they remained descendants of a noble and dignified lineage. Why did they need to
see their master’s demise before they could feel a sense of freedom? Should not the many miracles
performed by Hashem--for them--have been sufficient cause to establish their personal trust in Him?
Would not the idea of leaving the shambles of Egypt (after the makos) be adequate reason to end their
insecurity? Why was another step necessary to eradicate their original slave mentality from their
minds?

Horav A. Henach Leibowitz, Shlita, derives a significant lesson about human nature from Sforno’s
words. We are our own worst enemy. Once an individual has made up his mind about himself, it is
difficult to change his impressions. A negative self-image can be one of the greatest deterrents to our
development. Once one has a low image of himself, either self-imposed or created by others--be it
teachers, parents, or friends--it is extremely difficult to transform that picture. Although Bnei Yisrael
were liberated from Egypt, they still remained slaves in their own minds. They were not free men; they
viewed themselves as free slaves. They were afraid of the image of their cruel oppressors that was
etched in their minds. It was necessary for them to see the Egyptian corpses washed up onto shore to
convince them that they were finally free men.

Horav Leibowitz posits that this feeling extends to one’s spiritual persona. In fact, probably the most
common cause of spiritual deterioration is the lack of appreciation for one’s own greatness. When the
yetzer hora, evil inclination, coerces us to sin, it says, "You can do it. You’re just an ordinary guy. You
do nothing special. Your sin will not make much of a difference anyway. Leave the Torah study and
mitzvah observance to those who are spiritual giants, not to the plain guy like you." Every Jew must
recognize his own self-worth and the love that Hashem has for him as an individual--as a Tzelem
Elokim. If we would only realize that we are princes, created in the image of Hashem, the idea of sin
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would be unfathomable. Our self-image and our sense of pride should deter us from sin.

As we sit at the Seder table on Peasch night, we recall the Exodus and the events leading up to the
unique moment of the giving of the Torah. These milestone occasions should elevate our self-image
and bring about the realization that we are the children of Hashem. How can a son possibly rebel
against such a loving Father? How truly fortunate are we to be endowed with so much. It is simple
questions such as these that guide us to appreciate how special we are, imbuing us with a greater
understanding of our responsibility to observe mitzvos.

This was Aharon and Moshe to whom Hashem said: "Take the Bnei Yisrael out of Egypt..." They were
the ones who spoke to Pharaoh....this was the Moshe and Aharon. (6:26,27)

Chazal note that in many places in the Torah, Aharon’s name precedes that of Moshe. This implies that
they were equally great men. We must address the concept of equivalent greatness between Moshe and
Aharon. Moshe was unequivocally greater in nevuah, prophecy, as well as in other areas. Moshe was
the select human being, the paragon of humanity, who was the unparalleled, quintessential leader of
Bnei Yisrael. How could Aharon be viewed as equally great? Horav Moshe Feinstein, zl, posits that
while, indeed, Aharon did not distinguish himself as much as Moshe, he did maximize his own
potential. Hashem assesses one’s success in terms of the fulfillment of his total potential. Moshe
Rabbeinu was born with an incredible potential--which he achieved. Aharon Ha’kohen, his brother,
also maximized his potential--although it was more easily accessible than that of Moshe. In Hashem’s
eyes, they were equally great.

Horav Yitzchak Goldwasser, Shlita, offers a number of approaches towards understanding Moshe and
Aharon’s relative equality. At first, he suggests that quite possibly, before Moshe went up on Har Sinai
and stayed there for forty days and nights, he had no distinction over Aharon. Second, he contends that
there were certain aspects in which Aharon distinguished himself over Moshe. Their equality was that
in select areas each one achieved distinction to the exclusion of the other.

In his third explanation, Moshe and Aharon are compared to the two most important organs of the
human body--the heart and the brain. Although the brain ostensibly has many more critical functions
than the heart, the body cannot exist without the heart. Since the human being must have both the heart
and the brain to exist--even though one may be more significant than the other--they nonetheless
remain equal. The Torah characterizes Moshe and Aharon as two components of one entity, "And it will
be that he (Aharon) will be your mouth and you will be his leader." (Shemos 4:16). Moshe and Aharon
were not two distinct individuals who performed a task together. They were a symbiosis of
Moshe/Aharon--one individual composed of two components. They were both an intrinsic part of
Yetzias Mitzrayim, the exodus from Egypt. Each had an integral and equal function to perform.

In his last explanation, Horav Goldwasser takes a somewhat pragmatic approach. Undoubtedly, Moshe
was greater than Aharon. Since Aharon was so much above us, however, we have no way of either
assessing Aharon’s level of distinction or measuring the disparity between Aharon and Moshe. Hence,
in comparison to us, Aharon and Moshe were equal, since they are both on so much higher a level than
we are.

And I shall harden Pharaoh’s heart...And Pharaoh will not listen to you...And I shall take out My
legions, My People, the Bnei Yisrael, from the land of Egypt. (7:3,4)

Was it really necessary to harden Pharaoh’s heart? Hashem could have simply "convinced" Pharaoh to
let us go. That would have been much simpler. The Baalei Musar explain that even had Pharaoh one
day released us from bondage, we would still remain indebted to him. After all, he would have



Please visit www.puretorah.com for more inspiring lectures 3

"liberated" us from servitude. Now that Hashem has redeemed us, we have no debt of gratitude to
anyone but Hashem. Horav Chaim Friedlandler, zl supplements this idea. Had Pharaoh acquiesced to
Moshe’s demand that Bnei Yisrael be released from Egypt, we might be grateful in some manner to
Pharaoh. Hashem wanted Bnei Yisrael not to become subservient to anyone but Him. Consequently, He
created a situation where it was obvious that only Hashem -- without any "assistance" -- took us out of

Egypt.

The problem of misplaced gratitude is real. All too often we thank everyone else and attribute our
success to other sources, neglecting the true source of all good--Hashem. Nothing happens unless
Hashem wills it. No man can achieve success unless it is Hashem’s decree. All too often we are
subjected to events and circumstances that do not seem related. We do not realize that every event that
occurs has a distinct connection to the other. One day, however, we will see how it all fits together. In
the Talmud Kiddushin 70a, Chazal say that in Olam Ha’bah there will be a history book which was
written by Eliyahu Ha’navi and signed by Hashem. Mankind will be given the opportunity to study and
understand the purpose of all events and circumstances of men’s lives. Our life experiences will all be
inscribed there. Every ambiguity will be clarified. All the events which we had thought were
purposeless--or even tragic--will take on a new meaning as they are interpreted in light of the
continuum of history. We will then become acutely aware that it is Hashem Who really deserves our
complete and undivided gratitude.

A Midrash teaches us the significance of directing our gratitude to its true source. Moshe Rabbeinu was
forced to run away from Egypt as a result of the action he took against an Egyptian who was striking a
Jew. When it became known that Moshe had killed the Egyptian, he was forced to flee the country for
fear of his life. He came to the land of Midyan. One day, as Yisro’s daughters were being harassed by a
band of ruffians, Moshe quickly stepped in and dispersed the would-be attackers. When the girls came
home, they told their father, Yisro, that an "Egyptian man" had rescued them. The common explanation
is that Moshe was dressed as an Egyptian. Thus, they thought that it was an Egyptian who had
intervened on their behalf.

The Midrash interprets the expression in a somewhat different manner by first citing a parable. A man
1s bitten by a wasp and runs to the river to cool off the stinging bite. Arriving at the river, he sees a
child drowning and jumps in to save him. The child tells the man, "If not for you, I would have
drowned." The man replies, "If not for the wasp, I would not have been here to save you." When
Yisro’s daughters thanked Moshe for saving them, he told them," Do not thank me; thank the Egyptian
that I killed. If not for him, I would not be here today."

The message is clear: We thank everyone but the one who set the course of events to occur in such a
manner that we would benefit. So who should we thank, the individual who was there or the one Who
caused him to be there? If Bnei Yisrael had departed from Egypt with misdirected gratitude, it would
have undermined the entire Exodus and distorted its historical and spiritual lessons.

Whoever among the servants of Pharaoh feared Hashem, chased his servants and livestock into the
houses. (9:20)

The Torah seems to distinguish between different types of Egyptians. While the majority were
obviously evil and supportive of Pharaoh’s diabolical plans to do with the Jews as he pleased, there
were those who were "G-d-fearing"; they were "yarei es dvar Hashem," "feared the word of Hashem."
Is that really true? Were these Egyptians truly G-d-fearing, or was it a ruse to save themselves and their
possessions from ruin? Whatever happened to those animals that were rescued from death because of
their owner’s "fear of the word of Hashem"? Chazal tell us that the horses that belonged to those
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"select" Egyptians were later used to chase the Jews who left Egypt. The Midrash satirizes the G-d-
fearing Egyptians. They feared Hashem when the lives of their horses were at stake, but they openly
defied Him when the issue was Jewish survival. This blatant hypocrisy has challenged our people
throughout history. The same people who have professed religion, love, and fear of G-d have acted with
utmost hatred towards the Jews. They have treated us cruelly, brutally inflicting the greatest atrocities
upon us, all in the name of religion! We must endeavor to explain the sanctimonious fear of G-d which
the religious Egyptians displayed.

In the sphere of morality, Hashem is the source of ethics for three reasons. First and most basic is
yira’as ha’onesh, fear of punishment. Man must obediently submit to Hashem’s service as a result of
his fear of retribution for transgression, as well as his anticipation of reward for being moral and
upright. Chazal, however, have always spoken disparagingly of those who do not move beyond this
stage by aspiring to a higher level of service to Hashem.

We consider the next two characteristics prerequisites for developing proper motivation towards
serving Hashem. They are yira’as ha’romemus, fear of awe--or man’s awareness of Hashem’s
overwhelming greatness--and, ultimately, ahavas Hashem, love of Hashem. Although "awe of Hashem"
compels obedience and submission to Him, the Torah demands that we aspire to attain "love of
Hashem." These concepts, which arise out of the recognition that Hashem is the source of absolute
value, establish the basis and foundation of moral law. The G-d fearing Egyptians were only able to
reach the first stage, fear of retribution. Hence, the Torah states that they were "yarei es dvar Hashem."
They feared Hashem’s word, but they were fearful only of His "word," His actions; they were not
actually in fear of "Him." This "fear" was nothing more than cowardice which was quickly transformed
when they felt that they were no longer in danger. One must possess all the qualities of fear and love of
Hashem in order to maintain the appropriate moral balance.

Hashem spoke to Moshe and said to him, "I am Hashem." (6:2)

The opening pasuk of this week's parsha serves as a response to Moshe Rabbeinu's question/demand of
Hashem which ended the previous parsha. Moshe asked Hashem why He intensified Klal Yisroel's
workload after his arrival in Egypt as Hashem's emissary. It is as if his arrival had made things worse.
Hashem said to Moshe, "I am Hashem," which is interpreted to mean that Hashem has a cheshbon,
reckoning, for everything that occurs. Pharaoh will receive his punishment in due time. Moshe's arrival
in Egypt had a specific purpose - even if Moshe did not understand the implications. In truth, the
response did not address the core of the question. The Torah does not give a rationale for what
happened. It was as if Hashem told Moshe, "Don't worry, it will be all right."

Chazal pose a similar question to be asked later, in Shemos 33:13, when Moshe asked Hashem "Make
Your way known to me." Hashem responded, "And you will see My back, but My face may not be
seen." What relationship exists between the question and the answer? Moshe sought an explanation, the
reasoning behind His actions. The response was that Moshe could not see Hashem's face. Obviously,
there must be a deeper meaning to these questions and to the response they elicited.

Horav Shlomo Yosef Zevin, zl, explains that both these questions address the same idea. The question
and answer is primarily the same in both. Man is a visitor on this world for a limited period of time.
Consequently, he does not have the opportunity to perceive occurrences in their full context, from
beginning to end. He observes events happening; he has questions, because for the most part nothing
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seems to be logical in context. The famous question, which nags at everyone, glares at him: Why do the
wicked prosper? If man could only see beyond his own limited stay, he would see how everything fits
in and all of life's ambiguities would suddenly make sense. This concept can be compared to a person
who was born and raised in the wilderness. He has never observed people planting and harvesting
crops. One day he notices people taking little seeds of grain and burying them in the ground to become
rotten. Not having the faintest idea about the process of planting, he will surely think that these people
have lost their minds. Later on, however, when he sees the people harvesting the fully matured crops,
he will comprehend what really took place.

Moshe asked Hashem to please show him His ways, to give him the opportunity to understand what is
the process for directing the world: How does Divine retribution work? Why do some people suffer
more than others? Hashem responded, "You will see My back." Only at the end of time, when Moshe
leaves this world unrestricted by physical limitations, will he be able to look back and see the rationale
behind every occurrence. The phrase, " My Face, you will not see" is an allusion to taking things at
face value, viewing events closely up front without the advantage of looking at the whole picture. Man
does not understand the occurrences of his lifetime, because they are all part of a large mosaic.

Moshe Rabbeinu asked Hashem not to send him to Egypt. He was sent, and the work escalated. The
persecution became more aggravated. So he asked Hashem, "Why? Why did You make it worse for this
nation?" Hashem responded, using the Name Elokim implying middas ha'din, the attribute of strict
judgment - "I am Hashem." The Name Hashem, implying rachamim, mercy, and Elokim, implying
judgment, are both the same. Judgment and mercy work together. Middas ha'din serves as a preamble
for the compassion of middas ha'rachamim.

I shall take you out from under the burdens of Egypt...and I shall redeem you. (6:6)

It was not enough that Hashem was prepared to take the Jews out of Egypt; it was also necessary for
them to want to leave. Perhaps they had become complacent with their way of life, albeit miserable, but
it was the only one they knew. Indeed, they might even have wanted to stay in Egypt. They might not
have been able to accept a lifestyle so different from their accustomed one. The story is told about
Horav Nochum M'Chernobel, who once spent a night at an inn owned by a Jewish couple. It was
chatzos, midnight, when Rav Nachum arose from his bed to recite his Tikkun Chatzos, a special prayer
recited by tzaddikim, mourning the destruction of the Bais Hamikdash and the ensuing exile. Rav
Nachum became so carried away in his expression of grief that his cries awoke the entire household.
Immediately, the innkeeper ran over to him and asked, "Why does the Rebbe cry? Perhaps you are not
well, or something hurts you?" "No," answered Rav Nachum, "I am fine. [ am crying for the churban
Bais Hamikdash, the destruction of the Temple." "What are you talking about?" asked the innkeeper,
"What Bais Hamikdash? What churban?" "Do you not know," asked Rav Nachum, "that we once had a
Bais Hamikdash that was destroyed as a result of our transgressions? Every night I pray to Hashem that
He finally send us Moshiach Tzidkeinu who will redeem us from our exile and take us to Eretz Yisrael.
Are you ready to move to Eretz Yisrael?" "Wait, " said the innkeeper, "I will speak it over with my wife
and relay our decision to you."

About an hour passed, and the innkeeper returned with his answer, "We will not go! We cannot leave
our cows and sheep, our donkeys and horses, and our chickens. How can we follow 'some' Moshiach
and ignore our animals?" Rav Nachum was not provoked by his response. He said to him, "And what
will happen if the robbers and thugs that surround us will one day decide to overrun your field and kill
all of your animals?" The innkeeper, obviously neither astute nor erudite, went back and asked his wife
what to do. She responded with a brilliant answer, one that left him in awe of her. He said, "My wife
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tells me that you should gather together the thugs and have them sent to Eretz Yisrael, so that we can
remain here with our livestock and chickens."

While this story may be anecdotal, it relays an important lesson. There are people who, as a result of
ignorance, complacency, or pure malevolence, are content to remain in exile.

Aharon cast down his staff before Pharaoh...and it became a snake...and they too, the magicians of
Egypt, did so with their incantations...and the staff of Aharon swallowed their staffs. (7:10, 11, 12)

Moshe came before Pharaoh and demanded that the Jews be released from slavery, so that they might
serve Hashem. Pharaoh responded in the expected manner, questioning who is Hashem who 1s and
what powers He has that would impress him. Moshe asked Aharon to throw his staff down before
Pharaoh, and it was transformed into a snake. Pharaoh was not impressed. Indeed, he called out his
magicians, who duplicated Aharon's miracle. Egypt was the center of magic and necromancy. Such a
feat was child's play for the Egyptians. To prove this point, Pharaoh called out his wife, who
transformed a staff into a snake. He then called out a number of Egyptian youngsters, who also
performed this magic. Observing all of this, Moshe had Aharon's staff, which had reverted to its
original state, swallow up the Egyptian staffs. Upon seeing this, Pharaoh became anxious, saying to
himself, "Next his staff will swallow me too!"

Why did Hashem have Moshe use this miracle as his "greeting" to Pharaoh? Certainly, Hashem could
have had Moshe perform another miracle, one that would leave a more compelling impression upon
Pharaoh. What message was Hashem sending to Pharaoh with this miracle?

Horav Avraham Kilav, Shlita, explains that the Egyptian magicians prided themselves upon their ability
to perform magic. The Egyptian sorcerers were by far the most proficient in the world. They delved in
all areas of spiritual impurity, seeking to learn as much as they could about black magic and witchcraft.
They taught this way of life to their children. They thought that being proficient in this area gave them
supremacy over the Jews who were a slave nation, unintellectual, not versed in magic and other areas
of sorcery. They felt they were on top of the world.

How could Moshe have the nerve to ask them to release the Jews? Instead, Pharaoh decreed that the
Jews work harder by making their own bricks. He called them a lazy nation who had no ability to
understand the scope of serving a G-d. Pharaoh derided Moshe, "You want them to leave to serve G-d -
I say they should be given more work!" Keep them involved in the physical/mundane dimension. That
is where they belong."

This attitude prevailed until Aharon's mateh, staff, swallowed the Egyptian staffs. This miracle
indicated to Pharaoh that there was a deeper lesson to be derived from Moshe's miracle. The staff was a
piece of wood - simple wood - like the "simple" Jews. When Hashem so wants, however, this piece of
wood would swallow up the Egyptian serpents. Nothing can stand in the way of Hashem - not even
Pharaoh. If it pleases Hashem, Aharon's staff would also swallow Pharaoh, who is characterized by the
Midrash as the tanin ha'gadol, large serpent. Yes, Pharaoh, the miracle of the snake was designed to
impress upon you that if Klal Yisrael is not released, you, the large serpent, are next!

Pharaoh saw that there was a relief, and kept making his heart stubborn. He did not heed them. (8:11)

Every time Pharaoh was down and the plagues were getting to him, he ran to Moshe Rabbeinu and
implored him to pray to Hashem. The instant he experienced relief, he forgot who Moshe was, he
forgot that Hashem could just as well send another devastating plague. He did not care. He experienced
relief at that moment. The Midrash claims that this is the way of the wicked. When it hurts, they cry.
When circumstances change and life becomes tolerable, they forget about Hashem and immediately
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proceed to revert to their old ways. One of the gedolei ha'mussar after citing this Midrash, once
commented, "Are we any different? Do we remember Hashem during a time of joy as we do during a
period of grief? When the sun shines upon us, when things are going well, do we exclaim, Baruch
Hashem that I merited what I did, in the same manner in which we cry out to Him when we are dealt
one of life's challenges? Indeed, this Midrash does not apply only to the wicked. Chazal's statement is
regrettably a portrayal of our own attitude towards Hashem's gifts. We simply forget to thank Him once
life seems to take a turn for the better.

On the Seder night, we are enjoined to say/focus on three things: Pesach, referring to the Korban
Pesach, that we slaughtered prior to the liberation; Matzoh, a reference to the speed in which we were
redeemed, not allowing our dough to rise; Marror, recounting the suffering and persecution to which
we were subjected. The Baal Hagaddah formats these three concepts in the above sequence, with
Marror following Matzoh. This is enigmatic. The bitterness that was so much a part of our lives
preceded the Matzoh/speed of redemption. Should it not be: Pesach, Marror, Matzoh?

Hamayon Hanitzchi points out that all too often - we reach the "matzoh," we are liberated from
bondage, we are freed from persecution; we finally merit the opportunity to experience peace and
harmony. But - we, regrettably, quickly forget the past, the suffering, the "Marror" that preceded the
"Matzoh." Some of us simply forget, while others block the past out of their minds. We think that it is
over, it can never happen again. The Baal Hagaddah would like us to know otherwise. It can happen
again! Always remember the "Marror", so that through prayer we will merit that it will not occur again.
The tribulations to which man is subject are for the purpose of stimulating him to reach out to the
Almighty through prayer. Horav Yechezkel Levinstein, zl, cites the Midrash that says that when Klal
Yisrael were in Egypt suffering from the persecution, they turned to Hashem and cried out. He
responded to their pleas and took them out of Egypt with a strong hand and an outstretched arm.
Hashem wanted to hear their voices one more time. But Klal Yisrael no longer responded. They were
saved! Hashem, therefore, sent Pharaoh after them - to provoke their prayer. It is that simple. The
purpose of Creation is for man to cling to Hashem. If we do it on our own, we will not need Hashem's
"encouragement."

We must thank Hashem for the past and implore Him for the future. The Torah tells us that when Leah
gave birth to Yehudah, she said, "This time let me gratefully praise Hashem. Therefore, she called his
name Yehudah. Then she stopped giving birth." (Bereishis 29:35) Yehudah's name is derived from the
word "hodah", which means to give thanks. The Chozeh M'Lublin asks why Leah stopped having
children after she thanked Hashem for having Yehudah? Indeed, this is implied by the pasuk; she gave
thanks, and she stopped giving birth! Does this make sense? He answers that Leah only offered
gratitude for the past. She thanked Hashem for the gift of a child, but she did not turn to Him for the
future. Consequently, Hashem gave her a reason to implore Him for the future.

"We are called Yehudim," says the Chidushei Ha'Rim, "because ingrained and imbued in the Jewish
neshamabh, soul, is the ability and proclivity to be makir tov, show appreciation, to offer gratitude, for
every favor and gift that we receive. We are Yehudim because of our ability to give hodaah." Moreover,
just as Leah realized that with Yehudah's birth she had received more than she deserved, so too, do we
recognize that whatever beneficence Hashem shines upon us, it is more than we deserve. How
important it is for all of us to live up to the standard of Yahadus.

I shall bring you to the land. (6:8)
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Of the members of the generation that left Egypt, only two of 600,000 men actually entered Eretz
Yisrael. Yehoshua and Calev ben Yefuneh were the only individuals who merited entry to the land. The
Meshech Chochmah comments that all of the miracles and wonders that occurred in Egypt prior to the
liberation - those on the Yam Suf and those during Klal Yisrael's forty-year sojourn in the wilderness -
occurred so that two righteous people could reach the promised goal. Out of 600,000 people, only two
attained the goal! The percentage is mind-boggling. Yet, the reality is before us.

There is a profound lesson to be derived. We should not despair when we see that those who adhere to
the righteous path that was transmitted to us through the generations are in a great minority. Thousands
upon thousands have died throughout the millennia out of a sense of conviction, a superhuman faith in
the Almighty, that has transcended human understanding. They were few; they were a select minority;
they were individuals who triumphed over adversity and challenge because they knew the truth, and
they believed it would prevail. For that minority, for those select few, the light of Hashem that nurtures
the seeds of Redemption will shine forth as it did for the two righteous people who entered Eretz
Yisrael.

We also see the importance of the individual. Two people were worthy of all the miracles of the
Egyptian redemption. The power of a single Jew is incredible, as evident from history. Indeed, the
spiritual climate that we enjoy today is the result of the hard work, mesiras nefesh, self-sacrifice, and
determination of a handful of people. The yeshivos and day schools that have educated and inspired
thousands over the last sixty years were founded by a "few good men," who pursued their life's goal of
establishing Torah chinuch, education, in this country. Is there a greater source of encouragement to
those of our generation in which everyone is viewed as a number, not as a person? From the other
perspective: If one person can achieve so much, then we will be taken to task for our lack of
accomplishment - or, at least, for not trying.

Say to Aharon...stretch out your hand over the waters of Egypt...and they shall become blood
throughout the land of Egypt. (7:19)

Interestingly, Aharon, not Moshe, was designated to strike the river. Chazal attribute this to the fact that
the river had protected Moshe as an infant when Yocheved, his mother, placed him upon it. From a
perspective of gratitude, it would have been wrong for Moshe to be the vehicle for inflicting a plague
on the river. Moshe would have had to strike the earth that protected him when he buried the Egyptian
that he killed. Once again, Aharon initiated this plague. When we note the extent to which the Torah
demands gratitude even to an inanimate object, we begin to realize the overriding importance for us to
recognize and appreciate the benefits we receive from human beings. We must endeavor to understand
the need to teach this lesson specifically in the context of the makos Mitzrayim, Egyptian plagues.
Certainly, other areas of the Torah are just as appropriate for teaching this lesson. Furthermore, if it had
been so important for Moshe Rabbeinu to personally administer the plagues, why did not Hashem
Yisborach command him to initiate the plague without striking the water or the earth? The plague could
have begun through Moshe without confronting the issue of ingratitude.

Horav Matisyahu Solomon, Shlita, derives from here a profound and pivotal lesson in emunah, faith, in
Hashem. He cites the Chovas Halevavos who emphasizes the significance of unequivocal belief in
Hashem, which is developed through one's reflection upon His creation and constant rulership of every
aspect of the world. One must recognize the benefits that we receive from the Almighty, expressing
constant gratitude to Him for His favors. Our emunah in Hashem must generate a sense of hakoras
hatov, appreciation. Moreover, as Horav Solomon notes, hakoras hatov and emunah complement one
another. The hakoras hatov we demonstrate to Hashem is consistent with our level of emunah. Our
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level of emunabh is in consonance with our feelings of gratitude to the Almighty. In other words,
gratitude 1s not simply a fine character trait; it is an integral component of emunah in Hashem
Yisborach!

This lesson is derived from the first three plagues: Even the most incredible revelation of Hashem's
might and Providence will not have lasting value as long as we do not develop the middah, character
trait, of hakoras hatov, expressing gratitude. Only after this middah is integrated into our psyches can
the lessons and experiences of hashgachah, Providence, effect us. The purpose of yetzias Mitzrayim,
the exodus from Egypt, was to bring us closer to Hashem, to be able to serve Him and, ultimately, to
receive His Torah. In His infinite wisdom, Hashem prepared the circumstances and initiated the ten
plagues, so that Klal Yisrael would have a yediah berurah, clear knowledge, of His existence and
supervision over the world. Similarly, He taught us the middah of hakoras hatov, because one
complements the other. Moshe did not personally introduce the first three plagues because of the
imperative to show appreciation - even to an inanimate object. Implicit in this statement is the
realization that one must most certainly show appreciation to the Source of all good - Hashem. The
appreciation they were to express to Hashem was to prepare them for the greatest moment - when they
would experience the Revelation of Hashem and the Giving of the Torah. Hakoras hatov is a character
trait that defines one's mentchlichkeit, humanity. Indeed, our greatest gedolim, Torah giants, were
individuals who exemplified this character trait. They endeavored to be certain that they showed their
appreciation to anyone from whom they benefited.

The Chofetz Chaim once fainted in the bathhouse. He was alone, unconscious in the bathhouse, when
by chance the attendant entered the room. Immediately, the man did everything to revive the Chofetz
Chaim. After a little while, he succeeded. One cannot imagine the Chofetz Chaim's gratitude to this
simple man who happened to be in the right place at the right time. For the rest of his life, the attendant
was an honored guest of the Chofetz Chaim, always standing in the front of the shul by his side. During
every festival, the Chofetz Chaim drank "I'chaim" with him, kissing him on the forehead, blessing him
that he would attain longevity - even greater than the Chofetz Chaim. This man lived to be over ninety,
passing away shortly after the Chofetz Chaim.

Horav Simcha Zissel, zl, m'Kelm paused for a few minutes upon coming home from shul every Friday
night - to observe and reflect upon the Shabbos preparations, the beautifully set table, and the delicacies
that his wife had prepared for Shabbos. His wife had exerted considerable effort to provide him with an
ambiance to enhance the spirituality of Shabbos Kodesh. He wanted to savor this moment, so that his
appreciation of her actions would be accordingly appropriate.

For some, it was a lifelong display of gratitude; for others, it was a moment of reflection; for yet others,
it was the ability to transcend personal pain and grief long enough to offer a few words of thanks. Soon
after Horav Yitzchak Hutner, zl, was told the sad news of his wife's passing, he sought out the chief
physician who had attended to her. We can imagine the doctor's state of mind as he was approached by
this gadol, moments after he had lost his wife. Horav Hutner, pointing to the kriah, tear in his frock,
said, "See, I have just torn kriah and made the blessing of Dayon Ha'Emes, the true Judge, accepting
the Almighty's judgement. Yet, I would like to thank you for all you have done for my wife." The
doctor stood there dumbfounded. Never had he heard such words emanating from a grieving husband
so soon after he had been left bereft of his life's partner.

The river shall swarm with frogs and they shall ascend and come into your palace...and of your people,
and into your ovens and into your kneading bowl. (7:28)

The frogs were a hardy bunch. They fulfilled Hashem's command to the fullest, swarming all over
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Egypt. Some even "sacrificed" themselves for Hashem's command and entered the burning hot ovens.
Miraculously, they did not die. Their mesiras nefesh, self-sacrifice, to fulfill Hashem's Divine decree,
protected them from certain death. Indeed, Chazal teach us that Chananya, Mishael and Azaryah
entered the fiery cauldron motivated by a kal v'chomer, a priori argument, derived from the Egyptian
frogs. They said, "Frogs do not have a mitzvah of Kiddush Hashem, to sanctify Hashem's Name, by
offering their lives for Him; yet, there were frogs who entered the burning ovens, even though they
could not have gone elsewhere. Certainly Jews, who have this mitzvah, are obligated to enter the fiery
cauldron and demonstrate love and uncompromising devotion to Hashem. The Maharsha questions
Chazal's argument: After all, frogs do not have a mitzvah of "V'chai bohem," "and you shall live by
them." In other words, they may give up their lives - a Jew may not, except under certain
circumstances. The tzelem, image, that Nebuchadnezer had placed before them was not really an idol.
They did not have to give up their lives. In fact, they probably should not have been willing to give up
their lives.

Horav Baruch Mordechai Ezrachi, Shlita, cites Rabbeinu Yona. He says that one who has sinned to the
point that there is no hope for him can still obtain forgiveness by being mekadesh Shem Shomayim,
sanctifying the Name of Heaven. Kiddush Hashem initiates a new bond with the Almighty; it begins a
new relationship, a new connection with the Source of all life. The individual is now a new person. The
old person is gone, a new person has appeared, who has been created through the vehicle of Kiddush
Hashem.

The frogs that entered the ovens, who were prepared for certain death, emerged alive and well. This
was not simply a reward for their commitment. It was the effect of Kiddush Hashem. They emerged
alive because they were granted new life, not simply spared the old one. Chananya, Mishael, and
Azaryah understood that to give up one's life Al Kiddush Hashem is, in effect, the greatest
manifestation of "V'chai bohem." To give up one's life for the Almighty is to live; it is to connect with
the true Source of life. V'chai bohem and Kiddush Hashem work in consonance with each other.
Chananyah, Mishael and Azaryah understood this when they were confronted with the challenge of
what they should do. If they did not risk their lives, then they were not manifesting mesiras nefesh. If
they did give up their lives, then they were not fulfilling "V'chai bohem." They saw that the frogs
"lived" as a result of their willingness to give up their lives. They were reborn, their lives rejuvenated,
as a direct result of their commitment to Hashem. They ran towards life. They received it. Chananya,
Mishael, and Azaryah understood what they were required to do.

Whoever among the servants of Pharaoh chased his servants and his livestock to the houses. (9:20)

Later, when Klal Yisrael left Egypt, Pharaoh acted in typical fashion and decided to chase them to bring
them back. Chazal question the source of his horses, since the animals had been killed during the
plagues of dever, pestilence, and barad, hail. They explain that these horses were obtained from the
"pious" Egyptians who feared Hashem and heeded His word. They kept their animals protected during
the hailstorm. They now "offered" their horses to Pharaoh. This prompts Chazal to say, "The best of
snakes, crush its head." In other words: Once a snake, always a snake. Even the snake that has achieved
the appellation of "yarei Shomayim," G-d fearing, still has innate evil within him. We must endeavor to
understand this anomaly. If he fears Heaven, how does he continue to perform his evil? How does he
have the gall to go against Hashem? How do we reconcile the characteristics of G-d fearing and evil?

Horav Baruch Mordechai Ezrachi, Shlita, comments that this is to be expected of the snake. This is his
true nature. Even if he fears the Almighty, he does not alter his essence - the evil re