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A Dwelling of Light against the Cries of Loss
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Moses said, “Thus says GOD: Toward midnight I will go forth among the Egyptians, and every
[male] first-born in the land of Egypt shall die, from the first-born of Pharaoh who sits on his
throne to the first-born of the slave woman who is behind the millstones; and all the first-born of
the cattle. And there shall be a loud cry in all the land of Egypt, such as has never been or will
ever be again.
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~For the strike against Egypt’s firstborns. At the time when God sent the plague of the firstborns,
Moses said to Pharaoh that at midnight, every firstborn would die. All the firstborns went to their
fathers and said to them: ‘All that Moses said has come upon us. If you do not ask that these
Hebrews be removed from among us, we will die’ Their fathers replied: ‘Even if all the
Egyptians die, they will not leave here.” What did the firstborns do? They went to Pharaoh and
cried out to him, saying: ‘Please, remove these people, or a calamity will come upon both us and
you.” Pharaoh commanded his servants to seize and beat them. What did the firstborns do? They
immediately took up their swords and killed their fathers, as it is written, ‘For the strike against
Egypt's firstborns.” It does not say here, ‘for the strike against the firstborns of Egypt,” but rather,
for the strike against Egypt’s firstborns.” Sixty myriads of firstborns killed their fathers.
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The Midrash HaGadol says: “There was a great cry throughout all the land of Egypt.”
They relate that when Moses said, “There will be a great cry throughout all the land of Egypt,”
an elderly woman went out to meet him and said to him: “You are a false prophet. An old woman
who has no father or mother, no brother or sister, no son or daughter—over whom will she cry?”
He said to her: “By the Temple service, your cry will precede their cry.”
They said: She had one son who had died, and she made an image of clay in the likeness of her
son. Every single day, after eating and drinking, she would stand and dance before it. On that
night, dogs came and dragged it away, and she wept, cried out, and wailed over it—thus fulfilling
what is said: “There was a great cry throughout all the land of Egypt.”
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On that night, when Moses said to Pharaoh, “Thus says the Lord: At midnight...” and it is
written, “Every firstborn shall die,” there was a certain woman who said: “Moses decreed only
concerning those who are inside the houses; but those who are on the rooftops will escape.” What
did she do? She took her son and hid him on the roof. The Holy One, blessed be He, summoned
a dog, and it devoured him. She arose at midnight and found her son in the mouth of the dog, and
immediately she cried out and filled the entire land with her cry, as it is written: “And there was
a great cry in Egypt.”
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We must understand that this refers to genuine pain. “A great cry in Egypt” does not mean simple
tears. It 1s the compassion of a father for his son in the simplest, most literal sense. There is an
extremely severe and devastating blow to Egypt, and we must be sensitive to it. A reality in
which “there is no house without a dead person” is difficult to comprehend and to grasp.
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No sooner had Jacob left the presence of his father Isaac, after Isaac had finished blessing Jacob,
than his brother Esau came back from his hunt. He too prepared a dish and brought it to his father.
And he said to his father, “Let my father sit up and eat of his son’s game, so that you may give
me your innermost blessing.” His father Isaac said to him, “Who are you?” And he said, “I am
your son, Esau, your first-born!” Isaac was seized with very violent trembling. “Who was it
then,” he demanded, “that hunted game and brought it to me? I ate of it before you came, and I
blessed him; now he must remain blessed:” When Esau heard his father’s words, he burst into
wild and bitter sobbing, and said to his father, “Bless me too, Father:”
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[ have heard a homiletical midrash that expounds it according to its simple meaning: It was with
justice that he was grabbing him to hold him back. Jacob was conceived from the first drop and
Esau from the second. Go and learn from a tube with a narrow opening - put in it two stones, one
after the other. The one that goes in first will come out last, and the one that goes in last will come
out first. It comes out that Esau, who was conceived last, came out first, and Jacob, who was
conceived first, came out last. And [so] Jacob came to hold him back, so that the first for birth
would be the same as the first for conception; and he would open [his mother’s] womb and take
the first-born status with justice (see Genesis Rabbah 63:38).
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This verse calls aloud for explanation in the manner that our Rabbis explained it: God created

the world for the sake of the Torah which is called (Proverbs 8:22) “The beginning (Nn'wxX1) of
His (God’s) way”, and for the sake of Israel who are called (Jeremiah 2:3) “The beginning

M'wX) of His (God’s) increase’’.
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[God] struck every [male] first-born in Egypt, the first fruits of their vigor in the tents of Ham.
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Moses held out his arm toward the sky and thick darkness descended upon all the land of Egypt
for three days. People could not see one another, and for three days no one could move about;
but all the Israelites enjoyed light in their dwellings.
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The greatest darkness is not the absence of light, but the inability to see one’s fellow in pain and
to rise in order to help him.
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And why were they struck with the plague of darkness? Because an Egyptian would seize a
Hebrew and say to him: “Stand before me while I eat, and let the lamp be placed upon your head.
Do not move, if you move this way or that, I will cut off your head with a sword.” Therefore, He
sent darkness, and it grew dark.
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And GOD said to Moses, “I will bring but one more plague upon Pharaoh and upon Egypt; after
that he shall let you go from here; indeed, when he lets you go, he will drive you out of here one
and all. Tell the people to borrow, each man from his neighbor and each woman from hers,
objects of silver and gold.” GOD disposed the Egyptians favorably toward the people. Moreover,
Moses himself was much esteemed in the land of Egypt, among Pharaoh’s courtiers and among
the people.
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