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The Essential Jewish Trait 

Parashas Vaeirah 
  

  

Harav Hagaon Shmuel Wolman Shlit"a 

  
This week’s parashah describes  the first seven makkos Hakadosh Baruch Hu brought upon 

the Mitzri’im. All of them were performed by Moshe Rabbeinu, with the exception of the 

first three. Chazal are perplexed by this distinction. It seems as if Hakadosh Baruch Hu 

originally wanted Moshe Rabbeinu to be the conduit for the makkos. If so, why wasn’t he 

told to do these first three makkos?  

 

We all know the famous Midrash that explains that since Moshe Rabbeinu had benefited 

from the river and the ground of Mitzrayim, he could not be involved in bringing about the 

makkos that affected the river and the ground; the middah of hakaras hatov would not allow 

for this to happen. This statement of Chazal always bothered me. If Hashem appointed 

Moshe Rabbeinu as the channel for all of the makkos, why didn’t He bring about the 

makkos in a way that would not contradict Moshe’s obligation of hakaras hatov?  

 

To answer this question, I feel we need to get a new perspective on the Torah approach to 

this crucial middah, and I think that there is much to be gleaned from the aforementioned 

Midrash. We are all familiar with the obvious issue: Does it make sense to have hakaras 

hatov to a domeim, an inanimate object, that has no feelings and to which there is no way 

to reciprocate? Does a domeim like a river actually experience any part of the process of 

demonstrating hakaras hatov? Obviously not. If so, how could Moshe’s involvement in 

these makkos be construed as a lack of hakaras hatov? 

 

Rav Dessler famously derived from this Midrash that the Torah’s concept of what our 

avodas hamiddos should be supersedes the realm of logic. The Torah wanted to sensitize 

our feelings of hakaras hatov even to a domeim, even though logically it doesn’t make any 

difference to the domeim. But there’s a more fundamental question here.  
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Is there any reason to be thankful to a domeim like the river? The river has no bechirah, 

and in no way chose or went out of its way to save Moshe. If so, where is there room for 

hakaras hatov? What did Moshe owe the river?  

 

Not Reciprocation 

It seems clear that the Torah is teaching that hakaras hatov has nothing to do with the 

benefactor or his intentions, motives, and effort. Rather, hakaras hatov involves 

recognizing the goodness bestowed on you, and is purely an avodah for the person vis-à-

vis himself – to be able to appreciate the receipt of goodness and recognize that he was a 

beneficiary of another entity. Hakaras hatov has nothing to do with reciprocation, but 

rather has to do with recognition and appreciation. Therefore, whether and how much the 

benefactor toiled to bring about this service and to what extent you were the focus of his 

motivation is irrelevant; the fact is that you received goodness, and the middah of hakaras 

hatov requires you to internalize that and act accordingly. True, the river made no 

conscious decision to save Moshe Rabbeinu, but he was saved by it, and therefore the 

middah of hakaras hatov requires him to recognize that and not repay goodness with evil.  

 

The core avodah of hakaras hatov begins with growing out of the natural instinct to want 

to feel omnipotent and be totally self-sufficient, never requiring favors from others. When 

others do good for us, it is human nature not to recognize or appreciate that goodness but 

rather to sweep it under the carpet. It is hard for our neshamah to feel dependent on others, 

so we try convincing ourselves of our supremacy: I don’t need anyone else, and I need not 

recognize my reliance on others. Combating this natural tendency is the avodah of hakaras 

hatov, and it is seen in its purest form when displayed toward a domeim.  

 

Embracing this middah of hakaras hatov, and avoiding being kafui tov, is fundamental to 

being a Yid. The Torah in Parashas Ki Seitzei prohibits converts from Ammon and Moav 

from entering Klal Yisrael because those nations did not greet us with bread and water. 

The Ramban explains that the reason this lack of hachnasas orchim was so problematic, to 

the extent that Ammon and Moav can’t become part of Klal Yisrael, is that Ammon and 

Moav are descendants of Lot, who received tremendous chessed from Klal Yisrael’s 

zeideh, Avraham Avinu, and as such they should have shown hakaras hatov to his 

descendants. Since they did not have that vital middah in their DNA, the Torah prohibited 

them from joining Klal Yisrael.  

 

Immediately afterward, the Torah tells us:  י ִכי ֵגר ָהִייָת ְבַאְרצֹולֹא ְתַתֵעב ִמְצִר . The Torah is 

cautioning us not to be guilty of the same lack of hakaras hatov toward the Mitzrim, who 

hosted us for so many years, notwithstanding the terrible suffering they inflicted upon us. 

Our middah of hakaras hatov is not dependent on the host’s motives or actions, but rather 

focuses on our avodah for ourselves, עצמו לבין בינו .  

 

The reason I believe this middah is so essential in Yiddishkeit is that it is at the foundation 

of our relationship with the Eibishter. Rabbeinu Bachaye brings a Midrash that says: כל 

מקום של בטובתו לכפור סופו חבירו של בטובתו הכופר  – a person who can deny the goodness he 

received from his friend will eventually deny the goodness that he receives from the 

Eibishter. The Midrash is driving home the idea that one who lacks this middah of hakaras 
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hatov and looks to deny the fact that he is the beneficiary of another entity will eventually 

apply that attitude toward the ultimate Meitiv, Hakadosh Baruch Hu.  

 

We know the Midrash that explains that according to one opinion, when the Torah says: 

 it doesn’t mean that Pharaoh really didn’t know ,ַוָיָקם ֶמֶלְך ָחָדׁש ַעל ִמְצָרִים ֲאֶׁשר לֹא ָיַדע ֶאת יֹוֵסף

who Yosef was; rather, he acted as if he didn’t remember Yosef. The Eitz Yosef wonders, 

why is it so important for the Torah to emphasize that Pharaoh acted as if he didn’t know 

Yosef? What is the Torah trying to tell us?  

 

The answer is that the Torah is introducing what Pharaoh is all about. Later, Pharaoh is 

going to show himself to be the ultimate kofer, the one who says: ֲאֶׁשר ֶאְׁשַמע ְבֹקלֹו  'הִמי  , and 

the Torah is informing us what the root of that middah is. Where could such depravity 

come from? After all that Pharaoh saw about the Eibishter, how could he be such a כופר 

מקום של בטובתו ? The key to understanding his behavior lies in noticing that he was first כופר 

חבירו של בטובתו  by “not knowing” Yosef, who rescued Mitzrayim from collapsing. 

Someone who needs to feel that supremacy, who can’t recognize yenem, who can’t admit 

that Yosef saved Mitzrayim, is someone who can say  ֲאֶׁשר ֶאְׁשַמע ְבֹקלֹוהִמי ' . If he can’t 

recognize his dependency on others, he will eventually become a kofer in the Eibishter’s 

continual chessed.  

 

A Yehudi is Modeh 

This is what makes this middah of hakaras hatov so essential to being a Yid and having a 

proper relationship with Hakadosh Baruch Hu. The Chiddushei Harim said that we are 

called Yidden and Yehudim because of this middah of being a modeh, of being makir tov. 

That is the basis of being a Yid, and that is why the Torah could not allow a nation that 

lacked this middah to become part of Klal Yisrael.  

 

The Gemara in Yevamos actually entertains the possibility that one could be mechallel 

Shabbos for the sake of kibbud av v’eim. If a father commands his child to be mechallel 

Shabbos, perhaps the child should listen? The meforshim are bothered by the very 

suggestion that perhaps one should be mechallel Shabbos to honor a parent’s wishes. But 

according to what we’ve explained, we can understand the Gemara’s hava amina. The 

Chinuch famously says that the basis of the mitzvah of kibbud av v’eim is hakaras hatov, 

and if we’re not going to have hakaras hatov, we’re going to lose our Yiddishkeit. 

Therefore, maybe we should even be mechallel Shabbos to avoid being kafui tov. Needless 

to say, the Gemara rejects this hava amina, but we can understand why it is something to 

consider.  

 

Since being a modeh is so fundamental to being a Yehudi, it was no coincidence that the 

first three makkos were designed to be incompatible with Moshe’s requirement of hakaras 

hatov. Klal Yisrael in Mitzrayim were being born then, and this elementary principle of 

Yiddishkeit needed to be incorporated into their spiritual DNA as it was being woven. The 

lesson had to be taught specifically with a domeim, to emphasize that this is an avodah בינו 

עצמו לבין , regardless of the other side’s intentions.  
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When we learn this parashah of hakaras hatov this year, we need to reacquaint ourselves 

with what it’s all about: It’s not reciprocation, it’s not trying to figure out how big of a debt 

of hakaras hatov we owe. Rather, it’s working on our own avodah of recognizing the 

goodness that we received, which will transform our avodas Hashem as well. When we 

begin to appreciate the never-ending goodness that the Eibishter bestows upon us, we will 

discover a whole new way of relating to Him and to Yiddishkeit. Our davening will be 

different, our dikduk hamitzvos will be different, our emunah and bitachon will be different. 

The Eibishter should give us the koach to be able to understand all of this and apply it to 

our daily lives, and we should all shteig together in this middah of hakaras hatov. 

 

Gut Shabbos. 

 

 

 


