, Midnight Mindfulness

R"Ywn X2 nwID

\ Chopher 11

/" Moses said, “So said HAsHEM, “At about midnight | shall gyo out in the midst of Egypt.
® Every firstborn in the land of Egypt shall die, from the firstborn of Pharach who sits on his
throne to the firstborn of the maidservant who is behind the millstone and all the firstborn of

beast. ¢ There
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shall be a great outcry in the entire land of Egypt, such as there has neve
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the two doorposts with some of the blood that is in the basin, and as for’;i]gﬁ, Yyou shall not

leave the entrance of the house until morning.

# HAsHeM will pass through to smite Egypt, and

He will see the blood that is on the lintel and the two doorposts; and HASHEM will pass over the
entrance and He will not permit the destroyer to enter your homes to smite. 24 You shall observe

this maiter as a decree for yourself and for your children forever. __

3 B_Z;bu} the males
kid; if you do not

) I?uma‘n firstborn among Your sons. * And it shall be when Y
time, ‘What is this?’ you shall say to him,

fogdem 13

are HASHEM's, 13 Every first issue donkey, you shall redeern with a lamb o
redeem it, you shall axe the back of its neck. And you shall redeem every
our son will ask you at some futur
‘With a strong hand Hasrem removed us from Egypﬁ’
bondage. 15 And it happened when Pharaoh stubbornly refused to send u

£ out, that HASHEM killed all the firstb
3 S . o in the land of Egypt, from the fi th j
. ey | S 742l of gyt fom he st of man
1INXM HasHem brought us out of Egypt with a mighty F— i < JTe 4
hand and with an outstretched arm, with great 1 P RKIpn N3 v

‘awe, with signs and wonders.?
 HASHEM brought us out of Egypt — not through an angel,

not through a seraph, not through a messenger, but the Holy |
One, Blessed is He, in His glory, Himself, as it-says: ['will pass
through the land of Egypt on that night; | wiﬂ' slay all the
firstborn in the land of Egypt from man to beast; and uponall

—— the aods of Egypt will | execute judgments; [, HASHEM.4
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" The Avnei Shoham offers a solution based on an analogy
to the mitzvah of bikurim, the offering of the first fruits. What
is"the purpose of bringing the first fruits? The Torah tells us
(Devarim 8:17-18), “And you may say in your heart, ‘My
power and the strength of my hand created all this wealth.’
Then you shall remember Hashem your Lord, for He is the
One that gives you the power to create wealth.”

A ,person can easily fall into the trap of thinking that

everything comes to him naturally. He planted the seed. He
‘nurtured it. The tree grew. It gave fruit. It was all natural, with
no involvement from Hashem. But when we bring the first
fruits to the Beis Hamikdash we are reminded that the most
natural process still requires the miraculous intervention of

_ Hashem, that we are always dependent on Divine providence
no matter how naturally everything seems to be coming our
way.

The mitzvah of bechor has a similar message. When we
have a firstborn child, we may easily fall into the same trap.
When people have all sorts of trouble having a child, they
turn to Hashem and plead with him. And when the child is
finally born, they know full well that it is a priceless gift from
Hashem. But when things go normally, they may not realize

*t_hat the child is just as great a gift from Hashem. People get
married, they have a child, and they think: What could be
more normal, more natural? They forget that they owe
Hashem an ePormous debt of gratitude. This is the role of the

mitzvah of bechor. It reminds them that Hashem spread a

protective wing over _all the firstborn Jewish children in

~ents, so are all the firstborns and all other
generations,
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Eaypt. Just as those firstborns were a Divine gift to thg'ir par-

children for all ™
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Firstly, the Jews had to make a special sign “on the two
doorposts and the lintel™ of their houses, a sign in the blood of
circumcision and of the: Paschal lamb,* so that the plague
would not be visited on them.

Secondly, they had to remain-indoors throughout the
night: “And none of you shall go out from the entrance of his
house until the morning,” because “once the force of destruc-
tion is given permission (to unleash itself) it makes no distinc-
tion between the righteous and the wicked.”

But why should these provisions, have been necessary? The
previous plagues had been directed solely against the Egyptians,
without the Israelites needing to take any special precautions to
‘preserve their immunity. Why was the tenth plague different in
this respect? And why were fwo precautions (the sign of the
blood, and the confinement to their houses) needed?

2. THE UNIQUENESS OF THE FINAL PLAGUE

We can approach an answer by first understanding that the
other nine plagues were not of the kind whereby “the force of
destruction is given permission (to unleash itself).” They were
limited to a specific manner and extent of damage. The hail, for
example, destroyed “the flax and the barley ... but the wheat
and the spelt were not smitten because they were not grown
up.”s But the smiting of the firstborn was not limited to any
specific manner of destruction; the force which “makes no dis-
tinction between the righteous and the wickedZwas set loose—
and therefore the Israelites had to guard themselves against it.

At a deeper level, the smiting of the firstborn was unique in
its pufpose, not only in its manner. The other plagues were not
primarily to destroy, but to create in the Egyptidns an aware-

ness of G-d: “In this you shall know that I am the L-rd.”” And

this was not a lesson that needed to be enforced amongst the
Israelites, who already acknowledged G-d.2 It also meant that in
the first nine plagues, those who were afflicted were not killed
so that they could benefit from this revelation of G-d’s powerj
Baut in the tenth plague, since the firstborn were killed, the aim

could not have been (as regards the victims) to educate them. It

was to punish and destroy them. And in this case the voice of
strict justice could claim: What is the difference between the
Israelites in their idolatry’ and degeneracy, and the Egyptian
firstborn? Surely both deserve punishment? Hence the Israel-
ites’ need to safeguard themselves against the force of destruc-
tion—the instrument of strict justice.

These safeguards were of two orders. In Egypt generally,
the force of destruction was “given permission” to loose itself.
Since it is indiscriminate and has no limitations, no “sign” is a
protection against it. Therefore the Israelites had to withdraw
to their houses. Within them (since they were “passed over” by
G-d) the pligue was subject to a limitation—and so there was
room (and necessity) for a “sign” which would single out Jew
from Egyptian. )

2%3. MIDNIGVHT AND ESSENCE

But what is still difficult to understand is this: The voice of
strict justice raised the question, “What is the difference” be-
‘tweena G-dless Egypt and a sinful Jewish people? How could a
“sign” have answered the claim?

The answer is that the tenth plague was executed by “G-d
Himself in His glory and His essence,” G-d as He transcends
characterization, in particular, as He is beyond the attribute of
strict justice. At this level, the accusations brought in the name
of severity and justice are silent, inoperative.

This is the connection between the tenth plague and mid--
night. For midnight is the moment when this all-transcending
- face of G-d is revealed. Midnight. binds the two halves of the
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night, the first half which leads from light into darkness and is
therefore a symbol of severity and holding-back (gevurah), Ind
he second which leads from darkness into light, and stands for
Kindness and giving-forth (chesed). And so, momentarily har-

' monizing these two opposing tendencies and thereby trans-

3 é&fcending them, midnight is the time at which G-d in His Es-
sence is revealed.'
sJ¥ Thus at the time of the tenth plague, G-d displayed his es-
sential love for Israel, a love which in its infinity finds no place

| for the accusations of the voice of justice. When the voice
claims, “Was not Esau Jacob’s brother?” (Are they not equal?)
G-d answers, “Yet I loved Jacob and I hated Esau.”™* For His
love for the Jewish people is as deep and invulnerable as the
love of a father for his children: “You are the children of the
L-rd your G-d.™?

This is why Moses told Pharaoh the time of the plague
(“about midnight”). In this,~he was hinting that it would be
brought about by G-d in His transcendence. For otherwise
Pharaoh and his court would have been convinced that a plague
whose purpose was to destroy and not to educate, would afflict
the Israclites as well,_since they too were guilty of sins. Only a

| revelation of G-d’s unconditional love (i.e., at midnight) would
have saved them."

DY 4. SIGN AND LOVE

Why, though, did the Israelites still need a s{{gn?

The answer is that to draw down into the physical world a
revelation of G-d, man must perform acts of service, the acts
which are specified in the Torah. Even G-d's uncoriditional love,

. which is always present and constant, requires an_active re-
\ksp‘onse by the Jew if he is to internalize it and bring it into
openness of revelation. But in.this case, since the love is un-

+ conditional, the response, too, must be unconditional—going
“beyond the limits of rationality.

Both of the signs—the blood of circumcision and of the
Paschal lamb—were of this character. The covenant of circum-
‘cision is performed on a Jewish child who is only eight days
QI&!", at an age when his faculty Qf reason is as yet undeveloped.
It is a union between the Jew and G-d which goes beyond the
rational. And the sacrifice of the Paschal lamb was at that time

~ so fraught with danger as to constitute an act of self-sacrifice
(mesirat nefesh). The lamb was an Egyptian deity. And not
only were the Israelites to kill it] but they also had to keep it for
four days beforehand with the full knowledge of the Egyptians.
Self-sacrifice is never rational. And so the Paschal lamb was it-
~-self a sign of a Jewish response to G-d that surpassed reason.
~ Therefore these two signs were answered by G-d with an
. act of supra-rational love—the love of midnight, of G-d’s Es-
sence, of the delivery from the tenth plague.
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Kedushas haAdam

. Bechor, the firstborn, symbolizes the sanctity of man, kedushas haandam.

-The Jewish world and the gentile world may appear to be the same,
and each possesses similar elements, yet even the animal of a Jew is a
cheftzah shel mitzvah, an object with which a mitzvah is performed. It
is a vehicle through which we can forge a connection with HaKadosh
Baruch Hu by performing His will, thereby sanctifying ourselves and
the world in which we live.

In this sense, the mitzvah of kiddush bechoros is a mitzvah that
demonstrates the sanctity of the Jewish people as a whole, and in so
doing, raises us above the natural order of the world. By separating
out the bechor, we_demonstrate the sanctity not only of the entire

S{,l Jewish people, but also of that which they own, since every element of
this world associated with the Jewish people in their avodas Hashem,

becomes tied into the higher purpose of dedicating all existence to

the acknowledgment and revelation of HaKadosh Baruch Hu and

His sovereignty over the world. Indeed, when our children ask about
the bechor, we answer that HaKadosh Baruch Hu sanctified all of us
when He killed the firstborn of Mitzrayim.

This helps to explain why the donkey is also subject to the laws
of kedushas bechor. A donkey is named chamor (W0n) in Lashon
HaKodesh, and this is related to the word chomer ("N); the raw
material of which the world is made. Even the lowliest matter of the

world can become sanctified through utilizing i se.

_ Whatever is not used properly, it is as if it has been wasted, and this

idea is reflected in the destruction of an unredeemed donkey.
By thinking of these principles each day as we put on tefillin, we
fill our mind$ and hearts with the fortitude to cling to HaKadosh
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