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When we picture this Pharaoh, we usually think of him as being very angry.  When did Yul Brynner ever smile in the movie?  But do we really think that he kept the Israelites in slavery because he was angry at them?  What did they do to deserve such treatment?   Such abuse?


You know, Pharaoh fits the pattern of abuse in a lot of ways.  Because first and foremost, abuse is about control.  When he is in control, complete control, he’s happy.  When he loses control, he reacts badly. And the more God shows Pharaoh that Pharaoh is not in control, the harder Pharaoh’s heart gets.  


But, you know, it’s so easy to see this in Pharaoh.  It’s so easy to see it when it’s in literature, or the movies or on the news.  But it’s not so easy to see it up close, or even personally.  And I mean “seeing” in two distinct ways.  


In the first place, many of us don’t recognize abusive behavior when we see it.  We assume that people with authority and responsibilities are supposed to be in control.  Most of the time, that is a good thing, and especially in a crisis, we need to have someone in charge.  But being in charge is not the same thing as being in control.  

Abusers are very manipulative people, and they manipulate those around them, so as to mask or explain away what they are doing.  They wiggle out of taking responsibility for their behavior, or they appear to give in, much as Pharaoh does after each plague, in order to take the heat off them.  Once the plague is over, Pharaoh changes his mind and hardens his heart, once again.  An abuser might even apologize and ask for forgiveness, and use contrition to gain an advantage, but it is only temporary, and just as we see in Pharaoh’s increasingly harsh treatment of the Israelites, abuse escalates.


Where in the Torah do we hear that the Israelites rebelled against Pharaoh, or that they picked up and left on their own?  Slavery is abuse on a very large scale, and that may be easy to see.  But family violence is slavery, too - on a very small scale, but slavery just the same.


As in other groups, we Jews believe that the home is a sacred place, and that it traditionally has been the woman’s responsibility to keep peace in the home – “Shalom Bayt.”  A woman who is being abused – physically or emotionally, is told by her abuser that what she suffers from him is her own fault, that she is not a good wife, not a good partner, that she doesn’t know what to do and can’t do anything right, and that she is lucky to have him.  


We like to think that Jewish men don’t beat their wives – but that is a myth.  Dr. Abraham Twerski, a rabbi and a psychiatrist, has worked in the Jewish community for many years to dispel this myth and to bring this topic out in the open, and to make family violence unacceptable on our communities. 


In earlier times, when Jewish communities were more compact and more coherent, the community could intervene in a case of domestic abuse.  A violent husband could be fined, forced to grant his wife a divorce, or even excommunicated.  If such things did not exist, there would not be rabbinic rulings about it.


Remember the song, “Matchmaker, Matchmaker” from “Fiddler on the Roof?”   One of the verses refers to a potential husband as a man who will beat his wife every night – “but only when he’s sober, so that’s allright!”  A stereotype, perhaps, dramatic license, perhaps, but where does it come from?  


We have more choices in dating and marriage today, and we usually get to choose for ourselves.  I can’t tell you why we make bad choices, and stay with bad choices in relationships – the reasons are complicated, and infinite.  Only God knew that one benevolent Pharaoh would be succeeded by a cruel and abusive Pharaoh.  But we can help ourselves to recognize abuse when it happens, and to understand that abusers choose to abuse as a way to be in control of the people they claim to love.


We can show victims of abuse that they are not alone, that there is someone else who cares about them.  We can remind them that God does not want them to suffer, either.  And when they are ready to leave, and to be survivors rather than victims, that there is help.  This is the mitzvah of pikuach nefesh, the preservation of life.  You may not know it, but you might just know someone who is or has been a victim or abuse.  Your kindness, even if it is simply a look of recognition and respect, could save a life.


More than this, we can open our eyes to see and recognize that family violence harms a whole community, and we can make it unacceptable behavior.  We can object to and not participate in popular culture that puts women and children down and that glorifies violence as a way to solve problems.  And we must teach our children that boys should not push girls around – literally or figuratively, and girls should not take being pushed.  February is Dating Violence Awareness Month.  The age of Pharaohs is over.


I chose to show you Pharaoh in this way tonight because I belong to a group of religious leaders who are working here in Knoxville to educate people about family violence, and to look at it through the lens of faith and religion, and to teach that it is a sin – a sin against people and a sin against God.  

A number of us agreed that we would talk about family violence in our congregations this weekend.  Three churches will broadcast their pastors’ sermons on Sunday morning.  There is a flyer in your prayer book with more information, and there is a phone number to call if you are a victim, or if you want to share this number with someone else.  

Like so many other subjects that we hide, this one must come out of the closet, so that we can work to make it go away.  It is hard work, but it is a mitzvah.   As we read in the Torah, “You shall not stand by idly while your neighbor bleeds.”  There is no shalom in a violent home.

May God help us to stand up to the domestic Pharaohs who choose to abuse.  May we be strong and loud in our opposition to them, and may we embrace victims and help them to survive, to recover, and to thrive again.  As we say at the Passover seder, let all who live in bondage be free.  Ken yehi ratson.  May this be God’s will.

