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Our own flawed characters don’t suddenly change. Part of us wants to turn to G-d, but the other part wants to go on living exactly as before.
Roadblocks to Redemption

Rabbi Chaim Zev Citron

Moshe has announced to Pharoah that Hashem, the G-d of the Hebrews, has asked that His people Israel be allowed to travel into the desert and bring offerings to Him. Not only does Pharoah not agree, but he drastically increases the workload of the Hebrews. They will no longer receive the straw they need to make bricks with, nor will the quota of bricks they must make be reduced. The Israelites scatter throughout the land to find the straw, but they face an impossible task as they cannot meet the quota. The Hebrew foremen, who are responsible for filling the quota, are beaten when they fail. They complain to Pharoah. But he merely calls them lazy and insists that they fulfill the quota.
The foremen confront Moshe and Aharon and accuse them of causing this trouble for them. So Moshe speaks to G-d and says bitterly, “O, G-d, why did You bring harm upon this people? Why did You send me?”

G-d reassures Moshe that he will see that G-d’s strong hand will force Pharoah to let the Jews out of Egypt.

The Ibn Ezra wonders why Moshe is complaining to G-d. G-d told Moshe right from the beginning that Pharoah would not immediately release the Jews and that many miracles would be needed to be performed until he finally let them go. Moshe knew this from the start.
Ibn Ezra answers that Moshe had assumed that immediately from the beginning, the workload of the Jews would be lessened. Instead, the workload was increased, and the Jews were put into an untenable situation. “So why did You bring harm upon these people?” Moshe asks.

The Ramban doesn’t find this explanation adequate. Moshe doesn’t simply say, “Why did You bring harm upon this people?” He also says, in the next sentence, “And You have not delivered Your people.” He was asking, why hadn’t the redemption come yet? But he had been told in advance that it would take a while and that G-d would have to perform many miracles.

One explanation the Ramban gives is that Moshe thought the miracles would come quickly and in rapid succession.
Another possibility, suggests the Ramban, is that in fact a good deal of time had elapsed since Moshe first came to Pharoah. In fact, to back up this interpretation, the Ramban cites a Midrash that after his first encounter with Pharoah, Moshe returned to Midian for six months. He also brought his wife and children back with him to Midian. When he returned six months later, he was confronted by the Hebrew foremen, and then he asked G-d why He has not redeemed His people. The Midrash does not explain why he went to Midian for six months; but be that as it may, a long time had elapsed, and the redemption had not come.

By the way, as an aside, this Midrash helps explain a puzzling question. The Torah says Moshe brought his family to Egypt. Yet, after the exodus, when the Jews were encamped near Mt. Sinai, we find Moshe’s father-in-law Yisro bringing Moshe’s family from Midian. How did they get to Midian? Weren’t they in Egypt? According to the Midrash, Moshe took them back to Midian after his first confrontation with Pharoah, and they remained there until Yisro brought them back. (For an alternative explanation, see Rashi, Shmos 18:2)
There is an interesting explanation in the commentary, Be’er Mayim Chayim. Moshe had been reluctant to go on the Divine mission of redeeming Israel because he felt inadequate. But G-d insisted. Now when his mission seemed to have failed, his argument is “Why did You send me?” Surely, if some greater person had been sent, Pharoah would have been more impressed. He may not have immediately freed the Israelites, but he would have eased up on them. Instead, when Pharoah actually increased the burden on the Jews, Moshe says, why did You harm the Jews by sending me? My lack of charisma, my lowly level, failed to impress Pharoah, and that’s why things got worse, rather than better.
The Be’er Mayim Chayim also explains that G-d wanted to break the Egyptians at the height of their power. Pharoah responds to Moshe’s request arrogantly and cruelly. His wickedness shows itself at its maximum level. Only then can redemption come, as G-d reassures Moshe, “You will see what I will do to Pharoah; he shall let them go because of a greater might.” That is, the stronger Pharoah is, the greater will be the sanctification of G-d’s name when that evil power is broken.

I’d like to conclude with one more interpretation of the Be’er Mayim Chayim that has much to teach us in our daily lives.
When a person seeks to better himself or herself through coming closer to G-d through Torah study and prayer, the yetzer hora, that is, the evil within the person, fights back very vigorously. Good intentions of repentance are not enough. Our own flawed characters don’t suddenly change. Part of us wants to turn to G-d, but the other part wants to go on living exactly as before. We must expect this struggle. This is symbolized by Pharoah fighting back with all of his evil when Moshe asks for the release of the Jewish people. That must be expected; it can’t be any other way. But G-d tells Moshe that ultimately Pharoah will be broken, and the Jews will be free.

The road to teshuva and to becoming a truly better person is a mighty struggle. Our commitment to goodness, as sincere as it may be, is not enough to give us victory over ourselves. True change requires an ever deepening relationship with G-d. There are no shortcuts. It is working and struggling and falling and rising, and then slowly, ever so slowly, true change comes to us. It is a most difficult task, but if we persevere, we will be liberated from the Pharoah within us. We will be open to the Divine holiness. We will be redeemed.
