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Pharaoh and Moshe have very different ideas as to how G-d is to be served.  When Pharaoh asks Moshe who will need to go into the desert to serve G-d, Moshe answers, “Our elders, our youth, our sons and daughters, our cattle; for a festival of Hashem is upon us.”  Pharaoh says, “No! Let only the men go to serve G-d, for that is what you want!”

Pharaoh understands service of G-d as separate from life.  Moshe understands service of G-d as a function of life – of the specific life each of us lives, day by day.  For Moshe, my relationship to my partner, my children, and my community is the very stuff of prayer.  It is the content of prayer – formal service of G-d is the vessel by which I bring the specifics of my life to G-d.  Shabbat is not abstract – the content of Shabbat is the time I spend with my family and my community.  Prayer is not empty – it is the time when I am able to discuss with G-d my joys, anxieties, and frustrations about the life I live – needing a job, wanting to work on the peace of my home, hoping my kids will have a good education, frustrated and confused by 150,000 being killed by a tsunami.  

But then, that is the very function of Pharaoh.  It is brought down in the writings of the Ari Z”L that Pharaoh, פרעה is the same letters as הערף – the back of the neck.  It is that which separates the heart from the mind. Pharaoh’s is service of the mind untouched by the content of the heart.  It is going to shul and not thinking about my life and my family during that time.  So, for him, it is enough to go to shul alone.  For Moshe, the walk to shul with the kids, going over the parsha with the kids Friday night, taking a walk with one’s partner Saturday afternoon, and working out who is going to do the dishes, these are the very stuff of relationship to G-d.  

