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SHIUR PRESENTED IN 5778

TESHUVAH COULD HAVE SAVED PHARAOH

In the beginning of the Parshah, Hashem is talking to Moshe and tells
him to come to Pharaoh:
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“And Hashem said to Moshe, ‘Go to Pharaoh. For I have hardened his
heart and the hearts of his servants, in order that I may display My signs
among them™ (Shemos 10:1).

My Rebbi, R’ Meir HaLevi Soloveichik, zt”], pointed out that this pasuk
says that Hashem hardened Pharaoh’s heart in order to bring upon him all
these miraculous blows. Based on this, it would seem that if Hashem would
not have hardened Pharaoh’s heart, He would not have been able to bring
these miraculous blows on Pharaoh. That’s what it seems. My Rebbi said,
“What’s the p’shat in that?” This question needs explanation. Furthermore,
he said, in last week’s parsha we also saw how the makkos were a punishment
for the Egyptians. The pasuk says:
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“See, I place you in the role of judge to Pharaoh, with your brother
Aaron as your prophet (Shemos 7:1).

Rashi explains what it means to be appointed as a judge. “This signifies
I have made you a judge and castigator - to castigate him with plagues and
suffering.”1

The Brisker Rav explained that without the second pasuk (Shemos 7:1),
I would have thought that the purpose of the makkos was to get the Yidden
out of Mitzrayim and these makkos were simply to pressure Pharoah to do
Hashem’s will. But you see from here that it was an onesh, a punishment, in
order to fulfill Hashem’s promise to Avraham Avinu, X |T1712'V TWUN 120 NN DAl
“the nation that will subjugate you, I will punish them” (Bereishis 15:14). And
the Brisker Rav brought proof from the Mishnah in Eduyos (2:10), which says
that wn "wy nmw om¥nn vown - the Egyptians were destined to be judged for
12 months. Why? Because they had enslaved the Jewish people. And Moshe
was therefore appointed to administer these punishments and to fulfill this
mishpat of 12 months.

If so, asked my Rebbi, why did Hashem have to harden the hearts of
Pharaoh and his servants, to bring upon them these miraculous signs and
punishments? They were supposed to receive these punishments because they
enslaved the Jews! They weren’t getting punished in order to let the Jews out.
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But if you tell me that the onshim were for the sins and the wickedness that
Pharaoh had done to the Jews, then why did Hashem have to harden his heart
in order to give them the mishpat which they were already entitled to?! Let
Hashem say to Pharaoh, “You are a terrible rasha for what you did, and I am
going to strike you!” Why did Hashem have to harden his heart in order to
give him the mishpat, which they were already entitled to get for enslaving
the Jews?!

The Rebbe learned an eye-opening yesod from here. He said that vos
sheit do is a hafladike zach: if Pharaoh would have done teshuvah, it would
have protected and shielded him from all the judgment and punishments that
he had already deserved for enslaving the Jews in Mitzrayim, as it says in
Avos (4:11):
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“Rabbi Eliezer son of Yaakov says: One who does a single good deed
acquires a single defender. One who does a single sin acquires a single
prosecutor. Repentance and good deeds are a shield against punishments.”

If Pharaoh would have done teshuvah, his teshuvah would have helped
him to be mevatel the gezeira of all the onshim that he’d already earned for
having enslaved the Jews for decades prior to this! And that’s why Hakodosh
Boruch Hu had to be machbid his lev, to prevent him from doing teshuvah, for
it would have been his key to getting out of the onesh. a2 n7x 'R MY Jyny.
Do you hear this amazing zach?

Hakodosh Boruch Hu sometimes brings onshim upon us for behavior
that we’ve done. He brings us the onshim which we deserve. The din for these
chataim that we committed was already decreed and sealed, and the reason
why we didn’t do teshuvah for those sins - before the decree was handed down
- is because we were obstinate. Yes, we committed the aveiros, and deserved
and earned that punishment. Now, if a person did teshuvah - if Hashem didn’t
harden his heart - then the Teshuvah becomes ona, like a shield, in the face
of punishment; it protects the person from onshim. The Rebbe pointed out
that if we look at the makkah of arbeh (locust), Pharaoh acknowledged that he
sinned and that he was a rasha, as it says: o1 D3'iZ7x 'n'7 'nxpn N1 (Shemos
10:16). And not only that, he recognized that the makkah came from Hashem
and that every single thing that Moshe had warned about actually transpired.
He even understood that now he had to ask Moshe to daven to Hashem, to
beseech Hashem, to remove this makkah, as it says in the next pasuk, x¢ nny)
NTD NIAD DX 71 *290 10! 077X N7 Rynl nyon X Ny K, “Forgive my offense
just this once, and plead with your Hashem, that this death but be removed
from me.”

PARTIAL TESHUVAH DOESN’T HELP

After Moshe davened, Pharaoh saw that Moshe’s tefilla helped. Hashem
showed Pharaoh the power of teshuvah. But still and all, even after Pharoah
did some kind of teshuvah - after the makkah went away - Hashem hardened
his heart, as it says: 7x7@' 12 nx N7y 871 b9 27 X 'n prn (v. 20). The Rebbe
explained that what happened here is the following. Teshuvah, he said, has
three parts: regret for what I did in the past (nvan), accepting not to repeat
it (rnyn v n7ay), and confession (n11). Pharaoh said 'mxypn, “I sinned to
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Hashem and to you,” and regretted his actions, but he was lacking 7v n7ap
Tnyn. Therefore, since he never accepted to change in the future, he didn’t
merit the total annulment of the gezeirah from himself. The fact is, since he
almost did teshuvah, Hashem showed him a partial result, but since he didn’t
do a complete teshuvah, that teshuvah didn’t work, it didn’t stick.

EVERY PERSON DOES AVEIROS THAT NEED TESHUVAH

Each one of us, in our lives, is not perfect, as it says in Koheles (7:20),
NOD! N71 210 DY N YINa 7Ty 'K, “there is not one good man on earth who
does what is best and doesn’t err.” And, certainly, if we are not tzaddikim, we
incur great onshim, because there is no such thing as doing an aveirah and not
having an onesh for that aveirah. But you have to know that there is the power
of teshuvah.

My Rebbi said that we find the same issue with Klal Yisrael as well, when
Moshe was concerned that Klal Yisrael wouldn’t listen to him when he told
them that the time for redemption had come. And the Torah testifies that they
didn’t listen:
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“But when Moshe told this to Bnei Yisrael, they would not listen to
Moshe, their spirits crushed by cruel bondage” (Shemos 6:9).

Rashi comments here that they didn’t accept Moshe’s “words of comfort.”
My Rebbi asked, what’s the p’shat here? How is it possible that they were not
mekabel any comfort?! Isn’t this a “way of the world,” that when a person has
been suffering in jail for many years, and worse yet, the suffering has been
getting stronger over the last several years, he certainly would want to get
out?! So why did Klal Yisroel tell Moshe, “Why are you redeeming us?” When
Moshe came to them to announce the coming redemption, they should have
rejoiced no'y w91 7u o nm> (like water on a very weary soul)! How is it that
Klal Yisroel didn’t accept Moshe’s “words of comfort”? What’s the p’shat?!
So the Rebbe explained that Hashem promised Klal Yisroel through Moshe
that, number one, Hashem is going to save Klal Yisrael by taking them out
from avdus to cheirus - they would become free people, no more slavery;
and number two, Hashem would take them out from the land of Mitzrayim.
Both of these things transpired at different times. The freedom from being
slaves happened on the night of the 15th of Nissan, when Pharoah came and
told them: my 7inn 1xy¥ mnip, “Get up, depart from among my people” (Shemos
12:31). The Gemara Yerushalmi (Pesachim 37a) comments that Pharaoh told
them: ’n T2y onX 7701 2'm Y9 T2 DDt N2veY, “In the past, you were servants
of Pharaoh, from now on you are servants of Hashem.” And that night, Klal
Yisrael said: ny1o 1ay 871’0 r1ay 1770 - ni77n. They were no more avdei Pharoah.
But they didn’t yet leave Mitzrayim that night. When did they leave? They left
the next morning, as it says: n"i¥n yIxn 'n nixay 72 18y N7 Ditd Dyya ', “and it
was in the middle of the day, all the hosts of Hashem departed from the land
of Egypt” (Shemos 12:41).

YETZIAS MITZRAIM WAS CONDITIONED

So we see that the full geulah happened the next day. Now, the Rebbe
explained a very interesting thing. The freedom from slavery that Klal Yisroel
received on the night of the 15th of Nissan was not simply a freedom, a "nnw,
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from being the slaves of Pharaoh. Rather, it was freedom of going from being
slaves of Pharaoh nyno 'ay to being the slaves of Hashem, 'n rmay, like the
Yerushalmi’s statement above, ny1o Tay x'1 'n may 177n. So when they said
n177n - they didn’t thank Hashem for being freed from being nv1o ray, but
they thanked Hashem for becoming ’n may.

The Rebbe explained that the Yetzias Mitzraim was conditioned on the
following: ppny xyind D7 "N X '2 DRYTI D'F7X7 D7 "Nl DYY7 *7 DX 'ANR7|
nnyn nivao0 nnnn, “And I will take you to be My people, and I will be your G-d.
And you shall know that I am Hashem, your G-d, who freed you from the
labors of the Egyptians” (Shemos 6:7). The entire yetzia was on the condition
that we become ’n may!

As a side note, I was once trying to be mekarev a boy from a Modern
Orthodox family whose parents thought their son was getting good chinuch.
I asked him, “Do they teach in school about Judaism? I know they teach you
about Israel, but do they teach you about Judaism?” “Of course,” he said.
“Did they teach about Yetzias Mitzrayim?” “Of course.” “Did they teach about
Pesach?” “Of course!” “What did they tell you we celebrate on Pesach?” He
said, “That we got freed from slavery.” I said, “Really? Say that again?” “That
we got freed from slavery.” I started to laugh so hard that I fell off my chair (I
actually made myself fall off the chair), and I started rolling on the floor from
laughter. The kid was looking at me with these big eyes. I told him, “They
duped you. They fooled you. That’s not Jewish. That’s Mizrachi. My friend,
that’s the new Torah.” He was clearly confused. He asked me, “Rabbi, what do
you mean? Don’t you celebrate the same Pesach?” I said, “No.” “So then what
do you celebrate,” he asked me. I said, “We celebrate that we became 'n Tay
and we became ’n 'Tay forever! [i¥x72 midY1...0%71Y NN DDIAN XYY IAY DX RYi
o7y 174y (Tefillas Ma’ariv).”

But they didn’t teach that in his school. And it’s a major mistake because
the reason Hashem took us out of Egypt was on this condition - that we serve
Him. People think that Hashem was concerned with slavery like Avraham
Lincoln was concerned (he apparently also went to the Mizrachi school and
thought he was emulating Hashem because Hashem didn’t like slavery). But
that’s not the case. Hashem’s problem was His people - that we were slaves of
Pharaoh and not His slaves! o'1ay? or1ay 871 o 12y — 072y 73w 27 2. That’s
a whole new look. This kid was shocked. And because of that conversation, I
convinced him to leave that school. Today, he’s a Rav. He went to Brisk, went
on to learn in many yeshivos, he and his brother, and the rest of his family
changed as well. Hodu 'Hashem ki tov!

Now, listen to how my Rebbe explained why Klal Yisrael didn’t listen
to the “words of the comfort” of Moshe. He said that if you look at Mechilta
d’Rabbi Yishmael (12:6), it comments on nyn 7% 1wny N
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“R’ Yehudah ben Beseira says: It is written (Shemos 6:9) “But they did
not listen to Moshe because of shortness of spirit, etc.” Now is there anyone
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who is given glad tidings and does not rejoice? As it says (Yeremiah 20:14),
“A son has been born to you - Rejoice him!” His Master is freeing him from
bondage, and he does not rejoice? What, then, is the intent of “And they did
not listen to Moshe, etc.”? It was difficult for them to abandon their idolatry,
as it says (Yechezkel 20:7), “And I said to them (in Mitzrayim): Let every man
cast away the detestations from before his eyes and not defile himself with
the idols of Egypt.” This is the intent of (Shemos 6:13) “And Hashem spoke to
Moshe and to Aharon, and He commanded them regarding the children of
Israel” - He commanded them to abandon idolatry.”

The Rebbe said, “You want to know why the Yidden couldn’t listen to
Moshe? They wanted to hear that they were getting freed because Hashem
didn’t like slavery, and they wanted to be “proud and free” people.” But that
wasn’t what Moshe said. They were told that there was a condition to getting
freed. They could get out, but on the condition that each of them would be a
proud Eved Hashem. And that’s where their difficulty lay.

Rashi (on Shemos 12:6) cites another Mechilta:

NY D27 1N D'7'7%N DT 1DWN DY AN 1DWN DN'7 WX D'7YNA ['910Y 'Y 19
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Since they were sunk in idolatry, He said to them (v. 21) pwn “Draw” -
withdraw your hands from idols, |x¥ n>7 injn1 “and take unto yourselves a lamb”
to fulfill a mitzvah of Hashem (Mechilta d’Rabbi Yishmael). Hashem said that
they had to sign up for Hashem’s “program.” They had to get rid of avoda
zarah; they had to do Korban Pesach, and bris milah, because their lifestyle
was a contradiction. And when Klal Yisrael heard this from Moshe, they
couldn’t hear of it. But the Rebbe asked, where do we see this in the pasuk?
We see this idea in Chazal, but where is it in the pasuk? If you look at Targum
Yonosan on the words of nyy nTayni, he says as follows:
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“And Moshe spoke as such to Bnei Yisrael; but they couldn’t accept it
from Moshe, through anxiety of spirit, and from the foreign and hard service
(i.e., avoda zarah) which was upon their hands.”

TRUE TESHUVAH REQUIRES TRUE CHANGE

Rabbosai, this is a tremendously insightful lesson for us. When a person
gets a clap from Hashem as a punishment, everybody tries to figure out how
they can get out of it. Their wife tells them that they have to do teshuvah, but
they say, “But how can I give it up? I am attached to it, it’s my lifestyle already,
this is who I am? Can I go back to Yeshiva?! Can they expect me to go back to
Yeshiva? I can’t do that.” A person has to realize that he has to do teshuvah!
Saying “chatasi” one time is not enough. Going to a Rosh HaYeshiva or some
Gadol and asking them, “Please daven for me, entreat Hashem for me, I need
a break here,” might work for a little while, but ultimately, Hashem says “You
have to change!”
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In the Sefer Halkarim (Ma’amar 4:25), Rav Yosef Albo (1380-1444), one
of the Rishonim, discusses this subject at length. 2 He asks how does teshuvah
help even when the person is doing teshuvah because Hashem is striking
him? He says a very interesting thing: When a master is beating his slave, it’s
natural for the slave to say, “Ok, ok, stop, stop, I am sorry,” or when a father
gives a yingele a potch, the kid says, “Ta, please stop. Ok, Ok.” That, says Rav
Albo, is not called doing teshuvah, that’s called “I am saying things to get the
banging or clapping to stop, but I am not choosing to become better.” That’s
not teshuvah at all! Even if you understand that the clap is from Hashem, if you
are not ready to choose to make a change in your life and turn it around, then
it’s not going to help. He says an example of this was none other than Pharaoh.
When Pharoah got “hit,” he said the same thing, “Ok, Ok, I am a rasha, pray to
Hashem to take this maves (death) away from me!” And it worked to take away
the clap, but as soon as the makkah left, Pharaoh went back to his old ways.
He never chose to do teshuvah, and that’s why, even though he said 'nuxn
one time, it wasn’t even teshuvah at all. It was nothing. Rav Albo says that
Pharoach deserved that Hashem was ny19 2% nx j7rni1. Teshuvah that a person
does because he is being struck by Hashem only works when the person is
sincerely ready to change; he’s not saying chatasi just to free himself from the
blows.

This is what we have to know: when Hashem brings a punishment upon
us, ask yourself this question: “Am I willing to change? Do I want to change?”
Or is it simply, “I have no choice.” I've told many people who’ve called me,
“Are you ready to change?” I usually get three types of answers. First, you have
people who say, “I am not sure.” You know, it’s amazing for me to hear this.
“What do you mean you are not sure?” “Well, how do I know for sure that you
are right? How do I know for sure that that’s the reason?” And then there’s a
person who says, “Do I have much choice?” This is saying that “I don’t want to
do teshuvah. I realize that I've chosen a wrong path in my life and I am going
to choose to do the right thing because I am desperate.” And the third answer
is, “I give up.”

FORCED TESHUVA DOESN’T WORK

I was recently speaking with someone who went through Gehenom; it
shouldn’t happen to anybody. This guy suffered blow after blow. His life was
torn apart. He is actually a nice fellow. I told him, “You know, Rav Yosef Albo
says, how can you tell if a person is willing to do teshuvah? If a person is trying
to change, he doesn’t blame other people. When someone blames others, what
he’s really saying is, “It’s not really my fault. It’s that person’s fault. Oh, my
wife got a therapist, an anti-semite who hates men and they put me into this
position, etc.” One fellow told me, “My father was a mean, evil person, a devil
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incarnate.” That was his problem. This reason, that reason. It’s everybody’s
fault except mine. Are you going to change or not? So this young man told
me that he changed for six months. Then, after six months, he started telling
me all the terrible things that “this one did to him and that one did to him.”
His teshuva didn’t work. And he wanted to know why it didn’t work. After six
months, he decided to stop changing, and started falling back to his old ways.
The choke hold got tighter around him. Where did the problem lie? You know
what the answer is? Yes, he did change, but not because he wanted to change.
I told him, “If you wanted to change, you would have realized that being with
Hashem is the only choice you had. You were not happy with the fact that you
had to change. Yes, you made changes in your life, but you were not happy to
make those changes; you were forced to make those changes. And when you
were forced to make them, you never had a happy day. You were just paying
the price, you were just waiting for Hashem to take off the choke hold. ‘Ok, ok,
Hashem. I made these changes. Take away this makkah. Cure me. Let me go
back to the way it was.” And the proof is that when it didn’t change, you went
back to your old ways! Why did you go back to your old ways? Do you have any
safeik that this is the right path in life? Don’t you understand that your old
way was the wrong way?” So the fellow told me, “But I wasn’t such a bad guy!”
Itold him, “I know you weren’t such a bad guy. You think that Pharoah didn’t
do some good things in his life? Pharaoh was great pals with Yosef, he treated
Yakov and the Shevatim nicely in the beginning, until he had a change of heart.
TN 7' D7l - then he changed! He decided that he needed to add to the power
of the Egyptian economy by enslaving Jews.

Every one of us is like this. When it says ya nx rayn nzTyl n79md n21wn
n1an, it doesn’t mean that I am going to buy myself time right now by starting
to give tzedakah. I need an “out of jail free” card. Rabbosai, you can’t buy
yourself out of jail! You have to give tzedakah because it’s the right thing!
It’s not your money. And even if nothing happens better in your life, you will
still give tzedakah, because it’s the right thing to do. And you will constantly
tweak your teshuvah, and tell yourself, “I didn’t do teshuvah shleimah.” Half
teshuvah is not enough. That’s what a person has to realize. A person who
believes in Hashem, writes Rav Yosef Albo, will say to himself, “I know that
this is from You, Hashem, and I have to change, and I will accept that change!”

BE HAPPY WITH YOUR CHANGE EVEN IF YOU RETURN OUT
OF FEAR

Notlong ago, someone who changed his life called me up. Baruch Hashem,
I've seen many people change and have helped them walk through the path of
change. But you see many people who resent it. There was once a woman I
helped change, and Hashem took away a terrible gezeirah ra that was hanging
over her head. She called me one time and said that she wanted to see me. She
said that she wasn’t going to do it anymore. I asked her why. She said, “You
have a grip and control over my life, and I am not letting you, Rabbi, control
my life!” I told her that I don’t control her life. I just gave her directions to
get through the maze. “No. You've hexed me. You've got the voodoo on me,
and I am not doing it anymore,” she said. I told her, “Ok, say that you are
taking a pause.” But she was adamant that she wasn’t stopping, “No, I won’t
do it anymore.” I told her, “Now you are starting up with the Boss.” That night
- boom! Hashem brought the hammer down! People make changes, but she
resented the fact that she had to change.
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This man, who had changed his life because of something that Hashem
had brought upon him, now told me, “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate
these changes.” But then he added something that was so telling, and I said to
Hashem, “Dos is teshuvah.” He came and told me, “I did it with such joy, I am
so happy that I managed to change.” Unbelievable!

There was once a man who “fell off the tracks,” and he fell off in a very bad
way. He fell to great depths. Then a good friend of his was killed, and as they
buried his friend, this person was shaken to the core, and he decided that he
was going to change. He contacted me, and I asked him, “Do you really want to
change, or you just want to put a bandage on? You want to just keep yourself
out of the grave, or do you really want to change?” He said, “I want to change.”
These were massive changes! The first thing I told him was, “You are going
to have to break all contact with people who have negatively influenced you,
all the ‘roaches,’ all the big ones and the little ones. You are going to have to
get rid of your phone because you are a very popular and geshmake guy, and
you’ve got to cut out all those contacts because that chevrah is a killer. The
next thing you have to do is to change your clothing.” (He was really into his
clothing. He prided himself on having good taste in clothing.) And he really
did it; he made big changes. I was waiting for the push back from him, for him
to say, “Oh, Rabbi - that I cannot really do.” I can’t tell you how many times
I asked people, “Are you ready to change? Are you ready to be more tzanua?”
“Well, it depends,” one lady told me. They always say this: “it depends.” I ask
them, “Well, what does it depend on? Isn’t that what Hashem wants you to
do?” But you know what the answer is? They really don’t want to do what
Hashem wants them to do. They want to do the minimum because they are not
doing it by choice. If so, then, it’s not teshuvah. It’s gorsnisht mit nisht.

But this young man made the choice. He made amazing choices. To me,
he’s an example of someone who did teshuva and Hashem saved him from all
kinds of puraniyos. Hakodosh Boruch Hu saved him from all kinds of things.
Unbelievable! And the hatzlachah and the brachah that he saw in his life!
Not stam yeshuos! All because he chose to do teshuvah, even though he was
nx1m 2w (he did teshuvah out of fear), he’s going to get sechar niflah for it.
And if he keeps doing it, then ninaw> 17 nwya niiTr (his intentional sins will be
considered as unintentional ones) - no question about it! I am sure that’s how
itis by him! And if he does it at the right level, if he gets to the level of teshuvah
me’ahavah, it will be even better! But it’s definitely niaaw> 17 nwya.

We have to apply this lesson to our lives. I don’t care what your excuses
are, why it’s not for you, whether it’s this guy’s fault or that guy’s fault - you are
not taking responsibility and you are not changing. Hashem says, “You want
to change? Choose to change, and commit to change, and be happy with the
change.” And even if you were nx'n aw, you did it out of fear, that change is
going to be wonderful, and your reward from Hashem will be great! 2o
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The passuk tells us that Hashem hardened Pharaoh’s heart in order
to carry out judgment against Pharaoh through the makkos. Pharaoh
and the Mitzrim were deserving of punishment for having enslaved the
Jewish people. Yet Hashem had to harden Pharaoh’s heart and not help
him do teshuvah. If Pharaoh would have done a proper teshuvah, it
would have protected him from punishment. Pharaoh didn’t do teshuvah
- and he got what he deserved. We see that doing a meaningful teshuvah
is a very powerful shield against punishments. But doing a full teshuvah
can be challenging. For Klal Yisrael at the time of Yetzias Mitzrayim,
leaving behind the avodah zarah was very difficult. And for some people
nowadays, the commitment to real, everlasting change can be difficult.
To tap into the cleansing qualities of teshuvah, however, the only way
forward is to not make excuses or blame other people, but to take full
responsibility for our aveiros and commit to change for the better. This
week, I will (bli neder) select an area in my life in which I need to do
teshuvah, such as having good friends, using a kosher phone, or being
more tzanua and commit to making an everlasting, meaningful change
for the better.
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