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Parshas Beshalach begins by mentioning that Pharaoh sent out the Jewish slaves (Shemos 13:17). The 

Medrash (Shemos Rabbah 20:3) is disturbed by the notion that Pharaoh was responsible for their freedom, when even 
Bilaam acknowledged that Hashem took the Jews out from Egypt, not Pharaoh. The Medrash explains that the 
Torah’s expression teaches us that Pharaoh escorted the Jewish people as they left.  

In his sefer Ohr Yahel, Rav Leib Chasman finds this incredulous. Pharaoh asked, “Who is Hashem that I 
should listen to His voice to send out the Jewish people? I do not know Hashem, and I will not send away the 
Jews” (Shemos 5:2). Hashem punished Pharaoh with terrible makkos and punishments, yet his stubborn heart refused 
to relent and free the Jewish slaves. Only after the tenth plague, the most severe of them all, was Pharaoh worried 
that he may die and quickly agreed to free the Jews. Nevertheless, a short while later, he regretted his decision, as 
the Torah records, “He chased after the Children of Israel” (Shemos 14:8). It is therefore astounding to think that as 
a result of a few steps that Pharaoh took to escort them on their way, he was credited in Heaven for this act to the 
extent that the Torah describes Pharaoh as having sent away the Jewish people. Moreover, the Medrash Tanchuma 
(Beshalach 1) teaches that in the merit of Pharaoh “freeing” the Jews, the Torah prohibits us from rejecting Egyptians 
(Devorim 23:8). 

 Rav Chasman derives a fundamental principle from here. The Torah says, “Hashem formed man from the dust 
of the ground, and blew a spirit of life into his nostrils” (Bereishis 2:7). Man is comprised of two components: dust 
from the ground, and a holy neshama. Accordingly, every action and thought is a combination of these two 
elements. A person’s lofty soul is a portion of Hashem from Above, and just as Hashem is eternal, so too is the 
neshama. Therefore, a person’s good deeds and thoughts, no matter how small they are, are also permanent and 
everlasting, as they emanate from his eternal neshama. 

 With this insight, we can now understand that the evil Pharaoh, whose heart was hardened against freeing the 
Jews, had a minute positive desire to send them out deep down within him, which caused him to take several steps 
to escort them. This positive desire will never become nullified, because it emanates from the everlasting part of 
him which was formed in Hashem’s image. As a result, even though this inner desire was hidden and buried under 
countless layers of wickedness, and it only came out after he endured unimaginable suffering, Pharaoh still merited 
that the Torah announces for all time, “It happened when Pharaoh sent out the Jews.” 

 Rav Chasman’s explanation teaches us the significance of the good deeds that we do, no matter how minor. In 
fact, even the most righteous tzaddikim were unable to grasp the importance of their deeds in Hashem’s eyes, as 
we see in the Medrash (Vayikra Rabbah 34:8), which teaches that if Reuven had known    

that Hashem would write in the Torah, “Reuven heard, and he rescued Yosef from the hand of his brothers” 
(Bereishis 37:21), he would have personally carried Yosef back to his father. Similarly, if Boaz had known that 
Hashem would write about him, “He handed her parched grain” (Rus 2:14), he would have instead fed Rus fattened 
calves.  



Several commentators (see Mishchas Shemen Bereishis pg. 153 by Rav Chaim Shaul Kaufman) question this Medrash. 
Even if Reuven and Boaz had known that their actions would be recorded in Tanach, why would this cause them 
to enhance and improve the manner in which they acted, when their motivations were solely for the sake of Heaven 
and not for their own honor and publicity? They answer that Reuven and Boaz were certainly not motivated by 
concern for their own reputations. Rather, the issue was that they did not appreciate the value of their conduct. Had 
they known that their actions were so important that they would be recorded in Tanach for all generations, they 
would have endeavored to act with even greater effort and devotion. 

 It is incumbent upon us to understand that this lesson is not only applicable to Reuven and Boaz; it is relevant 
to each of us, as the Medrash continues: In the past, when a person did a mitzvah, the Navi would record it. Now 
when a person does a mitzvah, who writes it down? Eliyahu and Moshiach record it, and Hashem seals it. The 
commentators explain (see Mishchas Shemen) that every mitzvah that a Jew performs brings the final redemption 
closer and hastens the coming of Eliyahu and Moshiach. Accordingly, they are the ones who write his actions 
down, so that when the time for the geulah arrives, their own hands will testify to the work of every Jew in bringing 
the redemption closer through his actions. Similarly, when Eliyahu and Moshiach approach us with a list of all the 
positive thoughts and deeds that we did, to show us that we hastened the geulah, we will respond in shock, “If I 
had known the significance of my actions in Heaven, I would have worked much harder and faster to do mitzvos 
with even more joy and love!” 

 With this insight, we can suggest a new explanation for the Mishnah in Avos (2:1) which teaches, “Look at three 
things, and you will not come to sin: Know what is above you – a seeing eye, a listening ear, and all your deeds 
are recorded in a book.” Chazal are telling us to look at what is above us, a reference to what occurs in Heaven as 
a result of our good deeds. “A seeing eye” indicates that Hashem Himself is interested in and pays attention to our 
actions, and “a listening ear” reveals that every good word that exits our mouth is so valuable that Hashem stops 
everything else to listen to each word that we utter. Finally, the emphasis on “all” our deeds being recorded in a 
book alludes to the fact that every action, no matter how trivial, is recorded in detail in the personal book of 
Hashem, due to its tremendous importance and significance. When a Jew reflects on how powerful and beloved 
his actions are to Hashem, he will certainly not come to sin. 

 Rav Yitzchok Blazer writes (Kochvei Ohr pg. 167) that when a person sins and sighs over his mistake, Hashem 
records that “Ploni sinned and groaned.” If he doesn’t sigh, it is written that “Ploni sinned but did not groan.” We 
should not make the mistake of thinking that there is not a big difference between them, as the gap between a sin 
with a sigh and a sin without a sigh is as great as the distance from Heaven to earth, and even greater. Do we have 
the slightest grasp of how important every thought is? As Rav Avrohom of Slonim commented, “Hashem should 
help us to believe that one pure thought is more valuable than all the wealth in the world” (Toras Avos, pg. 234). 

The people in earlier generations were much stronger than we are. They were able to fulfill the words of 
the Shaarei Teshuva (1:8), who writes, “It is appropriate for a penitent to record in a book the areas in which he 
stumbled, and the mitzvos he fell short of fulfilling properly, and he should read this book daily.” In our weak 
generation, it is likely that many people who did this would grow despondent and depressed. Perhaps today in 
addition, we should also follow in the footsteps of Eliyahu and Moshiach, and write down every good deed, word, 
and thought that we have, no matter how small, and we should look at this book each day, as a means of helping 
us to recognize the value they have in Hashem’s eyes, and by doing so, we will ascend and grow in our Divine 
service with an unparalleled sense of joy.  

  
 

The kissing of the tzitzis of a simple wagon-driver is sometimes more valuable in 
Heaven than the praises of the angel Michoel. 
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