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Vaeira

Overview

arashat Vaeira encompasses the first seven of the ten plagues, the cataclysms

God utilized to demonstrate to the Jews, the Egyptians, and the whole world

that He is the sole master over creation and all its forces. In this context, the
term Vaeira (“And I appeared”) is quite applicable to the content of the parashah: God
“comes out of hiding,” as it were, and manifests His supernatural, miraculous power
before all humanity.

However, let us recall that the opening words of this parashah are part of God’s answer
to Moses’ incriminating question at the end of the previous parashah: “O God, why have
You mistreated this people?” Although we have seen that, in the larger perspective, Mo-
ses did not question God’s justice with these words, their contextual meaning is that he
did. In this context, the parashah’s opening words are God’s rebuke to Moses; God takes
Moses to task for questioning His justice. This is certainly interesting, but it must also be
relevant; the Torah would not have recorded an incident that apparently reflects so dis-
paragingly on Moses unless there was some lesson for us in it.

That lesson emerges when we consider the background of Moses” question. Moses was
raised in the home of Amram, the most illustrious Jew in his generation, the eldest son
of Kehot, the son of Levi, whose tribe selflessly devoted itself to preserving the teachings
and traditions the nation received from the patriarchs. Thus, Moses was certainly well-
schooled in his youth regarding the patriarchs and matriarchs and their devoted, unques-
tioning faith in God, which they retained even when that faith had been severely tested.

But he also knew that God is supposed to be kind and merciful, that the Jews are His
chosen people, and that their unbearable suffering had exceeded any rational justifica-
tion. He therefore candidly cried out, screamed, and pleaded: “O God, why have You
mistreated this people?!”

The fact that God immortalized this outcry by recording it in the Torah implies that
Moses’ mistake was not complaining against God per se, but rather something else.

God tells Moses what that missing “something else” was by beginning His rebuke
with the words: “I am God, and I appeared,” or literally, “and I was seen.” Of course, it is
impossible to see God, for God has no physical form that can be captured by our sense of
sight. But by couching His revelation in these terms, God is saying that it is possible to be
as certain of His reality as we are certain about what we have seen with our own eyes.

Seeing something makes a deep impression on us; we trust the truth of what we see

36



OVERVIEW OF VAEIRA

implicitly. For this reason, someone who witnesses an incident that is later brought to
court cannot serve as a judge for that case. His memory of what he saw renders him im-
pervious to the arguments of the litigants, which cannot sway his version of the events.'
(In contrast, when we simply hear about something from someone else, a third party can
contest the veracity of what we heard and even succeed in convincing us otherwise.)

Thus, God told Moses: “Of course you believe in Me. You have absorbed the teach-
ings of your family and do not doubt Me. But you must nurture your faith further, until
it becomes so concrete that you virtually see Me in creation—that your are so sure of My
reality that nothing can sway your conviction of it. Then, you will not be troubled by the
contradiction between your faith and what your intellect tells you.”

Yes, God wants us to use our rational intellect to relate to the world and to Him, and
when this intellect tells us that something seems amiss in the way God is running the
world, we must not suppress the truth as we see it; we must shout at God: “Why have You
mistreated this people?! Why do You allow us to suffer? Are we not your chosen people,
your firstborn son? Where is your compassion? Where is your justice?!”

But at the same time, these questions cannot and must not assault in the slightest our
absolute and unshakable faith in God’s reality and goodness. More to the point, they must
not interfere in the slightest with our business of fulfilling all our obligations in terms of
God’s will for us and our mission on earth. Our impassioned, anguished cry and the ac-
cusations we hurl at God must coexist with our enthusiastic alacrity in doing His will and
our profound gratitude for the opportunity to perform it.

It is thus significant that this parashah, throughout which the Jewish people are im-
mersed in the depths of the Egyptian exile, is entitled Vaeira—“I was seen.” The lesson we
are to take from it is that we must simultaneously stubbornly refuse to reconcile ourselves
to remaining even one more minute in exile, while at the same time stubbornly refusing
to let the fact that we are in exile—in the meantime —interfere with what we have to ac-
complish right now.

From where, then, are we to draw the power to believe in God so thoroughly that we
virtually see Him, even in the darkest moments of exile? God answers this question in His
following words: “I appeared to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.” The patriarchs possessed
this unshakable faith, and as their progeny, we inherit it directly from them. According
to the Torah’s laws of inheritance, the inheritor need not possess any particular or spe-
cial qualities in order to inherit. He inherits fully and completely just by virtue of being
an inheritor.

Our implicit and infinite faith in God is our inheritance to claim. All we must do is nur-
ture it—“shepherd faith”>—and we, too, will virtually “see” God. This faith will enable
us to live out the final moments of our exile yearning for and demanding its end while
maximizing our use of the remaining time. In this merit, we will witness the fulfillment of
God’s promise: “The glory of God will be revealed, and all flesh will see it together,”* with
the final Redemption ushered in by the Messiah.*

1. Rosh HaShanah 26a. 2. Psalms 37:3. 3. Isaiah 40:5. 4. Hitva'aduyot 5743, vol. 2, pp. 823-830.
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In this context, God’s answer to Moses was: “I had
to subject them to the exile because I want them to
rise to the level of Divine consciousness of the Name
Havayah. In order for them to want this, I had to first
show them what life is like without it.”!!

Even though God created the world with the Name
Havayah—as evidenced by the verse, “By the word of
Gop the heavens were made”'?—this Name was hid-
den within the Name Elokim, which is the only Name
used in the account of creation. Similarly, although the
Name Havayah was revealed to the patriarchs, it was
still garbed in the Name Elokim. Overall, God revealed
Himself in the patriarchal age as the God of nature.

Here, however, “God [Elokim] spoke to Moses and said
to him: ‘I am Gop.”” The Name Elokim, so to speak, de-
clared openly that it, too, is really the Name Havayah.
Nature “admitted” that there is no such thing as na-
ture, that the world does not run on “automatic pilot.”
God Himself, as He transcends nature, is the sole force
in reality; even what appears to be “nature” is simply
His power choosing to manifest itself through nature.

In this sense, God’s purpose in giving the Torah was to
bring us to the awareness that the Name Elokim is one
with the Name Havayah.”

I appeared to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob: God
chides Moses: “Even though I did not fulfill My prom-
ises to the patriarchs, they did not complain. You,
however, do complain.”

We explained above that Moses complained because
his relationship with God was chiefly intellectual,
whereas the patriarchs” relationship with God was
chiefly emotional. Here, God responds to Moses’ com-
plaint by saying that the redemption from Egypt will
reveal God’s transcendence. This implies that the nat-
ural mutual exclusivity of intellect and emotions will

& RASHI %

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

MM YN VAN TN DTN TR
"I OSN3 SRUTONY PIINTON DTTNTON NI

12T 0TS NG I e

Sy ,boyn AKX M2T SWnRtOR oaYX 2T

2 oy? anyag b aniy Nty npny
D7PIMA? 210 12 DPWY THKI T IK MK NN
M2TY M7 07 DX 7D PANZY 07 X9 107
W RATY ¥ 0 iU oK niakd
XY Y9y oK) — 7T X7 ninipn a3
NPT DY NYPAY T WY D¥K K

N9 ,AINIPNL3 LD 0 NI L2 10 Y.

be overridden, making it possible for someone who
is predominantly intellectual —such as Moses—to in-
ternalize the advantages of emotionality, as well. This
new reality will have two implications for Moses:

1. God’s behavior will no longer challenge Moses’ faith
in Him, and therefore he will not question it. As we
will see, this super-rational relationship with God is
a fundamental aspect of the bond forged between
God and the Jewish people through the Torah.

2. Moses will develop a greater appreciation for ap-
plying the insights and understanding gleaned from
intellectual inquiry to the real world. The nature of
intellectual inquiry is such that it absorbs us in what
we are thinking about, removing us somewhat from
reality. We become less sensitive to other people’s
needs and less concerned with concretizing our
ideals. By integrating the advantages of emotion-
ality, Moses will overcome this drawback of intel-
lectualism. Inasmuch as the purpose of the Torah
is to bring Divine consciousness down to earth, this
concern with the real world is also a fundamental
aspect of the bond forged between God and the
Jewish people through the Torah.

These lessons apply to us, as well. Those of us who
are of a more intellectual bent must integrate the pa-
triarchs” emotional surrender to God, taking care that
our intellectualism not distract us from the needs of
others or the exigencies of reality. On the other hand,
those of us who are of a more emotional bent must try
to emulate the intellectualism of Moses, setting aside
daily time to study even the most abstract and seem-
ingly irrelevant aspects of the Torah.

Just as this inter-inclusion of intellect and emotion set
the stage for the exodus from Egypt, so will it hasten
the coming Redemption.™

11. Torah Or 50bc; Sefer HaMa’amarim 5655, pp. 18-26; Sefer HaMa’amarim 5712, pp. 150, 154; Ma’amarei Admor HaZaken, Parashiot,
vol. 1, pp. 241 ff; Addenda to Ma’amarei Admor HaZaken, Parashiot (ed. 5749), pp. 26 ff. 12. Psalms 33:6. 13. Sefer HaMa’amarim
5738, pp. 147-8; Sefer HaMa'amarim 5669, pp. 133 ff; Torah Or 56¢. 14. Likutei Sichot, vol. 3, pp. 854-860.
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Exodus 6:2-3

VAEIRA

God Rebukes Moses, continued

God rebuked' Moses for having asked him “why have You mistreated this
people?”? by saying to him: “I am Gop; this is My proper Name, which indicates
that I can be relied upon to reward those faithful to Me.

Yet, I appeared to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob only as El Shadai [“God Al-
mighty”], which is just an appellation indicating My omnipotence, when I prom-
ised them the Land of Israel.? Since I did not fulfill these promises in their lifetimes,
I was not manifest to them by My Name Gopb, which indicates My trustworthi-
ness, even though they were aware of this Name.

I am Gop: This statement is God’s preface to His an-
nouncement that He is about to redeem His people. It
informs us that the reason He exiled us to Egypt was
in order to bring us to the level of Divine conscious-
ness signified by the Name Havayah.

The Name Havayah connotes God’s trustworthiness
because it indicates His transcendence, i.e., that He is
not limited by the laws of the world He created. In
order to make us fully aware of His transcendence,
God had to put us in a context of seemingly inescap-
able limitation and then remove us from it. Egypt was
the perfect venue for this demonstration —as we have
seen, its very name means “limitation.”

Even though the forefathers reached sublime levels of
Divine consciousness, they did not experience God’s
absolute transcendence. God therefore contrasts His
revelation to them with the revelation the Jewish peo-
ple are now ripe to experience by virtue of having en-
dured slavery to Egypt—that is, slavery to limitation.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

This preface is thus God’s response to the complaint
Moses had just voiced: “Why have you mistreated this
people?” The exile and redemption from Egypt are a
lesson in life that the Jewish people had to learn in or-
der to become God’s nation, and it is a lesson we must
all internalize if we are ever to rise above the enervat-
ing routine and vacuity of mundane life. Our personal
redemption is not complete until we have reached the
transcendence implied by the Name Havayah, that is
to say, until all that we are and do is permeated by
consummate Divine consciousness that absorbs us to-
tally into His essence.?

On another level, the exile was necessary in order
to make the people desire freedom. Specifically, their
subjugation to the nature-worshipping Egyptians was
necessary in order to make them desire the freedom
from this limited consciousness that is available only
through the Torah.

& INNER DIMENSIONS 6

[2] T am God: On yet a deeper level, in order for
a new level of Divinity to be revealed, the previ-
ous level of Divine revelation must be withdrawn;
otherwise it will interfere with the new revelation.
Therefore, before the revelation embodied in the
Giving of the Torah could take place, the Godliness
that permeated the world during the patriarchal
age had to be withdrawn, and this withdrawal of
Divine beneficence resulted in the Egyptian exile.

Furthermore, the greater the upcoming revelation,
the greater must be the withdrawal of Divinity that
precedes it. Because the Divine revelation that ac-
companied the Giving of the Torah was so great, the
Egyptian exile had to last for a relatively long time.

By the same token, the present exile has lasted so
long because the Divine revelations that are to ac-
company the messianic redemption will be greater
than any the world has yet seen.®

According to the Midrash,® Moses said to God:
“The generation of the dispersion deserved to be
punished because they rebelled against You. But
this generation has not rebelled against you, so
why do you subject them to such oppression?” Ac-
cording to Rabbi Yitzchak Luria,” God answered:
“Indeed, this generation is the reincarnation of the
generation of the dispersion. Because that genera-
tion sinned by building a tower out of bricks and
mortar,® I am rectifying their souls by forcing this
generation to make mortar and bricks.”’

In this sense, the phrase “God said, I am Gopn”
means that God’s attribute of justice (indicated by
the Name Elokim), meting out punishment in kind,
is really just a disguised form of His attribute of
mercy (indicated by the Name Havayah). By subject-
ing the people to this servitude, God was rectifying
and healing them of their past sins."

1. As evidenced by the unusual use of the Name Elokim, rather than the Name Havayah, in this verse. 2. Above, 5:22. 3. To Abraham: Gen-
esis 17:1,8; to Isaac: ibid. 26:3; to Jacob: ibid. 35:9-12. 4. Likutei Sichot, vol. 31, pp. 23 ff. 5. Torah Or 56a ff. 6. Shemot Rabbah 5:22. 7. Sha’ar
HaKavanot, Derushei Pesach 1; Sha’ar HaPesukim, Shemot. 8. Genesis 11:3. 9. Exodus 1:14. 10. Pelach HaRimon, vol. 2, pp. 32, 35-36.
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nature’s laws.”!

I was not known to them by My Name Gob: Another
way of expressing the idea that the patriarchs did not
experience a true manifestation of the Name Havayah,
even though they were aware of it, is to say that there
are two such Names, one that is manifest within na-
ture and one that transcends it.”> The patriarchs expe-
rienced the former but not the latter.”

I am Gopb...: The repeated use of the Name Ha-
vayah here—and especially the explicit statement, “you
shall know that I am Gop” —illustrates the point made
above: that the purpose of the exile was that we reach
the Divine consciousness signified by this Name.

I will free you...save you from their servitude...
redeem you...I will take you to Myself: The four
verbs in this passage allude to four ascending levels in
our relationship with God:
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& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

¢ [ will free you: This refers to shunning evil. By shun-
ning evil, we become free agents, unencumbered
by its oppressive grip on us.

¢ [ will save you from their servitude: This refers to do-
ing good, i.e., actively performing God’s command-
ments. Only by actively engaging in good deeds
can we be saved from backsliding into enslavement
to evil.

¢ [ will redeem you: This refers to studying the To-
rah, since the Torah is the means by which we ac-
cess God'’s infinity even while in this finite world,
and thereby are redeemed from the limitations
of nature.

¢ [ will take you to Myself: This refers to clinging to
God Himself, whose essence transcends all catego-
rization, both the finite and the infinite.?*

Melukat, vol. 5, pp. 137 ff. 22. This is alluded to by the fact that the Thirteen Attributes of Mercy (below, 34:6) begin with two
instances of the Name Havayah. 23. Sefer HaMa’amarim 5729, pp. 99-100; Sefer HaMa'amarim 5714, p. 56. 24. Sefer HaMa’amarim

5678, p. 145.
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Exodus 6:4-8 VAEIRA

Nonetheless, they did not question My trustworthiness. The proof is that when
I appeared to them as El Shadai, 1 also made My covenant with them to give
them the land of Canaan, the land of their sojourning in which they stayed. But
when Abraham had to bury Sarah and pay an exorbitant price for a gravesite,'
and when Isaac had to defend his rights to the wells he dug,' and when Jacob
had to pay for a field in which to camp,"” none of them questioned My justice. In
contrast, the first thing you asked Me when I approached you for this mission was
“When they ask me, “what is His Name?” —when they ask me what kind of God
is it that fails to fulfill His promises—what shall I tell them?’"® You suspected Me
of sending you on a doomed venture. And now, at the first setback in your mis-
sion, you have questioned My justice!”"

These same words contain the instructions God gave to Moses after rebuking him:
[2] He said to him, “I am Gop; this is My proper Name, which indicates that I can
be relied upon to reward those faithful to Me, for because of My transcendence,
nothing can prevent Me from fulfilling My promises. This, then, is why I have
sent you: [3] I appeared to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, when I made promises to
them, only as El Shadai, which indicates My omnipotence, but was not known to
them by the Name indicating My trustworthiness — Gop —for I did not fulfill these
promises to them. They knew of this Name, but did not experience its full signifi-
cance firsthand. [4] On these occasions, I also made My covenant with them to
give them the land of Canaan, the land of their sojourning in which they stayed.

I have therefore heard the Israelites’ groaning, complaining that the Egyp-
tians are enslaving them, and I have recalled My covenant to punish the nation
that enslaves them.”

“Therefore, in accordance with these promises, convey to the Israelites: ‘I
am Gop, who can be relied upon to reward those faithful to Him. I will there-
fore free you from the burdens of the Egyptians, as I promised, save you
from their servitude, and redeem you with an outstretched arm and with
great chastisements.

I will take you to Myself as a nation, and I will be your God. And thus you
shall know that I am Gob, your God, who is freeing you from the burdens of
the Egyptians.

I will bring you to the land regarding which I raised My hand to swear that I
would give it to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and I will give it to you as a heri-
tage; I am Gop.””

¥ CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

I appeared to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob as El Sha-
dai [“God Almighty”]: Even though this Divine
Name does not appear in the Torah until the history
of the patriarchs, we are taught that it was already re-
vealed in the world at creation. Shadai means “who is
enough,” referring to how God halted the process of
creation by saying “enough!” as it were, once it had
proceeded exactly as far as He intended.

However, the word Shadai can also mean “who has

enough,” i.e., that God’s power is sufficient to sup-
ply His creation with all its needs. This aspect of God
is the source of all the miracles that take place with-
out openly overriding the laws of nature. This is the
additional aspect of this Name that was revealed to
the patriarchs.

With the Giving of the Torah, the Name Havayah
was revealed in the world; this Name is the source
of a higher order of miracles, those that openly defy

15. Genesis 23. 16. Genesis 26:15-22. 17. Genesis 33:19. 18. Above, 3:13. 19. Rashi on 6:9, below. Liktuei Sichot, vol. 12, pp. 85-
86; vol. 21, pp. 34-35. 20. Genesis 15:14. 21. Sefer HaMa’amarim 5629, p. 49; Sefer HaMa’amarim 5630, p. 62; Sefer HaMa’amarim
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In order to overcome these two obstacles:
God charged Moses and Aaron regarding the Israelites: i.e.,

He connected™ them to the people and, through them,
to the physical world.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

And Pharaoh: He connected them to Pharaoh, forcing
Pharaoh to hold on to the Jews and to refuse to let
them go. And all this was—

In order to take the Israelites out of Egypt.®

HaMa’amarim 5627, pp. 95, 104. 34. The verb “to command” also means “to connect.” 35. Likutei Amarim (the Maggid) 178; Or

HaTorah, Shemot, vol. 1, p. 209.
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Exodus 6:9-13 VAEIRA

When things got worse after Moses announced the redemption, the scoffers and
skeptics again® succeeded in demoralizing the people and making them despair
of being redeemed.” So Moses related God’s message via Aaron to the Israelites,
but they did not listen to Moses, because of their anguish of spirit evinced by
their shortness of breath, which had made them despair of being redeemed, and
because of the harsh labor, which had made them skeptical of Moses’” promises.”’

Gop then spoke to Moses, saying,

“Come and speak to Pharaoh, king of Egypt, so that he will send the Israel-
ites out of his land.”

But Moses spoke before Gop, saying, “Even the Israelites have not listened
to me, so how will Pharaoh listen to me? For it is clear now that not only do I
stammer and have a slow tongue; even when I addressed the people via Aaron I
was so inept at transmitting Your message that I may as well be a man of blocked
lips, who cannot speak altogether. Now answer me; tell me if you plan to redeem
the Jews or not.”?

Gop therefore spoke to both Moses and to Aaron, giving them specific in-
structions regarding how they were to address Pharaoh.” In addition, He made
them His emissaries® to the Israelites and to Pharaoh, king of Egypt, charging
them to speak patiently to the former and respectfully to the latter, in order to
successfully take the Israelites out of Egypt.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

But they did not listen to Moses, because of their
anguish of spirit and harsh labor: Each one of us pos-
sesses an “inner Moses,” which is our awareness and
knowledge of God.* The reason why we often do not
sense it or hear its voice is because of the “anguish of
spirit and harsh labor,” that is, because of the travails
of our exile. But it is present nonetheless.*

“Even the Israelites have not listened to me,
so how will Pharaoh listen to me?”...Gop spoke to
Moses and to Aaron...He commanded them to speak
to the Israelites...in order to take the Israelites out
of Egypt: The people by this point had all but given
up hope. God therefore told Moses to enlist Aaron’s
help in buoying up their spirits. Moses, the transmit-
ter of the Torah, personified the descent of Divinity
into the world. In contrast, Aaron, who was to become
the progenitor of the priestly line, personified the as-
cent of the world into Divinity that occurred through
the priestly rites. It was therefore necessary for him
to be involved in uplifting the people so they could
leave Egypt.

Allegorically, the Israelites signify the Divine soul
within each of us, while Pharaoh signifies the hu-
man soul (with its animal drives) within us. Egypt,
as we know, signifies the constricted consciousness
of the material world. Moses’ question to God, in this
context, was: “If, because of its suffering in exile, the
Divine soul —which is by nature foreign to the physi-

cal world —has despaired of being liberated from the
constrictions of materiality, how can I hope to inspire
the human-animal soul to want to leave? The material
world is its natural habitat!”

To this, God replied, “Indeed, you and your approach
are not able to inspire the human/animal soul in this
way. This aspect of the personality cannot relate di-
rectly to pure, Divine concepts and values. For this,
you must enlist the help of Aaron, someone who is
able to speak to individuals on their level.”

We, too, must find and enlist the Aaron within us when
we seek to inspire the human/animal side of ourselves
(or others) to reorient itself toward Divinity.*

Gop spoke to Moses and to Aaron: According to
Rabbi Dovber, the Maggid of Mezeritch, there were
two obstacles preventing the redemption from Egypt
from happening the way God wanted it to:

* Moses and Aaron at this point were too absorbed in
the spiritual dimension of life to be capable of serv-
ing as channels for God’s revelations to the world.

¢ Pharaoh, the arch-opponent to Godly revelation,
knew that the impending plagues would unequivo-
cally demonstrate God’s existence and omnipo-
tence. He was willing to do anything —even release
the Israelites from slavery —rather than allow the
great revelations of God attending the plagues
to occur.

25. See above, 4:31. 26. Sefer HaMa’amarim 5705, pp. 134-135. 27. Sefer HaMa’amarim 5705, p. 21. 28. Rashi on Numbers 12:13.
29. These are specified later, in 7:1-2. 30. Rashi on Genesis 50:16. 31. Tanya, chapter 42. 32. Sefer HaSichot 5703, p. 66. 33. Sefer
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& A CLOSER LOOK =&

[20] Amram’s aunt: The Torah prohibits a man
from marrying his father’s sister.” However, as we
have seen,* before the Torah was formally given,
only the Torah’s for non-Jews were legally binding,

and non-Jews are permitted to marry paternal
relatives,* so Amram was permitted to marry his
father’s sister.

47. Leviticus 18:12. 48. Genesis 43:16. 49. Rashi on Genesis 20:12. 50. Likutei Sichot, vol. 6, p. 43, note 15.
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Exodus 6:14-24 VAEIRA

Moses’ and Aaron’s Lineage

Moses” and Aaron’s lineage was an important factor contrib-
uting to the esteem the people accorded them as leaders. They were members of
the most respected tribe, Levi, and of the most respected Levite family, that of
Amram. The Torah therefore now articulates Moses’ and Aaron’s lineage. In order
to highlight their place amongst the descendants of Jacob, the Torah lists Jacob’s
descendants in order as far back as Levi, in order to establish Moses and Aaron as
descendants of Jacob’s third son. By emphasizing how they were the sons of Am-
ram and Yocheved, the Torah further highlights how they were born and raised
in an environment of dedication to ideals and bravery: Yocheved fearlessly de-
fied Pharaoh’s order to murder the newborn Jewish boys, and Amram remarried
his wife despite Pharaoh’s order.* Finally, since Jacob had reprimanded Reuben,
Simeon, and Levi,” the progeny of these sons are now listed again, indicating that
their status as Jacob’s sons was not compromised by his rebuke.

The following are the heads of the paternal clans of the first three tribes:*

The sons of Reuben, Israel’s—i.e., Jacob’s—firstborn, were Chanoch, Palu, Chet-
zron, and Karmi; those are the families of Reuben.

The sons of Simeon were Yemuel, Yamin, Ohad, Yachin, Tzochar, and Shaul,
the son of Dinah, who was considered the Canaanite woman;* those are the
families of Simeon.

These are the names of the sons of Levi in their order of birth: Gershon,
Kehot, and Merari. The years of Levi’s life came to 137 when he died, in the
year 2332.%4

The sons of Gershon were Livni and Shimi, with their respective families.

The sons of Kehot were Amram, Yitzhar, Chevron, and Uziel. The years of
Kehot's life came to 133 when he died, in the year 2370 or a year or two before.*!

The sons of Merari were Machli and Mushi. The above are the families of
Levi, in their order of birth.

Amram married Yocheved, who was both the daughter of Levi**—having the
same father as Kehot, and Amram’s aunt—having the same mother as Kehot. She
was thus a woman of nobility.* She bore him Aaron and Moses. The years of
Amram’s life came to 137 when he died, some time before the year 2399.*

The sons of Yitzhar were Korach, Nefeg, and Zichri.
The sons of Uziel were Mishael, Eltzafan, and Sitri.

Aaron married Elisheva, daughter of Aminadav and sister of Nachshon, the
prince of the tribe of Judah* —from her mention as Nachshon’s sister we see that
when someone is considering marrying a certain woman he should examine her
brothers*—and she bore him Nadav, Avihu, Eleazar, and Itamar.

The sons of Korach were Asir, Elkanah, and Aviasaf; those are the families
of the clan of Korach.

36. Likutei Sichot, vol. 16, pp. 63-64. 37. Genesis 49:3-7. 38. Genesis 46:8-11. 39. See on Geneis 46:10. 40. See above, 1:6. 41. Seder
HaDorot 2369. 42. See above, 2:1. 43. Likutei Sichot, vol. 6, pp. 42-45. 44. Seder HaDorot 2255, 2261, 2392. 45. Numbers 1:7. 46. See
Likutei Sichot, vol. 6, p. 44, note 18.
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In terms of our daily lives, Moses, the transmitter of
the Torah, signifies the study of the Torah and per-
forming its commandments, while Aaron signifies
prayer, inasmuch as the daily prayers correspond to
the sacrificial rites performed by the priests, Aaron’s
descendants. Just as, in these verses, Moses sometimes
precedes Aaron and Aaron sometimes precedes Mo-
ses, so must the study of the Torah sometimes pre-
cede prayer while sometimes prayer must precede the
study of the Torah.

In some instances, we may need to study the Torah or
fulfill some commandment first in order to be prop-
erly prepared to express our love for God through
prayer. Other times, we might need first to connect
ourselves to God through prayer in order to study the
Torah and fulfill its commandments out of proper, self-
less devotion to God.*

From another perspective, Aaron signifies our intel-
lectual bond with God, while Moses signifies our su-
pra-intellectual bond with God. In this context, “the
Israelites” signify our Divine nature while “Pharaoh”
signifies our human/animal nature.

56. Likutei Torah 3:83c.
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Therefore, when discussing how to speak to the Isra-
elites, Aaron is given precedence, since it is usually
enough to use the intellect to rouse our inner Divin-
ity and generate feelings of love for God. Our Divine
side responds well to logic and philosophical demon-
strations. But when discussing how to speak to Pha-
raoh, Moses is given precedence, for in order to get
the human/animal side of our personalities to answer
God'’s calling, the force of intellect and logic is not
enough. We must therefore emulate Moses and excite
it with supra-intellectual revelations of God. Chief
among these techniques is recounting how God has
performed miracles through the sages of the Torah
throughout history, up to our present time.”

From still another perspective, Moses personified the
descent of Divinity into the world, while Aaron per-
sonified the ascent of the world into Divinity.*® Since
the Exodus from Egypt was the ascent of the world
toward Divinity, Aaron is mentioned first in this con-
text. And since it was necessary to break Pharaoh’s
evil with a direct revelation of Divinity —intentionally
without regard to his inability to withstand such a
revelation—Moses is mentioned first in this context.”

57. Or HaTorah, Shemot, vol. 1, pp. 225-230; cf. Sha’ar HaYichud VeHaEmunah, chapter 5 (79b-80a).

58. Above, on vv. 12-13. 59. Sefer HaMa'amarim 5744, pp. 283 ff; Sefer HaMa’amarim 5730, pp. 91 ff; Ma’amarei Admor HaZaken
5563, vol. 1, pp. 122 ff; Sefer HaMa’amarim 5655, pp. 62 ff; Sefer HaMa’amarim 5680, pp. 231 ff.
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Exodus 6:25-28 VAEIRA

Eleazar, the son of Aaron, married one of the daughters of Putiel—i.e, a
descendant of Jethro, who fattened [pitem] calves to sacrifice them to idols, and
of Joseph, who talked [pitpeit] his evil inclination out of making him sin with
Potiphar’s wife—and she bore him Pinchas. The above are the heads of the pa-
ternal clans of the Levites, by their families.

Jaclob
[ I ]
Reuben Simeon Levi
|
[ I I
Chanoch Yamin Gershon Kehat Merari
Palu Ohad ! !
Chetz_ron Yachin | | : : | | :
Karmi Tzochar Livni Shimi  Amram = Yocheved Yitzhar Chevron Uziel Machli Mushi
Yemuel Shaul I

I 1 I I 1 I T ]
Aaron T Elisheva Moses Korialch Nefeg Zichri Mishael Eltzafan Sitri

[ I I ] I I ]
Nadav Avihu Eleazar Itamar Asir Elkanah Aviasaf

Figure 1: Moses’ and Aaron’s lineage

Moses and Aaron go to Pharaoh

Having now established the lineage of Moses and Aaron, the Torah finishes de-
scribing how Moses and Aaron were suited for their mission:

These are the same Aaron and Moses to whom Gob said, “Bring the Isra-
elites out of Egypt according to their tribal groups.” They both played integral
roles in this mission; in this sense, they were both equal.

They are the ones who spoke to Pharaoh, king of Egypt, in order to take the
Israelites out of Egypt. They were selected for this mission because they were
raised in an environment of selfless dedication and bravery,” and they lived up
to these expectations. They were Moses and Aaron: each accepted and fulfilled
God’s mission in accordance with his unique qualities, and both were consistent
in their dedication and integrity throughout their mission.*

The Torah now resumes the narrative: On the day that Gop had spoken to

Moses in the land of Egypt,...
& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

Aaron and Moses...Moses and Aaron: In Kabbal-
ah, Moses and Aaron personify the two Divine Names
Havayah and Elokim, respectively.”® The Name Havayah
signifies God’s transcendence, while the Name Elokim
signifies His immanence hidden within creation. The
allusion to these two Names in both orders refers to
the union of these two Names, i.e., the awareness that
God'’s transcendence informs His immanence.

There are two ways we can experience this conscious-
ness: as a gift from God, or as a result of our own ef-
forts. The former experience is more transcendent,

but the latter permeates our consciousness more thor-
oughly and permanently.® Both ways are necessary
and are an inherent part of the Giving of the Torah.

The phrase “Aaron and Moses” —the “natural” way
we would expect the two brothers to be listed, in their
order of birth—alludes to the way God confers this
consciousness upon us, descending “naturally.” The
phrase “Moses and Aaron” —referring to their con-
sistency —alludes to the permanence of Divine con-
sciousness that we attain on our own.*®

51. Above, 6:14. 52. Likutei Sichot, vol. 16, pp. 58-67. 53. Zohar 2:26b; Or HaTorah, Vaeira, p. 145, p. 226 ff. 54. These two facets
of the union of these two Names are alluded to by the repetition of the phrase “Gop is God” in 1 Kings 18:39 and in the two
juxtaposed verses Deuteronomy 4:35 and 4:39. 55. Likutei Sichot, vol. 16, pp. 67-68.
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ing his own gifts to accomplish his mission. Once he
was void of all ego and pretension, he could serve as a
transparent conduit for God’s power.

Similarly, there are times in our lives when our animal
nature seems to have the upper hand. At such times,
the best way to overcome it is to rage against it, insult
it, and humiliate it. Exposing it for what it is breaks its
power over us. We derive this power to brazenly op-
pose the forces of darkness from the “spark” of Moses
within each of us.

The same is true regarding our mission to oppose the
forces of darkness in the world at large. In this effort,
we are all emissaries of the leader, the “Moses” of our
generation. Of course, we must always convey God’s
message in a pleasant and peaceful way, just as God
commanded Moses to address Pharaoh respectfully.
But at the same time, we must approach our “Pha-
raohs” fearlessly and forcefully. If we remain true to
the Divine message “Moses” communicates to us—
just as Moses had to convey God’s message to Pharach
without embellishment—we can break the power of
darkness and help bring God’s redemptive light to
the world.®

You shall repeat before Pharaoh everything that I

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

shall command you: The people heard God’s message
to Moses only indirectly, through Aaron, while Pha-
raoh was privileged to hear it directly from Moses. Is
this fair? Why should Pharaoh be so highly rewarded
for his evil?

The answer to this question lies in the way the Torah
describes Aaron’s role in each context. To the people,
he simply transmitted Moses” message, acting as his
“mouth”® both in regard to the language of the mes-
sage (Hebrew) and its content. His function was sim-
ply to compensate for Moses’ speech impediment.
Thus, there was no deficiency in the Divine message
the people heard from Aaron—in fact, they heard it
more clearly through him than they would have had
they heard it directly from Moses.

To Pharaoh, however, Aaron was Moses” “prophet.”
He translated the message into Egyptian and garbed
it in his own words, using his understanding of Pha-
raoh’s psychology to phrase the message in what he
considered to be the most effective way. This was
necessary because the Divine message Pharaoh heard
from Moses was totally incomprehensible to him.

Thus, although Pharaoh heard God’s message ver-

batim, in the final analysis, the people heard it more
directly.®

64. Likutei Sichot, vol. 16, pp. 74-76. 65. Above, 4:16. 66. Likutei Sichot, vol. 16, pp. 76-77.
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Exodus 6:29-7:2 VAEIRA

..when Gop had spoken to Moses, saying, “I am Gop; tell
Pharaoh, king of Egypt, all that I am saying to you,”*

Moses had replied, “The people themselves did not listen to me, even though
I spoke to them via Aaron. It is clear now that not only do I stammer and have a
slow tongue; I am so unskilled in transmitting Your message that I may as well be
a man of blocked lips, so how will Pharaoh ever listen to me?”!

To this, Gop now replied to Moses: “Observe! I have made you a master
over Pharaoh. You will rebuke him forcefully and afflict him with plagues and
suffering. Your brother Aaron shall be your spokesman. Specifically, despite
your speech impediment and inarticulateness, I will give you the ability to speak
authoritatively:

You shall repeat before Pharaoh everything that I shall command you, exactly
as you heard it from Me, in Hebrew. Pharaoh does not understand Hebrew, but
that does not matter —the purpose of your oratory will be to establish you as ‘a
master over Pharaoh,” and repeating My exact words in a stern tone will have this
effect. Afterwards, your brother Aaron shall repeat it to Pharaoh, translating it
into his language and articulating it eloquently so that he be convinced to send
forth the Israelites from his land.”

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

You shall repeat before Pharaoh everything that I
shall command you, exactly as you heard it from Me,
in Hebrew: At this point, Pharaoh, the embodiment of
evil in his day, was at the height of his power. No hu-
man power could resist him; only God Himself. This
is why God told Moses, “Observe! I have made you
a master [Elokim, literally, ‘God’] over Pharaoh.” He
channeled His own Divine power through Moses.

This is why God told Moses to repeat verbatim—in
Hebrew!—what he heard from Him. The purpose of
his pronouncements was to break the power of evil

even while it was at its greatest power. Moses, as a
human being, was not involved in this at all; he was
simply the channel through which God’s power could
attack Pharaoh. Only after this power had been bro-
ken was there place for Aaron to speak to Pharaoh on
a human level.

Moses was able to serve as a conduit for this Divine
power two reasons: first, because he was the Divinely-
appointed leader of his generation, through whom
God’s blessing flows into the world in any case; and
second, because Moses had already despaired of us-

& INNER DIMENSIONS 6

[1] T have made you a master over Pharaoh: Liter-
ally, this reads, “I have made you God over Pha-
raoh.” In other words, God here assured Moses
that he would be able to invoke God’s power to
overcome Pharaoh.

This was necessary because Pharaoh was then at
the height of his power. The origin of evil is the
world of Tohu, which is higher on the rung of Di-
vinity than the world of Tikun, the origin of ho-
liness. This does not mean that evil is better than
holiness, only that it possesses more innate power.
Indeed, the major challenge of life is to harness the
power inherent in evil for the purpose of goodness
and holiness. But when evil manifests its source —
that is, it asserts its perceived independence from

God—it is too powerful for the forces of holiness
within creation to overcome.

In such instances, only God Himself can help.
God'’s essence transcends both Tohu and Tikun and
can break the otherwise invincible power of evil.
For this reason, God had to assure Moses that He
would come to his aid.

The same holds true in every generation. The
leaders of each generation, who are worthy to
stand in Moses’ stead due to their complete self-
abnegation before God, are able to invoke God'’s
Divine power to overcome the forces of evil. We,
as individuals, can partake of this power when
we are properly connected and devoted to the
generation’s leaders.®

60. Above, 6:11. 61. Above, 6:12. 62. Likutei Sichot, vol. 16, pp. 69-74. 63. Sefer HaMa'amarim 5715, pp. 225 ff; Sefer HaMa’amarim

5722, pp. 190 ff.
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all that happens is for our sakes, despite the fact that
God certainly orchestrates humanity’s affairs with an
eye to the needs of every creature, person, and na-
tion. Therefore, we should never succumb to fear in
the face of world events,”” but rather strengthen our
commitment to studying the Torah and fulfilling its
commandments in preparation for the imminent, ulti-
mate, messianic redemption.”®

I will harden Pharaoh’s heart: Evil itself possesses no
desire to do evil; indeed, it possesses no free choice at
all. It is only because God desires that some evil occur
that it happens.

We should therefore always remember that any mani-
festation of “Egypt” —that is, some limitation in our
Divine mission or obstacle to it—has no intrinsic real-
ity; there is no independent entity here that we have
to contend with. The “Pharaoh” opposing us is just
God'’s way of challenging us to summon deeper pow-
ers and determination to overcome them, thereby re-
vealing deeper levels of our bond with Him.”
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The Egyptians will recognize that I am God: The
Name of God used here is the Name Havayah, which,
as we have seen, indicates God’s attribute of mercy,
the opposite of judgment. In this context, the purpose
of the plagues was to introduce God’s mercy to the
Egyptians. As worshippers of nature, the Egyptians
were fully acquainted with God’s power of blind judg-
ment, by which survival belongs to the fittest, but they
did not yet know that God is greater than nature, and
can override the laws of unforgiving nature when He
sees fit.

Thus, we will see that what impressed Pharaoh most
was Moses’ ability to stop the plagues, rather than to
initiate them. The necromancers of Pharaoh’s court
were indeed able to duplicate some of the plagues,
for they knew how to manipulate nature to an extent,
and were thus able to summon the forces of nature to
wreak destruction. But they could not reverse or check
these forces. Only Moses, by invoking God’s mercy
through prayer, could do so.*

& INNER DIMENSIONS «6

[3-5] The Egyptians will recognize that I am
God: As we have seen,® when the world of Tohu
collapsed, 288 general sparks of Divine energy
(“light”) fell into the realm of evil. In order to liber-
ate the fallen sparks of Tohu, it is necessary to break
through the hard shells encasing them. The hard
shell is the facade of materialism the conceals the
true Divine reality of all things.

Of these 288 general fallen sparks, 202 became em-
bedded in Egypt.*? The purpose of the ten plagues,
in this context, was to break the stubborn material-
istic outlook of Egypt so the Divine sparks embed-
ded in it could be released. This is why there had
to be ten plagues: Just as there are ten sefirot of holi-
ness, so are there ten parallel sefirot of evil. Each
plague broke® another fagade of nature.5

80. Torat Chaim, Shemot 396b-397a; Sefer HaMa'amarim 5678, p. 240; Sefer HaMa’amarim 5705, p. 139; Sefer HaMa’amarim 5706, p.
71. 81.On Genesis 1:2. 82. See below, on 12:38. 83. In this context, the verb “to know” (ny1%) in the phrase “the Egyptians will
recognize [lit., know] that I am God” means “to break” (a meaning it has in Judges 8:16), rendering the phrase, “the Egyptians will
be broken, knowing that I am God.” 84. Torah Or 56d ff; Or HaTorah, Vaeira, pp. 2606 ff; Sefer HaMa'amarim 5741, pp. 113 ff.
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Exodus 7:3-6 VAEIRA

Nonetheless, I will harden Pharaoh’s heart. He refused to listen to Me, brazen-
ly asserting that he can do as he pleases.”” Measure for measure, I will punish him
for this by limiting his free choice. At first I will harden his heart indirectly, by al-
lowing him to think that you are performing witchcraft and the like. If he persists
in refusing to submit to Me, I will then harden his heart directly, as a punishment
for his own obstinacy.®® I will thereby have cause to increase My miraculous
signs and wonders in the land of Egypt. This will impress the people with My
power and bolster their faith in Me. Nonetheless, even though I will harden his
heart, if he truly wishes he will still be able to repent.®

Pharaoh will not listen to you. I will then stretch forth My arm over Egypt
and bring forth My hosts—My people, the Israelites—from the land of Egypt,
bringing great chastisements upon Egypt.

The Egyptians, too, will recognize that I am Gop, when I raise My hand over

Egypt and bring out the Israelites from their midst.”

Moses and Aaron did exactly as Gop had instructed them, as will be

described presently.

I will harden Pharaoh’s heart...Pharaoh will not
listen to you...The Egyptians will recognize that I am
God: In many instances,” the Torah states that the pur-
pose of the plagues was to convince Pharaoh and the
Egyptians of God'’s reality and power in order that they
release the Jewish people as He had commanded.

On the other hand, God promised Abraham that He
would punish the Egyptians for enslaving the Jew-
ish people,”" and He fulfilled this promise with the
plagues.” This being the case, God would have had
to inflict the plagues on the Egyptians whether or not
they acknowledged His existence and power, and
even if Pharaoh had agreed to release the Jews when
Moses first asked him to.

Similar reasons are given for why God took away
Pharaoh’s free choice. In the basic, contextual sense of
the Torah, God did this in order to punish Pharaoh for
brazenly boasting that he was a totally free agent and
did not have to listen to God.

But there are other reasons, as well. According to some
opinions,” God made Pharaoh stubborn as a punish-
ment for having enslaved the Jewish people. By mak-
ing him stubborn, God forced him to endure punish-
ment commensurate with his crime of oppressing the
Jews. Making Pharaoh stubborn was thus God’s way
of fulfilling His promise to Abraham that He would
punish the nation who enslaved the Jewish people.

According to yet other opinions,”* God made Pharaoh
stubborn in order to make him witness a sufficient

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

number of plagues to convince him of God’s existence
and omnipotence and inspire him to finally submit to
God’s request of his own accord.

We could attempt to reconcile these two opinions re-
garding the purpose for the plagues by assuming that
God had to convince the Egyptians of His reality and
power so they could realize it was He who was pun-
ishing them for enslaving the Jews. But elsewhere,”
the Torah implies that convincing the Egyptians was
an end in and of itself, as well.

Rather, the solution is that convincing the Egyptians
was itself their punishment. Since the entire civiliza-
tion of Egypt was based on the denial of God (i.e., ei-
ther of His existence or of His presence), demonstrat-
ing His existence and omnipotence exposed the sham
of their culture and demoralized them completely.

But in still other places,” the Torah implies that the
plagues were meant to impress the Jews and educate
them regarding God’s mastery over nature.

This can be explained by recalling that, in essence, the
purpose of everything that happens in the world —in-
cluding the creation of the world altogether —is for the
sake of the Jews, to better enable them to fulfill their
Divine mission. Even when there is also some other
purpose behind what happens, its ultimate purpose is
for the Jews’ benefit.

This is the lesson here for us. No matter how insig-
nificant the Jewish people seem to be in the scheme
of world affairs, we must always recall that ultimately,

67. Above, 5:2.  68. Likutei Sichot, vol. 6, pp. 62-63; vol. 31, p. 31, from Nachalat Yaakov. 69. Likutei Sichot, vol. 6, pp. 64-65. 70.Ex-
odus 7:17, 8:6, 8:18, 9:14, 9:29, 11:7. The same is said of the Splitting of the Sea: Exodus 14:4, 14:18. 71. Genesis 15:14. 72.Rashi ad loc.
73. Mishneh Torah, Teshuvah 6:3; Commentary to Avot, Introduction, ch. 8. 74. Seforno and others. 75.Exodus 9:16. 76. Exodus 10:2;
Rashi on Exodus 7:3. 77.See Yalkut Shimoni, Isaiah 499. 78. Likutei Sichot, vol. 36, pp. 33-37. 79. Address of Motzaei Shabbat Vaeira 5738.
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& A CLOSER LOOK «

[10] After a short while it reverted back into its
former state, a staff: The purpose of transforming
Aaron’s staff into a snake was to demonstrate God’s
mastery over nature. Once that had been demon-
strated, the Divine energy that was miraculously
keeping the staff in snake-form was spent, and the
staff simply reverted back to its natural state. No
additional act or miracle was required.

In contrast, when God had earlier changed Mo-
ses’” staff into a serpent,” it was in order to show
him that he had figuratively “become a serpent”
by slandering the Jewish people. The nature of the
miracle was not that the staff was being held in an
unnatural state; it had actually been transformed
into a serpent and this had become its new natural
state. Therefore, a specific, deliberate act (Moses’
grabbing it by the tail) was required to change it
back to a staff.”’[12] Even though it was once again
a staff: Had Aaron’s staff remained a serpent and

then swallowed the necromancers” staves/serpents,
it would still have been a miracle, because although
it is natural for serpents to swallow other serpents,
it is not natural for one serpent to swallow many,
one after the other. But such a miracle, impressive
though it may have been, would not have dem-
onstrated God’s dominion over the Egyptians as
clearly as the miracle of a staff swallowing a slew
of serpents, for it is totally unnatural for a staff to
swallow a serpent. The message of such a feat could
only be God’s dominion, for a staff is a symbol of
authority.

Therefore it was necessary for Aaron’s serpent to
revert to being a staff before it swallowed the nec-
romancers’ serpents, for the very purpose of this
miracle—which was a prelude to the ten plagues—
was to demonstrate God’s absolute dominion over
the Egyptians.”

93. Above, 4:2-5. 94. Likutei Sichot, vol. 26, pp. 51-52. 95. Ibid., p. 55.
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Exodus 7:7-13 VAEIRA

Moses was ten months short of 80 years old* and Aaron was 83 years old when
they spoke to Pharaoh in the year 2447.

In addition, Gop said to Moses and Aaron as follows:

“When Pharaoh speaks to you and says, ‘Produce a marvel for yourselves, to
prove that God, who sent you, is powerful enough that I should listen to you,”’
Moses shall say to Aaron, “Take your® staff and throw it down in front of Pha-
raoh. It will become a serpent.”” God knew that this would not overly impress
the Egyptians, but it would enable a further miracle to occur that would demon-
strate His dominion over Egypt.

So Moses and Aaron went to Pharaoh and did exactly as Gop had com-
manded. Aaron threw his staff down in front of Pharaoh and in front of his
courtiers, and it became a serpent. Once the staff had turned into a serpent, this
miracle had fulfilled its purpose, so after a short while it reverted back into its
former state, a staff.

Pharaoh too summoned his wise men and magicians, and the necroman-
cers® also did likewise with their incantations:

Each of them threw down his staff and the staves turned into serpents. But Aar-
on’s staff —even though it was once again a staff —swallowed up their staffs, but
did not become any thicker because of this. Since a staff is a symbol of power and
dominion, this miracle demonstrated God’s power and dominion over Egypt.*

But despite this, Pharaoh’s heart stiffened and he paid no heed to Moses and
Aaron, just as Gop had said.”

& INNER DIMENSIONS 6

[8] Take your staff...it will become a serpent: God
did not merely change Aaron’s staff into another
inanimate object; He transformed it from a lifeless
staff into a living animal.

Changing something into something else can only
be accomplished by changing the letters of God’s
speech that are enlivening the object. It was neces-
sary to do this for a number of the plagues.”

Allegorically, a staff signifies the direct, orderly
descent of God’s beneficence into reality, which
creates and sustains the many levels of creation as
it proceeds further “down” the hierarchy of reality.
A serpent, in contrast, signifies the evil of Egypt,
which is simply a reincarnation of the primordial
snake of the Garden of Eden, the embodiment of
exaggeratedly self-assertive ego.

By changing Aaron’s staff into a serpent, God
proved to Pharaoh that even ke owes his existence
to God’s creative energy. The fact that Pharaoh did
not sense this, and even brazenly asserted that he
himself was a god,” demonstrates that Pharaoh’s
spiritual source is the very bottom of God’s “staff,”
i.e., the lowest point of Divine revelation, where its
intensity is so dimmed that the creatures created
by it sense only their reality, and not God’s.

When the serpent reverted to a staff and Aaron’s
staff swallowed the Egyptian serpents, it showed
that not only is God’s creative energy the original
source of Egypt’s life force, it is also the source of
Egypt’s continuous existence from minute to min-
ute. At any moment God can change the serpent
back to a staff, annihilating evil and making it dis-
appear without a trace.”

85. Likutei Sichot, vol. 20, p. 26, note 25. 86. See Sichot Kodesh 5734, vol. 1, pp. 270-271, 274-276; Likutei Sichot, vol. 26, p. 53, note
38. 87.See on Genesis 41:8. 88. Likutei Sichot, vol. 26, pp. 49-56. 89. Above, v. 3. 90. Sefer HaMa’amarim 5679, pp. 323-324; Sefer
HaMa'amarim 5700, p. 20 (in second numbering sequence). 91. Below, 7:14. This endemically Egyptian attitude resurfaced again,
later on in history, when a later Pharaoh said, “My Nile is mine, and I have made myself” (Ezekiel 29:3). 92. Torah Or 57b; Or
HaTorah, Vaeira pp. 2607-2608; Sefer HaMa’amarim 5741, pp. 115 ff.
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& A CLOSER LOOK =6

[continued...] Nile, (2) warning him in the pal-
ace, and (3) no recorded warning. With regard to
the lessons, Moses mentions lessons only before
the first of each set of three. As we will see later,
the first nine plagues were intended to teach the
Egyptians certain truths about God’s existence and
providence. The purpose of the tenth plague was
not didactic in nature at all; its purpose was rather
to actualize the redemption (i.e., to finally sepa-
rate and withdraw the Jews from the Egyptians).

Specifically, the first set of three plagues was in-

tended to demonstrate God’s existence, the second
set His providence, and the third set His power.
These three lessons are alluded to in God’s words
to Pharaoh: “that I am God [i.e., that I exist],”*
“that I am God in the midst of the earth [i.e., that
My providence pervades all creation]””” and “that
there is none like Me [i.e., as powerful as I am] in
all the earth.”? This explains why the lessons are
given only for the first plague of each set of three
and why the warnings follow a pattern repeated
for each set of three.”

& INNER DIMENSIONS «6

[14] Pharaoh’s heart is unmoved: Until this point,
the Torah has used the verb “to harden” (|7ﬂ'i'7)“’0 to
refer to Pharaoh’s stubborn heart. In constrast, the
adjective used in this verse to describe Pharaoh’s
heart is “heavy” or “unmoved” (723). This word
also means “liver,” so the phrase in this verse can
be read, “Pharaoh’s heart became a liver.”

One meaning of this is that Pharaoh’s heart had
been emptied of all emotion, and had become as
unfeeling as his liver.'”!

Another meaning is that Pharaoh’s heart, rather
than constantly pumping blood out of itself, as the

heart normally does, now became filled with blood
constantly, as is the liver. As we will see,'”> warm
blood allegorically signifies enthusiasm for the
material side of life. The heart turning into a liver
thus signifies replacing the normal, healthy balance
between the spiritual and material pursuits—signi-
fied by how the heart periodically empties itself of
its blood —with a total absorption with materiality.

Thus, it was no surprise that when he was con-
fronted with God’s message, Pharaoh chose to ig-
nore its validity and instead identify fully with the
one-sided perspective of gross materialism.'®

96.7:17. 97. 8:18. 98. 9:14. 99. Abarbanel on Exodus 7:15-8:12; cited in Likutei Sichot, vol. 36, p. 34. 100. Above, 4:21, 7:13. 101. Se-
fer HaMa’amarim 5697, p. 268. 102. Below, on v. 17. 103. Sefer HaMa'amarim 5702, p. 79.
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Exodus 7:14-16 VAEIRA

The First Plague: Blood

So Gop told Moses and Aaron to announce the first plague. On Sivan 15, 2447,
He said to Moses, “Although I indirectly hardened Pharaoh’s heart by allowing
the necromancers to make him think that your demonstration was simply magic,
he did not pay attention to the fact that Aaron’s serpent swallowed their staffs. He
hardened his heart on his own beyond what I did to harden it. Pharaoh’s heart
is therefore unmoved; he refuses to send the people forth and deserves to be
punished.

Go to Pharaoh in the morning, for that is when he goes out to the water to
relieve himself privately, so he can pretend to be a god the rest of the day. Station
yourself opposite him on the bank of the Nile River. Tell Aaron: “Take in your
hand the staff that turned into a serpent.”

You shall have Aaron say to him: “Gop, God of the Hebrews, has sent me to
you to say, “Let My people go, so that they may serve Me in the wilderness!”
Until now you have not paid attention, and I know that you will not pay atten-
tion until the tenth plague, the slaughtering of the firstborn.

& A CLOSER LOOK =&

The Ten Plagues: If we examine the literary structure of the Torah’s description of the ten plagues, a clear
pattern emerges:

plague warning or announcement lesson for Pharaoh
“Go to Pharaoh in the morning... | “Through this you will recognize
1 Blood . P s
Station yourself... that I am Gopb
2 Frogs “Come to Pharaoh...” none articulated
3 Lice no warning articulated none articulated

, | “Thus you will realize that I am

4 The Mixed Horde Rise early...Station yourself... Gob in the midst of the land.”

5 Epidemic “Come to Pharaoh...” none articulated
6 Inflammation no warning articulated none articulated
. P . . “So that you will know that there is

7 | Hail Rise early...Station yourself... none like Me in all the world.”

8 Locusts “Come to Pharaoh...” none articulated

9 | Darkness no warning articulated none articulated
given while Moses and Aaron “In order that you may know that

10 | The Firstborn were already in Pharaoh’s Gob is differentiating between the
presence Egyptians and Israel.”

We see here that the ten plagues are subdivided tenth plague. With regard to the warnings, there
into three sets of three, followed by the single, are three cycles of (1) warning Pharaoh at the
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ence to Divinity into warm enthusiasm for it. This had
to be the first step because indifference can quickly
lead to a drastic decline in commitment. Once this
was precluded, the path was open to additional, more
specific stages through which God’s reality could be
impressed on Egypt’s (and the world’s) awareness.

A similar lesson applies to anyone striving to leave the
slavery of Egypt—the tyranny of his or her material
drives and bodily desires. Our first step in this pro-
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cess must be to replace our a priori cold indifference to
all things Jewish and holy with warm enthusiasm for
God, His Torah, and its commandments. We should
not delude ourselves into thinking that it is possible to
remain aloof and neutral, indifferent to both spiritual-
ity and materiality. If we neglect our responsibility to
cultivate an energetic and enthusiastic attitude toward
the Torah and its commandments, we face the specter
of a swift decline into the decadence of Egypt.'®
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Exodus 7:17-22 VAEIRA

Now this is what Gop has said: “Through this you will recognize that I am
Gop.” I am now going to strike the water in the river with the staff in my hand,
and it will turn into blood.

The fish in the river will die and the river will become putrid, and the Egyp-
tians will grow weary of trying ways to treat the river in order to drink water
from it.”” Since the Egyptians worshipped the Nile as their source of life-giving
and irrigating water, God struck it first, in order to demonstrate its vulnerabil-
ity. This demoralized the Egyptians. Aaron continued to warn Pharaoh for three
weeks. '™

On the 8" of Tamuz, Gop said to Moses, “Since the Nile served to protect you
when you were a baby, you should not strike it yourself. Instead, say to Aaron,
‘Take your staff and raise your hand over the waters of Egypt—over theirrivers,
their canals, their ponds, and all their bodies of water—and they shall turn into
blood. There will be blood even in the bathhouses and private baths throughout
all the land of Egypt, even in vessels of wood and stone, for the water in them
will also turn to blood.””

Moses and Aaron did exactly as Gop had commanded: Aaron raised the staff
and struck the water in the Nile River in the sight of Pharaoh and his courtiers,
and all the water in the river turned into blood.

The fish in the river died and the river became putrid, so that the Egyptians
were unable to drink water from the river. There was blood everywhere in
Egypt, wherever the river water was drawn. The plague also affected the river in
Goshen, where the Jews lived, in order that Pharaoh not have the opportunity to
say that the Nile, the Egyptian’s deity, was immune to God’s plague there.'”” The
people were, however, able to dig wells that provided fresh water. This made it
clear that the object of the plague was only the Egyptians’ deity.'*

The necromancers of Egypt then did likewise, changing some of the well wa-
ter into blood with their demon-conjuring incantations."” So Pharaoh rational-
ized that Moses and Aaron were just performing magic, which was commonplace
in Egypt. His heart stiffened and he paid no heed to Moses and Aaron, just as
Gop had said.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

to a supernatural God. Such an environment fostered
indifference to the notion that there is a Divine force
that surpasses and controls nature.

I am now going to strike the water...and it will
turn into blood: Water is cold, whereas blood is
warm. There are two types of coldness and two types
of warmth: a person whose primary orientation in life
is material will be cold to spiritual concerns and warm
to material concerns; a person whose primary orienta-
tion is spiritual will be cold to material concerns and
warm to spiritual concerns.

In contrast, rainwater signifies the coldness of spiri-
tuality toward material concerns. The Land of Israel’s
dependence upon rainwater was conducive to keep-
ing its inhabitants aware of their dependence on God’s
good graces for their sustenance. This awareness of

River water— particularly the water of the Nile—sig- God bred a healthy indifference toward the fagade of

nifies the coldness of materiality toward spiritual
concerns. As we have noted, the annual flooding of
the Nile gave the Egyptians the impression that their
sustenance was due simply to the regular, orderly
functioning of nature, without any need of recourse

the laws of nature’s stranglehold over life.

The very first of the ten plagues, the ten stages by
which Egypt was subdued, was transforming the
coldness of its water into the heat of blood. Allegori-
cally, this signifies the transformation of cold indiffer-

104. Rashi on 7:25. 105. Likutei Sichot, vol. 11, p. 31-32. 106. Hitva’aduyot 5747, vol. 2, p. 342. 107. Likutei Sichot, vol. 31, pp. 36-37,

and notes 30-31. 108. Likutei Sichot, vol. 1, p. 121.
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for us, so to speak, to invite the king into his palace
until it has been scrubbed clean. But when God takes
the initiative, as He did here, He can begin by “doing
good.” When He reveals His presence, the revelation
itself automatically drives out the evil.

Yet, we do not necessarily have to wait for God to take
the initiative in order to take advantage of the second
method. We can ourselves elicit intense Divine revela-
tions that can dispel and displace negative influences,
obviating the need for struggling with them. The ad-
vantage of this method is that we are spared the dan-
ger of sullying ourselves by contending directly with
negativity. In the words of the Tanya, “he who wrestles

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

with a filthy person is bound to become soiled him-
self.”14

One sure way of eliciting such Divine revelations is by
studying the inner dimension of the Torah. This study
has the added advantage of enabling us to replace our
inborn cold indifference to Divinity with warm enthu-
siasm.'"

A frog’s natural habitat is water; for a frog to jump
into a piping hot oven is an act of self-sacrifice. God
did not let this selfless act of obedience to His will
go unrewarded: when it was time to end this plague,
“the frogs in the houses, the courtyards, and the fields
died”"®—but those in the ovens remained alive."”

114. Tanya, chapter 28 (35b). 115. Likutei Sichot, vol. 1, pp. 123-125. 116. Below, 8:8. 117. Yalkut Shimoni, Vaeira 182.

48



Exodus 7:22-8:1 VAEIRA

Pharaoh turned and went into his palace, paying no attention even to this,
just as he paid no attention to how Aaron’s staff turned into a serpent. In the both
cases, he convinced himself that Moses and Aaron were just performing magic.'”

All the Egyptians dug around the river for water to drink, since they could
not drink any water from the river.

Seven full days passed from the time Gobp struck the river until the blood
reverted to water, but Pharaoh did not relent.

Each plague lasted a month: Moses and Aaron spent three quarters of the month
informing Pharaoh about what was going to happen and warning him of the
consequences of his obstinacy,'? and the plague itself lasted a week. Thus, the ten
plagues spanned a time-period of ten months.

The Second Plague: Frogs

On the 15™ of Tamuz, immediately after the first plague ended, Gop told Mo-
ses to announce the second plague: frogs. He said to Moses, “Come to Pharaoh
and say to him: This is what Gop has said: ‘Let My people go so they may
serve Me.

If you refuse to let them leave, I will plague all your territory with frogs.

The river will swarm with frogs, and when they emerge, they will go first
into your palace and your bedroom and on to your bed, and then into the homes
of your courtiers and among your people, and into your ovens and kneading
bowls. Since you were the first to propose oppressing the people, you will be the
first to suffer.

The frogs will enter alive into you, your people, and all your courtiers and
croak from within your stomachs.””

After three weeks, on the 8th of Av, Gop said to Moses, “This plague involves
the Nile river, as well, so you will not initiate it, either. Instead, say to Aaron,
‘Raise your hand with your staff over the rivers, the canals, and the ponds, and
make the frogs come up over the land of Egypt.””

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

Into your ovens: As explained above,'"" the plague
of blood signified how Egypt’s cold indifference to-
ward God must be replaced with warm enthusiasm
for it. Once this has been accomplished, the second
stage is to replace the erstwhile Egyptian enthusiasm
for materiality with cold indifference to it. Inasmuch
as frogs are cold creatures, their invasion of the Egyp-
tians’ ovens signified how the heat of Egyptian mate-
rialism was taken over by cold apathy.'

When we set out to welcome God into any particu-
lar aspect of our lives, the normal, logical procedure is
to first rid ourselves of those elements of our lives that

are antithetical to Divinity and only then to do what-
ever it is that we hope will raise our (or the world’s)
Divine consciousness. In the words of the Psalms,
“turn from evil, and [only then] do good.”*

Yet here, we see the opposite course was followed.
First the evil (the cold Nile river) was turned into good
(the hot blood), and only then was the evil (the hot
Egyptian ovens) neutralized (by the cold frogs).

The difference lies in who is taking the initiative.
When we take the initiative and work using our own,
limited resources, we must first “turn from evil” be-
fore we “do good,” for it is simply not appropriate

109. Likutei Sichot, vol. 26, p. 54, note 43. 110. See Likutei Sichot, vol. 6, pp. 58-60, vol. 31, p. 39. 111. On v. 17. 112. Likutei Sichot,

vol. 1, p. 123. 113. Psalms 34:15.
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God...,” which implies exerting oneself in prayer. 121. Sichot Kodesh 5740, vol. 1, pp. 816, 826. 122. Hitva'aduyot 5744, vol. 2, pp.
795-796, 824-830. 123. Sichot Kodesh 5740, vol. 1, p. 826. 124. Numbers 12:3, cf. Exodus 16:7-8. 125. Sefer HaMa’amarim 5709, p.
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Exodus 8:2-10 VAEIRA

Aaron raised his hand over the waters of Egypt, and the swarm of frogs came
up and covered the land of Egyptin the following way: one frog emerged from the
water, but when the Egyptians struck it, it miraculously split into many swarms.
Frogs also swarmed out of the river in Goshen, where the Jews lived, again, in
order that Pharaoh not have the opportunity to say that the river —which was the
Egyptian’s deity —was immune to God’s plague there.''®

The necromancers did the same with their incantations: they too made a frog
that split into many swarms'" of frogs come up over the land of Egypt. So Pha-
raoh could again rationalize that Moses and Aaron were performing magic.

Pharaoh summoned Moses and Aaron and said, “Entreat Gop to remove the
frogs from me and my people, and I will let the people leave so that they may
sacrifice to Gop!”

Moses replied to Pharaoh, “Try and pride yourself over me by daring me to do
something you don't think I can do: have God remove the frogs at a specific time.
For what time shall I pray—for you and your courtiers and your people—to
eradicate the frogs from you and your homes so that they remain only in the
river?”

Pharaoh would have preferred to be rid of the frogs immediately. But he still
thought that Moses and Aaron were just practicing magic, and that if God was in-
volved in this plague at all, it was because Moses and Aaron were using magical
means to conjure Him into doing their bidding. He therefore assumed it would
take them some time to perform the rites necessary to end the plague.” With this
in mind, he replied, “Pray now that they disappear at least by tomorrow.”'?' So
Moses said, “It will be as you say, so that you will recognize that there is none
like Gop, our God.

“The frogs will depart from you, as well as from your houses
and your courtiers and your people, and they will remain only in the river,
as a constant reminder of how this plague proved your deity to be powerless
against God.”'*

Moses and Aaron then left Pharaoh’s presence, and Moses cried out to Gop
concerning the frogs that He had brought upon Pharaoh, that He should re-
move them the next day, which happened to be the seventh day of the plague in
any case.'”

Gop did as Moses asked, and the frogs in the houses, the courtyards, and the
fields died.

The Egyptians piled them into heaps, and the land stank.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3
Pride yourself over me: Moses, the humblest of all ~ he always identified fully with God, who was acting

people,* certainly did not intend to boast, even be-  through him. It was in this sense that he dared Pha-

fore Pharaoh. Rather, his total lack of ego made hima  raoh to “pride yourself over me.”'

transparent vehicle for fulfilling God’s purposes, and

118. Likutei Sichot, vol. 11, p. 31-32. 119. Likutei Sichot, vol. 16, p. 82, note 21. 120. This is why he said (v. 4, above), “entreat
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& INNER DIMENSIONS 5

[12] It will turn into lice: The Hebrew word for
“louse” (n12) is akin to the word for “appellation”
or “descriptive name” (11°2). Addressing or refer-
ring to someone by a descriptive name or nick-
name is one step removed from using the person’s
proper name.

The Torah in fact will later place great emphasis
on “destroying the names” of idols, and inform us
that the way this is done is by refraining from refer-
ring to these false gods by their proper names.'

With regard to God, the use of appellations alludes
to the process whereby the Divinity within God’s
proper Names is diminished or “stepped-down”
by altering these Names or by referring to God by
other names altogether. This process is, as we have
seen, the spiritual essence of exile, and is alluded to
in the verse that opens the Book of Exodus: “These

are the names...who came to Egypt,” Egypt being
synonymous with constriction and contraction. It
is only through the dimming of Divine light and
consciousness that created beings can suffer the
delusion of thinking that they exist independently
and owe nothing to God.

Specifically, the numerical value of the word for
“lice” (@13) is 120, the number of permutations
of the Name Elokim (o°n?x),'** which, among all
of God’s Names, indicates the contraction of Divin-
ity into the guise of nature, as has been explained
previously.

Smiting Egypt with lice, then, was turning the very
essence of evil against itself. God responded to
evil’s reliance on diminished Divine consciousness
by diminishing the Divinity sustaining it even fur-
ther, thereby cutting off its life force altogether.'

133. Deuteronomy 12:3; Rashi ad loc. 134. Pri Etz Chaim, Chag HaMatzot 7. 135. Or HaTorah, Bereishit, pp. 124b-125a, 444ab.
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Exodus 8:11-15 VAEIRA

But when Pharaoh saw that there was relief, he continued to harden his
heart and would not listen to Moses and Aaron, just as Gop had said,'* since
his necromancers had also produced swarms of frogs, allowing him to rationalize
that this plague, too, was just magic.'”

The Third Plague: Lice

So, on the 15" of Av, God told Moses to announce the third plague—lice—and
to warn Pharaoh about it. But Pharaoh did not listen, so, after warning Pharaoh
for three weeks, on the 8" of Elul, Gop said to Moses, “This plague involves the
dirt, which you used to hide the Egyptian you slew.'”® Therefore, in recognition
of its help, you shall not initiate this plague, either. Instead, say to Aaron, ‘Raise
your staff and strike the dust of the earth, and it will turn into lice throughout
the land of Egypt.””

They did this. Aaron raised his hand with his staff and struck the dust of the
earth, and the swarm of lice came upon man and beast. All the dust of the earth
turned into lice throughout the land of Egypt. This plague, too, struck the Jews
in Goshen, for it was necessary to demonstrate to Pharaoh’s necromancers that it
affected all of Egypt and therefore could only be an act of God, rather than affect-
ing only a part of Egypt, which could allow them to think that Moses and Aaron
produced it by means of magic.'”

The necromancers tried likewise to bring forth lice from some other source
with their demon-conjuring incantations, but they could not, for the demons
had no power over anything smaller than a barleycorn, the minimum size a bone
from a corpse must be to carry defilement. The swarm of lice remained on man
and beast.

The necromancers said to Pharaoh, “This is the finger of God, and not mag-
ic, for we cannot imitate it.” But nevertheless, since this plague was produced
by something Aaron did, Pharaoh rationalized that it was done by some kind
of magic, but that Moses and Aaron were more skilled magicians than his nec-
romancers.”® So Pharaoh’s heart stiffened and he paid no heed to Moses and
Aaron, just as Gop had said."

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

It will turn into lice: The louse is a parasite; it lives  liness that leaves us vulnerable to the enticements of
off animals and people without contributing anything  materialism.

to their lives (except, perhaps, a reminder to improve By infesting the Egyptians with lice, God was in ef-
their hygiene!). It is therefore seen as a metaphor for  fect showing them what their own philosophy of life
evil, inasmuch as evil thrives by sucking the life force  ya3kes them into. Their indifference to Divinity made
out of holiness rather than by its own merits. them into “parasites”; all their achievements in litera-
ture, art, architecture, science, and so on, served only
to aggrandize themselves and enhance the material
aspect of life. As such, they were siphoning vitality

Just as a louse can attach itself to a person only if his
hygiene is lax, evil can only suck vitality out of holi-
ness when we allow our Divine consciousness to lapse

and either fall into misdeed or the apathy towards ho- off of the forces of holiness in the world rather than
aiding them.'®

126. Above, 7:4. 127. Likutei Sichot, vol. 36, p. 31. 128. Above, 2:12. 129. Likutei Sichot, vol. 11, p. 31-32. 130. Likutei Sichot, vol. 36,
p. 31. 131. Above, 7:4. 132. Or HaTorah, Bereishit, pp. 124b-125a, 444ab.
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tically Jewish can we properly evaluate each element
of non-Jewish culture and choose what to co-opt and
what to reject.

By the same token, it is imperative for us—in such
times, especially—to delineate clearly who is a Jew
and who is not. As we will see,' Jewish identity is
not simply a matter of a preference of faith, but is de-
termined by a person’s spiritual anatomy. Thus, when
the dominant culture celebrates the cause of absolute

¥ CHASIDIC INSIGHTS ©3

equivalence it becomes especially crucial for us to ed-
ucate ourselves regarding what it means to be a Jew
and what Jewish values are.

Since Jews and non-Jews are distinguished by their
spiritual anatomy, this inherent distinction is part of
their essence, and not a function of their behavior—or
even their beliefs. In Egypt, there were Jews who were
so immersed in Egyptian culture and society that they
preferred not to leave. Nonetheless, these Jews, were
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Exodus 8:16-22 VAEIRA

The Fourth Plague: The Mixed Horde

So, on the 15" of Elul, God told Moses to announce the fourth plague—the
mixed horde —and warn Pharaoh about it. Gop said to Moses, “Rise early in the
morning and station yourself before Pharaoh as he is going out to the water,
and you shall say to him: This is what Gop has said: ‘Let My people go so that
they may serve Me.

For if you do not let My people leave, I will incite a mixed horde of wild
beasts, snakes, and scorpions against you, your courtiers, your people, and your
homes. I will incite them to be especially vicious, and they will harm you and
wreak destruction throughout your land. I will bring them into Egypt from the
surrounding areas, and they will miraculously come in a chaotic mixture. This will
be more terrifying than if they were to have come naturally, species by species.'*
The houses of the Egyptians will be filled with the mixed horde of wild beasts,
as will the ground upon which they stand be filled with snakes and scorpions.

On that day, unlike the first three plagues,”” I will set apart the land of Gos-
hen, where My people dwell, so that there will not be any mixed horde there.
Thus you will realize that I am Gop not only in heaven but also on earth, in the
midst of the land.

“I will make a redemptive distinction between My people
and your people. This miraculous sign will come about tomorrow.””

But Pharaoh did not heed Moses” warning, so, on Tishrei 8, 2448, Gop did this,
and a huge mixed horde of wild beasts came upon the homes of Pharaoh and
of his courtiers; throughout the land of Egypt the land was devastated by the
mixed horde of wild beasts. Since Moses and Aaron did not perform a specific act
to cause this plague, the necromancers had no illusions that it was performed by
magic, and therefore did not try to imitate it."*

Pharaoh summoned Moses and Aaron and said, “Go and sacrifice to your
God in this land. You can serve him here and there is no need for you to make a
journey into the desert.”

Moses said, “It would not be proper to do so, for it is the deity of Egypt that
we would sacrifice to Gop, our God. We are going to sacrifice sheep, one of the
animals you worship as an idol. If we were to sacrifice the deity of the Egyptians
before their very eyes, would they not stone us?!

¥ CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

I will make a redemptive distinction between My
people and your people: The simple reason for this
distinction is that unlike the first three plagues, there
was no reason this time to afflict the Jews along with
the Egyptians, so God spared them from this plague.

On a deeper level, however, there is a lesson here for
us, too. The main miracle of this plague and its most
frightening facet was that the horde attacked as a wild,
anarchic mixture rather than species by species. Simi-
larly, it is specifically when the established boundar-
ies that have always kept society intact are challenged

and defied that we must strengthen the conceptual
boundaries between Jewish and non-Jewish values,
attitudes, and behavior.

Sometimes, the spirit of the times fosters the impres-
sion that boundaries are a bad thing, that the best
way of exercising our freedom is by doing away with
restraint and convention. Although there may some-
times be value in questioning the entrenched mores
of secular society, this must be done from a stance of
deep commitment to the Divine values of the Torah.
Only when we are clear about what values are authen-

136. Likutei Sichot, vol. 11, p. 28. 137. Likutei Sichot, vol. 11, p. 31-32. 138. Likutei Sichot, vol. 36, p. 31. 139. Below, on 19:5.
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also distinguished from their Egyptian neighbors in

the plague of the wild horde.

& CHASIDIC INSIGHTS 3

it easier for all us to connect with God, and when we
all re-connect with God, this will remove all the ob-
stacles in the way of the whole world’s true and final

When we all accept this intrinsic difference between
Jew and non-Jew, we will all be able to understand our
true identity and be who we really are. This will make

Redemption.'?
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Exodus 8:23-9:6 VAEIRA

We must make a three-day journey into the wilderness and sacrifice to Gop,
our God, according to what He will tell us.”

Pharaoh said, “Very well; I will let you leave so that you can sacrifice to
Gop, your God, in the wilderness, but you must not travel far. And pray
for me!”

Moses answered, “I am now going to leave your presence and I will pray to
Gop, and tomorrow the horde of wild beasts will go away from Pharaoh and
his courtiers and his people. But let Pharaoh never again deceive us by not al-
lowing the people to leave and sacrifice to Gop!”

Moses then left Pharaoh’s presence and prayed to Gop.

Gop did as Moses asked and removed the mixed horde of wild beasts from
Pharaoh and his courtiers and his people. They went back to where they came
from and not one remained. They did not simply die, as did the frogs, for then
the Egyptians could have made use of their hides.

But this time, too, Pharaoh hardened his heart, and he did not let the
people leave.

The Fifth Plague: Epidemic

So, on the 15" of Tishrei, God told Moses to announce the fifth plague—an
epidemic—and warn Pharaoh about it. On the last day of the warning, Gop said
to Moses, “Come to Pharaoh and tell him, “This is what Gop, God of the He-
brews, has said: “Let My people go so that they may serve Me.”

For if you refuse to let them leave and continue to detain them,

the power of Gop will be directed against your livestock in the field—
against the horses, the donkeys, the camels, the cattle, and the flocks—with
a very serious epidemic. It will not affect the animals in the barns and stables,
however.'*

Gop will also differentiate between the livestock of Israel and the livestock
of the Egyptians, and nothing belonging to the Israelites will die.

Gop has fixed a time, saying, “Tomorrow Gop will do this thing in
the land.”””

So Moses and Aaron went to warn Pharaoh, but Pharaoh did not heed their
warning. Nonetheless, there were Egyptians who had learned by now to take Mo-
ses seriously, and they gathered their animals into their barns and stables. Thus,
when Gop did this thing the next day, the 8" of Marcheshvan, all the livestock
of the Egyptians that were left in the fields died. But of the livestock of the Is-
raelites not a single animal died, even those in the fields. Here, too, Moses and
Aaron did not perform any specific act to cause this plague, so the necromancers
did not try to prove that it was magic by imitating them.'*!

140. Rashi on v. 10, below. 141. Likutei Sichot, vol. 36, p. 31. 142. Likutei Sichot, vol. 11, pp. 32-33.
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stand before Moses to challenge him because the nature of this inflammation
overthrew their stance, for the inflammation had attacked the necromancers to-
gether with all of Egypt. From this point on, the necromancers no longer tried
to expose Moses as a magician, even when he did seem to produce a plague by a
specific action.'*

There was thus no room for Pharaoh to rationalize, but now Gop hardened
Pharaoh’s heart directly, as a punishment for his earlier obstinacy, so he did not
listen to Moses and Aaron, just as Gop had said to Moses.'"

146. As was the case with the plagues of hail (9:22-23, below) and darkness (10:12-13, below). Likutei Sichot, vol. 36, pp. 31-32.
147. Above, on 7:3.
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Exodus 9:7-12 VAEIRA

Pharaoh inquired and discovered that not even one animal of the livestock of
the Israelites had died, but nevertheless, Pharaoh’s heart was hardened and he
did not let the people leave.

The Sixth Plague: Inflammation of the Skin

So, on the 15" of Marcheshvan, God told Moses to announce the sixth plague—
inflammation of the skin—and warn Pharaoh about it. But Pharaoh did not pay
heed, so on the 8" of Kislev, Gop said to Moses and Aaron, “Take for yourselves
two handfuls each of soot from a hot kiln, and Moses will then miraculously
take hold of both his and Aaron’s two handfuls in one of his fists (which normally
holds only half a handful'®). Then, let Moses throw all four handfuls at once
heavenwards before Pharaoh’s eyes.

It will miraculously spread and become dust over the entire land of Egypt,
and even though by then it will be cold, it will miraculously cause an inflam-
mation erupting into blisters on man and beast throughout the land of Egypt.
Furthermore, the inflammation will miraculously erupt over the whole body, not
only where the dust falls.'** Nonetheless, here too, the plague will affect only the
animals left out in the fields.”

They took the soot of a kiln and stood before Pharaoh, and Moses threw it
heavenwards. It spread and became dust over all of Egypt, and caused an in-
flammation that erupted into blisters on man and beast.

Unlike the previous two plagues,'** this one was produced by specific acts that
made it appeared to be caused by magic: Moses and Aaron had to use soot of a
hot kiln; Moses had to hold a relatively large amount of soot; he had to throw it
forcibly into the air; and the inflammation did not erupt until the dust hit the skin.
But the results were too miraculous to have been caused by magic: the soot was
already cold when it hit the skin; the amount Moses held was still far too little
to spread over all Egypt; he could not have naturally thrown something as light
as soot heavenward, let alone over all Egypt; and once the dust hit the skin, the
inflammation erupted even where the dust had not hit it. Thus, this plague dem-
onstrated decisively that God has power over nature. Until now, the necroman-
cers had admitted that the plagues were “the finger of God” only when they were
caused either by something that could not be manipulated by magic (because
it was too small, as was the case with the third plague, lice) or when they were
caused without any manipulation at all (as was the case with the fourth and fifth
plagues, the mixed horde and the epidemic). They still believed, however, that
God'’s power over the forces of nature that are susceptible to magic was no greater
than their own. Here, they had to admit that God could manipulate the forces of
nature that are susceptible to magic far beyond their ability to do so.

The necromancers were therefore completely demoralized: they could not

143. Bereishit Rabbah 5:7. 144. Likutei Sichot, vol. 36, p. 29. 145. Above, 8:20 and 9:6.
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& INNER DIMENSIONS =6

[continued...] spectively, this plague was thus trig-
gered by the unification of these two Divine
attributes.

+ Similarly, although this was a particularly se-
vere plague, as indicated by the harsh warning
preceding it, this very warning included merci-
ful instructions how to avert it. No such warn-
ing was given with any other plague.

# Also, the hail itself comprised both water and

fire, which also correlate allegorically to the Di-
vine attributes of mercy and judgment.

o Finally, the Name Havayah transcends time,'”
while the Name Elokim signifies God’s presence

contracted into nature, including time. So, inas-
much as this plague, like all the plagues, mani-
fested the Name Havayah,'® the fact that it was
timed precisely further indicates that it embod-
ied the union of the Names Havayah and Elokim.

The purpose of blending these two opposing Di-
vine attributes in one plague was to demonstrate
that they are both attributes of one God, who tran-
scends all dichotomies. This was a shock to the
Egyptian worldview, which prefers to conceive
of reality as prey to a conglomeration of disparate
forces and thereby avoid admitting the reality of a
single and sole Divine authority."

2:116a; Me’orei Or, s.v. kotel (Kaf 16). 157. Zohar 3:257b (in Raya Mehemna); Sha’ar HaYichud veHaEmunah 7 (82a). 158. Exodus 7:5,
17, 8:18, etc. 159. Likutei Sichot, vol. 31, pp. 44-45, based on Maskil LeDavid.
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Exodus 9:13-18 VAEIRA

The Seventh Plague: Hail

On the 15™ of Kislev, God told Moses to announce the seventh plague—hail.
God did not have Moses warn Pharaoh, because He had already deprived him of
his free choice, and warning would therefore be pointless. He simply had Moses
demand that Pharaoh release the people and inform him that He was going to
send the next plague.'® On the last day of the this announcement-period, Gop
said to Moses, “Rise early in the morning and station yourself before Pharaoh,
and you shall say to him: This is what Gop, God of the Hebrews, has said, ‘Let
My people go so that they may serve Me.

For this time I am about to send a plague that will prove as devastating to
your beliefs as all My other plagues together. I will send it against your very
heart and against your courtiers and your people, so that you will know that
there is none like Me in all the world.

I could now have stretched forth My arm and smitten you and your people
with the epidemic I sent against the animals, and you would have been obliter-
ated from the world.

Nevertheless, I have spared you for this purpose: in order to show you My
power, and in order that My Name may resound throughout the world. I will
spare you until the end —even when I kill all the firstborn,'* even though you
yourself are a firstborn—for this purpose.

“’Yet you are still treading upon My people and not letting
them leave.””

Moses made a scratch on the wall where the sun had cast a shadow and con-
tinued to deliver God’s message: “‘I will demonstrate My absolute power over
the forces of nature by showing you that I can control them with perfect timing."!
At this time tomorrow, when the shadow reaches this mark again, I will rain
down a very heavy hail. Never before in Egypt, from the day it was founded
until now, has there been anything like it. I am using the sun to measure the
time —rather than any kind of man-made timer —so no one will be able to contest
the accuracy of My prediction because of the inaccuracy of their clocks or because
someone tampers with them.'>

& A CLOSER LOOK «
[14] As devastating...as all My other plagues to- had erred by not releasing the people,'** and from
gether: This is evident from the fact that this plague =~ Pharaoh’s courtier’s declaration in its wake'* that
forced Pharaoh to admit for the first time that he =~ “Egypt is ruined.”’

&= INNER DIMENSIONS -5
[18] Moses made a scratch on the wall where the & Allegorically, the sun alludes to the Name
sun had cast a shadow: The uniqueness of the Havayah and the wall to the Name Elokim.'*®
plague of hail was its blend of Divine mercy and Inasmuch as these two Names signify God’s
judgment: attributes of mercy and severe judgment, re-

148. Likutei Sichot, vol. 6, p. 62, note 30. 149. As foretold above, 4:22. 150. Rashi on 12:29, below. 151. Likutei Sichot, vol. 31, pp.
41-44. 152. Likutei Sichot, vol. 31, p. 44. 153. Below, v. 27. 154. Below, 10:7. 155. Likutei Sichot, vol. 6, p. 60, note 21. 156. Zohar
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Exodus 9:19-29 VAEIRA

So now, send word and gather in your livestock and everything you possess
in the field. Any man or beast that is in the field and is not brought indoors will
be pelted by the hail and will die.”

Pharaoh did not heed Moses” warning, but those among Pharaoh’s court-
iers who by now feared the word of Gop made their slaves and livestock
flee indoors,

while those who did not heed the word of Gop left their slaves and livestock
in the field.

On the 8™ of Tevet, Gop said to Moses, “Raise your hand heavenwards, and
I will give your hands power over the heavens: there will be hail throughout all
the land of Egypt—on man and on beast and on all the plants of the field in the
land of Egypt.”

Moses raised his staff heavenwards. Gop gave forth thunder and hail, and
fire miraculously came down to the ground inside the hail, even though fire by
its nature rises rather than descends, and Gop rained down hail over the land

of Egypt.

The hail was very heavy—with lightning flashing miraculously in the
midst of the hail —such as had never been in all the land of Egypt since it
became a nation.

Throughout the land of Egypt, the hail struck down whatever was outdoors,
whether man or beast. The hail struck down all the plants of the field, and shat-
tered every tree in the fields.

Only in the land of Goshen, where the Israelites were, was there no hail.

Pharaoh sent word and summoned Moses and Aaron and said to them,
“This time I have sinned. Gop is the Righteous One, and I and my people are
the wicked ones.

Pray to Gop: there has been enough heaven-sent thunder and hail. I will let
you leave and you need stay no longer.”

Moses said to him, “Now that some of your people have gathered their sheep
into the city, your city is full of the object of your idol-worship,'® so I cannot pray
within it. But when I go out of the city, I will spread out my hands in prayer
to Gop. The thunder will cease and there will no more hail —so that you will
know that the world belongs to Gop.

& A CLOSER LOOK =&

[24] Lightning flashing in the midst of the hail:  The ice remained hard enough to injure and the
The coexistence of fire and ice within the hail was  fire hot enough to burn. This mutual coexistence
not predicated on either of them “softening” or  was possible only because both fire and ice were
otherwise abdicating the intensity of their intrinsic ~ subject to the will of their Creator, whose will tran-
properties in order not to conflict with the other.  scends the limitations of nature.!®!

160. Devek Tov. 161. Likutei Sichot, vol. 25, p. 261, note 32.
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Exodus 9:30-35 VAEIRA

But as for you and your courtiers, I know that you are not yet afraid of Gop,
despite what you say.”

The flax and barley were crushed by the hail, since the barley was ripe and
the flax had formed stalks.

But the wheat and spelt were not crushed, since they are late in sprouting
and were therefore still pliable. They merely bent from the force of the impact.
Even so, it was a miracle that the hail did not destroy them, too.

Moses left Pharaoh’s presence and went out of the city, and spread
his hands out to Gop. The thunder and hail ceased: the hailstones in mid-flight
disappeared before reaching the ground. The rain stopped pouring down on the
ground: even the drops that were falling stopped in midair when Moses prayed;

they either fell to the ground later or evaporated on the spot.'®*

But when Pharaoh saw that the rain and hail and thunder had ceased, he
continued to sin. His heart, like that of his courtiers, remained unmoved.

Pharaoh’s heart was stiffened and he did not let the Israelites leave, just as

Gop had said through Moses.

The Haftarah for parashat Vaeira may be found on p. 304.
The Maftir and Haftarah for Rosh Chodesh may be found on p. 336.

oo

They either fell to the ground later or evapo-
rated on the spot: According to the first possibility,
the plague did not disappear completely, only its ef-
fects were neutralized and the damage it was caus-
ing stopped. According to the second possibility, the
plague disappeared completely.

Since this plague was the result of Pharaoh’s sin, the
above two possibilities are dependent on just how
much power can be ascribed to Pharaoh’s repentance.

Once the Torah was given, inherent goodness was
fixed as the Jew’s true nature. Similarly, non-Jews were
given the opportunity to root their dominant nature
in goodness by accepting their obligations as defined
by the Torah.!® (This confers on them the status of a
Righteous Gentile.) In such cases, then, the evil that
envelops the soul of the (non-Jewish) sinner is a tem-
porary affixture that adheres to his psyche only until
he repents. As soon as he repents, the evil disappears,
and when the evil disappears, the punishment or suf-
fering it caused disappears with it.

In the case of a non-Jew who does not choose to root
his nature in goodness, the evil that envelops his soul
when he sins is not a foreign adhesion but an actual
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addition to his provisionally unholy nature. There-
fore, when he repents of this sin, his repentance only
has the power to eliminate the harmful effects of the
sin—the punishment or suffering it caused —but not
to uproot its effects entirely.

Before the Torah was given, it could be argued that
non-Jews then were similar to present-era non-Jews
who have not opted to be Righteous Gentiles, in-
asmuch as the opportunity to re-root themselves
in goodness that came with the giving of the Torah
was not yet available to them. Or, it could be argued
that all non-Jews were similar to Jews and Righteous
Gentiles after the Torah was given, since this distinc-
tion between Jew and non-Jew became operative only
upon the Giving of the Torah.

According to the first opinion, Pharaoh’s repentance
was only able to stop the detrimental effects of the
plague, and therefore the hail merely stopped in its
tracks, but did not disappear altogether. According to
the second opinion, Pharaoh’s repentance obliterated
his sin and its effects entirely, and therefore the hail
disappeared completely.'**

162. Likutei Sichot, vol. 6, pp. 46-50. 163. See below, on 19:5. 164. Likutei Sichot, vol. 6, pp. 52-56.
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