
 בס"ד

Va’airah 5776-Underdog 

 

In this week’s parsha Hashem reveals to 

Moshe that He will harden Par’oh’s heart and 

not allow him to do teshuva. Rashi 

(commentary to Shemos, 7:3) explains that 

Hashem knew that any repentance performed 

by Par’oh would not be sincere. He therefore 

hardened his heart and continued to pound 

Egypt with all Ten Plagues [so the idol-

worshippers of the world would recognize 

Hashem and His might]. The Sifsai 

Chachamim explains further: Since Par’oh’s 

teshuva would be insincere he still deserved 

continued punishment. But the world would 

not understand, for not knowing what was 

going on in Par’oh’s heart they would see what looked like a man full of remorse and 

penitence still being punished. And they would conclude that the concept of teshuva was 

just bunkum. To prevent such an idea from materializing Hashem hardened Par’oh’s heart, 

not allowing him to do any form of teshuva whatsoever. This now allowed Hashem to 

continue punishing Par’oh without having to worry that the world would malign the 

concept of teshuva. 
 The problem with this analysis is that the conclusion of man that Hashem seems to 

be avoiding is [nothing more than] a variation of the time-old conundrum of “Tzaddik 

Ve’rah lo”-”Bad things happening to good people”. This has flummoxed our greats 

including Moshe Rabainu (see Berachos 7a), yet Hashem does not act to stop this from 

occurring. So why would this instance be any different? 
 Furthermore, by saving teshuva from being denigrated Hashem had to deny Par’oh 

one of the most sacrosanct tenets of Judaism, bechira-free will. For Par’oh with his bechira 

was going to choose a form of teshuva (albeit a worthless one) and Hashem road-blocked 

it. This in and of itself is a situation that Mefarshim question and address. So what did 

Hashem gain? All He seemed to have done was replace questions about the validity of 

teshuva with questions about the validity of bechira. 
 Perhaps we can say the following: One who uses bechira is being challenged with 

an overwhelming adversary. But he aint no underdog. Because the default of a Yid is he 

has a “protektzia” (or as we say in England “Vitamin P”) - “An in”- with his Creator who 

assists him in overcoming his adversary, the Yetzer Hora. Thus when reaching the level of 

Tzaddik (expecting good things as a reward for overcoming life’s challenges in the service 

of his Creator) he must realize his connection to Hashem never really allowed him to 

classify himself as the Underdog. But one confronted with having to do teshuva is one who 

has lost his Vitamin P with Hashem. He’s on his own, a big time underdog, compromised, 

broken and absolutely behind the eight ball. No betting man will take the odds for his 



success. This sinner somehow needs to dig deep and pull himself out of the muck and mire 

of the spiritual abyss within which he finds himself. Yes, he does not have to do much. As 

Hashem says, Pischu li pesach k’chudu shel machat.....” - “Open for Me an opening (of 

repentance) the size of the tip of a needle....” Then Hashem will take over and help him 

once again. But that first needle-tip amount of teshuva is superhuman, impressive, and oh 

so loved by G-d.  
 Bechira and sechar are important concepts. But Hashem is willing to have the world 

misunderstand how they work if He sees fit. But teshuva, the majestic return home of the 

neshama  is so special, so loved, so embraced by G-d, that He wishes that its concepts and 

workings are understood and admired at all times by all people. And Yes, He will turn over 

worlds and willingly trample other concepts on behalf of the mother of all underdogs, the 

ba’al Teshuva. 
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