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Introduction

Menachem Nachum of Chernobyl, author of Me ‘or Einayim, was among the earliest Hasidic masters to
articulate a unified spiritual psychology in which knowledge, faith, exile, redemption, Torah, and free will are
all interdependent facets of one inner process. In this maamar on the Exodus from Egypt, he presents a
sweeping explanation of Pharaoh’s hardened heart, the nature of free choice, the meaning of spiritual exile, and
the inner purpose of Israel’s bondage, framing the entire story of Egypt as the exile and redemption of daat,
conscious divine awareness.

The difficulty is well known, which the commentators
mentioned: how is free choice taken from him, when it
should have been free.

And according to our approach, we will set our attention to be
precise in the word “these” in his saying, “so that I may place
these My signs in his midst,” for it is as if he points with a
finger to the signs, that these are the ones before his eyes.

And in truth, it was not to the sight of his eyes; rather, the
matter of the Exodus from Egypt was that knowledge was in
exile with Pharaoh.

And this is that the people, even the children of Israel, did not
know the Lord, even though they had it by tradition from the
mouths of the holy forefathers, the fathers of the world.

Nevertheless, because they were the fourth generation, the true
knowledge was forgotten from them, about which King David,

peace be upon him, said to Solomon his son, “Know the God of

your father” (1 Chronicles 28:9).

And this was the essence of the exile, that knowledge was in
exile in Egypt; therefore Pharaoh the wicked said, “Who is the
Lord” (Exodus 5:2), denying the fundamental principle.

For he did not believe except in sorcery, for he was a great
sorcerer, and he did not know the Lord, for it is written, “there
is none besides Him.”

And even sorcery, which contradicts the heavenly retinue, has
no power to act without the will of the Blessed Name, as
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explained there in the incident of Rabbi Chanina ben Dosa
(Sanhedrin 67b).

Therefore, when the Blessed Name wished to redeem His
people, the children of Israel, from Egypt, so that they would
have true knowledge, and to teach that the Lord is God, Who is
mighty and the Master of ability and the Master of all powers,
He said, “so that I may place these My signs in his midst.”

Because he denied the fundamental principle due to lack of
knowledge and said, “Who is the Lord,” I will combine these
My signs in his midst; that is, it was with him in exile.

And through this combination, the word “Elohim” will be
complete, and he will know that the Lord is God, Who is
mighty and the Master of ability, and there is none else besides
Him, even sorcery as stated.

And with this will be explained the difficulty of the
commentators mentioned above.

For behold, the essence of choice is what the verse said, “See, 1
have set before you today life and good, etc., and you shall
choose life” (Deuteronomy 30:15, 19).

And with what does a person choose the good from the evil if
not with knowledge.

When a person has knowledge to distinguish between good and
evil, then he can choose the good and despise the evil.

And behold, in the exile of Egypt, knowledge was in exile, as
stated, and there was then not complete choice with complete
knowledge.

For this is the essence of the Exodus from Egypt, that knowledge

went out from exile and choice could be with knowledge.

As opposed to exile, when knowledge was with him in Egypt,
then also the choice could not be;

and if so, choice was not taken from Pharaoh at all, for there was

not yet choice, as stated;

for it came into being afterward, when they went out from Egypt
and knowledge went out from exile; then there was upon what
choice could take effect, as stated.
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And with this will also be explained another difficulty of the
Rambam;

and it is explained in the New Zohar in the name of the early
ones concerning the matter of choice that is given to a person
freely and the knowledge of the Blessed Name, how can both be
as one.

But indeed, behold, as we said, the essence of choice is in
knowledge;

when a person knows the Lord with complete knowledge, then
there is relevance to choice,

whereas without knowledge there is no relevance to choice.
And since so, choice and knowledge are all one;

for with what does a person choose? Is it not with knowledge?

And the knowledge of the Blessed Name is the choice;

if so, this is the very knowledge of the Creator, blessed be He,
that He knows choice;

and they are not matters that contradict one another, but
everything is one, as stated; and understand.

However, that which is explained in the Talmud, “A person does
not commit a transgression unless a spirit of folly enters him”
(Sotah 3a), is about another matter.

For is it not known what the verse said, “And the righteous shall
live by his faith” (Habakkuk 2:4).

For sometimes a person falls from knowledge, and this is a way
of testing from the Blessed Creator, that they take knowledge
from him to see whether he will stand in the ways of the Lord.
And nevertheless, “the righteous holds fast to his way,” in his
faith;

and even though they take knowledge from him, nevertheless he
goes and strengthens himself in the ways of the Lord.

As opposed to this, if he does not have faith, then when he falls
from knowledge and a spirit of folly enters him, he can commit a
transgression, Heaven forbid.

And to this our Sages intended when they said, “A person does
not commit a transgression unless a spirit of folly enters him,”
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meaning that he falls from knowledge by way of a test.

But in the exile of Egypt, knowledge was not with them at all,
and there was then no relevance to choice, as stated.

And this is because knowledge was in smallness, meaning that
they were in knowledge like a minor who has no knowledge.
Therefore they said there, “A minor has no thought.”

And this is what the verse said further, “And so that you shall
tell, etc., that which I made sport of Egypt” (Exodus 10:2), from
the language of a suckling and a nursing child,

like “that I made myself small in Egypt,” meaning that
knowledge was in smallness in Egypt.

And after this it said, “And you shall know that I am the Lord,”
meaning that they would have complete knowledge when they
went out of Egypt, to know the Lord with knowledge.

It is stated in the holy Zohar, “Come to Pharaoh”; it should have
said “Go to Pharaoh.”

And also the difficulty that the commentators mentioned, which
I wrote above.

For behold, the miracle of the Exodus from Egypt was that
knowledge was in exile with Pharaoh the wicked in Egypt,
and therefore Israel went into exile there, to extract the
knowledge from there,

and the hardship of the servitude completed it.

And it is stated in the Tikkunei Zohar: “And the Egyptians
enslaved them with mortar,” this is a kal vachomer;

“and with bricks,” this is clarification of halachah;

“and with all labor in the field,” this is a baraita;

“all their labor which they labored with them with harshness,”
this is refutation;

meaning to say that everything was in exile in Egypt.

And when they were enslaved, they extracted the knowledge,
which is the Torah, from exile.

And when they worked with mortar, they extracted the kal
vachomer from exile,

and likewise in all the other labors, as stated.
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And therefore, when Moses our teacher, peace be upon him,
said, “Behold, the children of Israel did not listen to me,” etc.,
Rashi explained: this is one of the ten kal vachomers in the
Torah;

meaning to say that when he said this kal vachomer, he extracted
the kal vachomer in the Torah from exile,

for the entire Torah was in exile in Egypt, since knowledge was
in exile, and knowledge is the Torah.

And behold, the Torah begins with a bet, “In the beginning G-d
created,” etc.,

and why did the Torah not begin with an aleph, which is first of
all the letters.

Because the world could not exist even one hour, and would be
nullified from existence,

due to the great radiance of the letter aleph, which hints to the
Master of the world,

which is the Blessed Name in His glory and essence, as it were.

Rather, “For the Lord God is a sun and a shield” (Psalms 84:12);
meaning to say that just as it is impossible to exist because of the
great radiance of the sun,

which is the letter aleph, the Master of the world,

only through a covering and a shield, which is the letter bet;

and through it the letter aleph can be constricted and also be in
the Torah.

For behold, after the bet of “Bereishit,” we immediately find
many alephs

in the word “Bereishit” and in the word “bara Elokim,”

after it was constricted through the letter bet.

And this is “Come to Pharaoh,” meaning through the bet will be
the aleph in the Torah.

And since now the Torah is in exile, therefore “I have made his
heart heavy,” etc.,

so that Israel will be enslaved with mortar and with bricks, to
extract the Torah from exile.
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And as it is written in the Tikkunim, “with mortar,” this is kal , . .
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[NOTE Summary:

The maamar opens with the classic question raised by the commentators: how could Pharaoh’s free will be
taken away through the hardening of his heart, when free choice should be inviolate. The author establishes that
true bechirah, free choice, exists only where there is daat. Citing “See, I have set before you life and good...
and choose life,” he explains that choosing good over evil requires discernment. Without knowledge, choice is
not yet operative.

This becomes the key to understanding Egypt. The essence of the Egyptian exile was not primarily physical
bondage but the exile of daat itself. Knowledge of God was held captive by Pharaoh. Even Israel, though they
possessed a received tradition from the holy patriarchs, had lost living, experiential knowledge due to the
passage of generations. Pharaoh’s declaration “Who is Hashem” expresses not mere arrogance but ontological
denial rooted in this absence of daat. He believed only in sorcery and natural forces, not recognizing that even
forces which appear to contradict the heavenly order have no power independent of divine will.

Because daat itself was in exile, full free choice did not yet exist. Therefore Pharaoh’s heart was not hardened
by the removal of an already present freedom. Rather, freedom had not yet come into being. Only with the
Exodus, when daat emerged from exile, did authentic bechirah become possible. Pharaoh was not deprived of
choice, because choice had not yet fully entered the world.

This framework resolves an additional philosophical problem raised by the Rambam: how divine
foreknowledge can coexist with human free will. Since choice itself is an expression of daat, and divine
knowledge is the ultimate daat, there is no contradiction. Human choice and divine knowledge are not opposing
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forces but two levels of the same reality. God’s knowing is not external observation but the very root of the
choosing process itself.

The maamar then addresses the Talmudic statement that no person sins unless a spirit of folly enters him. This
refers not to the Egyptian condition, where daat was absent entirely, but to a different spiritual dynamic.
Sometimes a person temporarily falls from clarity as a test from Heaven. In such moments, the righteous live
by faith, holding fast even when understanding is withdrawn. Faith sustains a person when daat is momentarily
eclipsed. One who lacks faith, however, may fall into sin when daat departs and confusion takes hold.

Egypt represents a deeper state: not a test through temporary concealment, but a condition of daat in katnut,
spiritual infancy. Israel’s consciousness was like that of a minor, whom the sages say lacks full cognitive
agency. This is alluded to in the verse “that I toyed with Egypt,” interpreted as deriving from the language of an
infant or suckling, indicating divine contraction into a diminished mode of revelation. Only afterward does the
Torah say, “and you shall know that I am Hashem,” pointing to the acquisition of mature daat at the Exodus.

The Zohar deepens this by explaining why God says “Come to Pharaoh” rather than “Go to Pharaoh.” The
redemption required entering the place where daat was imprisoned. Israel’s enslavement itself was the
instrument of extraction. Each form of labor corresponded to a category of Torah reasoning held captive in
Egypt. Mortar represents kal vachomer, bricks represent clarification of law, field labor represents baraitot, and
crushing labor represents refutation. Through suffering and toil, Israel released Torah logic from exile.

This is why when Moshe says “Behold, the children of Israel did not listen to me,” Rashi identifies it as one of
the Torah’s kal vachomer arguments. By articulating that reasoning, Moshe freed kal vachomer itself from
exile, demonstrating that the Torah was beginning to emerge alongside daat.

The maamar then explains why the Torah begins with the letter bet rather than aleph. Aleph represents the
infinite clarity of the Master of the World, which creation could not bear directly. Bet functions as a shield and
contraction, allowing divine light to be present in a form the world can endure. Once this constriction is in
place, aleph can appear repeatedly within the Torah. “Come to Pharaoh” thus means that through bet, aleph can
reenter Torah consciousness.

The hardening of Pharaoh’s heart was therefore not cruelty but necessity. Israel had to be subjected to forms of
labor that would extract Torah letters, structures, and reasoning from exile. This is the meaning of placing
divine signs within Pharaoh, namely embedding Torah letters within the very locus of exile until they could be
reclaimed.

The section concludes by returning to the earlier theme. “That I toyed with Egypt” signifies the period of
diminished daat. “And you shall know that I am Hashem” marks the completion of redemption, when daat
becomes whole and free choice finally becomes real.
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Practical Takeaway:

Spiritual freedom is inseparable from clarity of awareness. When a person lacks daat, choice is limited,
distorted, or absent. Growth therefore begins not with forcing moral decisions, but with cultivating knowledge,
reflection, and inner awareness of God. At the same time, when clarity temporarily fades, faith becomes the
anchor that preserves direction until understanding returns. Redemption, both personal and collective, consists
in extracting awareness from whatever inner Egypt holds it captive and allowing conscious choice to finally
emerge.

Chassidic Story:

In the early years of Hasidism, Rabbi Menachem Nachum of Chernobyl was once approached by a young
scholar who felt crushed by confusion. He complained that he no longer understood his learning, his prayers
felt empty, and his efforts brought only exhaustion. He feared that Heaven had abandoned him.

The Rebbe listened quietly and then asked the man what he did each day. The scholar described long hours of
study, followed by labor to support his family, all performed with a sense of heaviness. The Rebbe nodded and
said that Egypt was not only a land but a state of mind. There are times when a person’s daat is taken captive,
not as punishment but as a form of labor.

He explained that just as Israel extracted Torah through brickmaking and mortar, a Jew extracts inner Torah
through perseverance when clarity is absent. If the man would continue acting faithfully, even without
understanding, his labor itself would redeem his daat.

Years later, that same man became a teacher known for extraordinary clarity and patience. He would tell his
students that the most important learning of his life came during the years when he understood nothing, because
that was when he learned how Torah is carried through faith until knowledge is ready to return.

Therapeutic Frame: Daat, Choice, and Psychological Agency

The maamar reframes free will not as a binary on—off switch, but as a function of daat, integrated awareness. In
modern psychological terms, agency depends on reflective functioning. When a person cannot perceive, name,
and integrate reality, choice is not fully online. Behavior still happens, but it is reactive rather than chosen.

Egypt is presented as a collective state of diminished consciousness. Daat was not merely suppressed; it was
exiled. In such a condition, asking why Pharaoh did not “choose differently” is like asking a dissociated person
why they did not act with insight they did not possess. The maamar insists that responsibility presupposes
awareness. Without awareness, there is behavior, but not full agency.

This resolves the apparent cruelty of Pharaoh’s hardened heart. Nothing was taken away. Psychological
capacity had not yet emerged. Choice only becomes meaningful once awareness is restored.

Cognitive Development and Moral Capacity
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The text explicitly compares Egypt to katnut, infancy. A child is not morally culpable in the same way an adult
is, because the structures that support evaluation, inhibition, and foresight are not yet developed. The sages’
statement that a minor lacks thought reflects this developmental reality.

In Egypt, the collective psyche functioned at this immature level. Moral reasoning, discernment, and reflective
choice were undeveloped because daat itself was inaccessible. Redemption, therefore, is described not as
punishment ending, but as maturation beginning.

Only after daat exits exile does the Torah speak in the language of knowing, choosing, and responsibility.
Faith as Psychological Holding When Insight Collapses

The statement that a person sins only when a spirit of folly enters them is reframed with clinical precision.
There are moments when daat temporarily recedes, not because of pathology but because of testing, stress, or
inner transition. In these moments, faith functions as a stabilizing attachment system.

Faith is not opposed to understanding. It is what holds behavior steady when understanding is unavailable. A
person with faith maintains values even when insight is offline. A person without faith becomes vulnerable to
impulsivity, confusion, and self-sabotage.

This distinction is critical. Egypt represents absence of daat. A personal test represents temporary loss of access
to daat. The therapeutic response to each is different. One requires development. The other requires
containment.

Trauma, Labor, and the Extraction of Meaning

The Zohar’s mapping of Egyptian labor to forms of Torah reasoning describes how meaning is rebuilt through
struggle. Mortar, bricks, field labor, and crushing toil correspond to structured reasoning, clarification,
expansion, and challenge.

From a therapeutic lens, this mirrors how cognition reorganizes after trauma. Meaning is not restored abstractly.
It is rebuilt through embodied effort, repetition, and endurance. Insight returns only after the psyche has
reprocessed experience at multiple levels.

Moshe’s use of a kal vachomer is not incidental. It signals the reemergence of structured reasoning. When
higher-order thinking returns, freedom is already underway.

Containment Before Illumination

The teaching about the Torah beginning with the letter bet rather than aleph speaks directly to psychological
containment. Raw truth without containment overwhelms. Insight without structure destabilizes. The psyche,
like the world, cannot survive unfiltered intensity.
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The bet represents boundary, framing, and protection. Only within containment can illumination appear safely.
Once containment exists, the aleph, clarity and divine unity, can emerge repeatedly without destroying the
system.

Therapeutically, this affirms that pacing matters. Growth requires structure before revelation.
Modern Story

A therapist once worked with a man who felt crushed by guilt over years of destructive behavior. He kept
asking why he had not chosen differently. Every explanation increased his shame.

Eventually, the therapist asked a simple question: “At the time, what could you actually see?”

The man realized that during those years he lived in survival mode, emotionally numb, cognitively narrowed.
He was functioning, but not choosing. Insight had not been available.

Only after stabilizing his life did reflection emerge. With awareness came responsibility, but also compassion.
He stopped asking why he had failed before awareness existed, and started asking how to choose now that it
did.

That shift marked the beginning of real freedom.
Integration

The maamar teaches that redemption is not moral pressure but consciousness restoration. Choice follows
awareness. Faith sustains when awareness wavers. Structure protects when truth overwhelms.

Freedom begins when daat comes home.
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