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Time: Creation of Self
Parshat Bo

{ Skzn-o‘!‘" Ch, 1

V= ASHEM said to Moses and Aaron in the land of Egypt, saying, 2 “This month shajl
be for you the beginning of the months, it shall be for you the first of the monu‘m of

the year.
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2. Mitzvot Aseh Shehazeman Geramkn. A slave is relieved
ui observe time-related mitzvot because he
lacks time consciousness, Everything organic or_inorganic exists
withip the dimension of time. There is an inexorable cycle of
birth, life, and death, the attrition of change which is most
clearly discernible in the organic world. The ebb and flow
of time also take their toll of the inorganic world, continually
transforming and reshaping. The only creature that can ex-
perience time, that feels its passage and senses its movement,
is man. This is called time-awareness,

=% There are three dimensions of time, eack of which is part

of the time-experience. These are retrospection, anticipation, and
appreciation. Retrospection refers to man’s ability to re-ex-
perience the past, to feel deeply that which is only a memory,
to transport an event of the distant past into a “creative living
experience” of the present. Anticipation is man’s projection of
visions and aspirations into the future. Indeed, his present life

is regulated in expectation of the fulfillment of fhese dreams.
His present is shaped by his vision of the future. Appreciation
embraces the present as a precious_possession; as inherently .

worthy. '

4 _If there is mo retrospection, there can be no mitzvah of
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sippur yetzi'at Mitzrayim. The Seder itself is a recreation and a
reliving of the past as a present reality. We recite “In every
generation, each person should feel that he personally experienced_
the Exodus from Egypt.” History becomes part of our present
time-awareness. Memory is more than a storehouse; it can become
a present-day experience, a part of the “I” awareness. Rabbi
Akiba is not a figure of the past; he guides us in the present,
as do Maimonides and Rashi. They are daily companions and
they vivify our everyday lives. Tragically, many Jews nowadays, %«
ignorant of their past, find themselves rootless, alienated, and
adrift. They are Jews who live only in the present.

In anticipation, man moves from reminiscing to expectation,
from memories to visions. To Live fulfillingly in time requires
both a worthy past and a promising future. Time-awareness
is not only for dreaming. This, in turn, suggests that we have
the freedom to make decisions and the moral commitment to
intervene. We derive from retrospection the moral imperative
to_act now in order to realize our visions for the future. The
Haggadah opens with Avadim Hayinu (retrospection) and it
concludes with Nishmat Kol Hai, which is an anticipatory vision

f the future, moving from hindsight to foresight.

P The third time-awareness dimension s “appreciation”. which
Jmeans valuing the present and prizing cach moment as a
precious gift. Retrospection and anticipation are significant
only insofar as they transform the present. In every fraction
of a second, visions can be realized or destroyed.

The Passove Mesgodah R Ruslan 2 : :

As Rabbi Ovadiah Sforno (ca. 1475-1550) observes in his Bible
commentary, it is no coincidence that this commandment to sanc-
tify time was given at the moment of freedom from Egypt. Slaves
have no clear notion of time since it is not theirs to dispose of. Only
free men, who have at least limited control over their time, can fill
it with significant matters—and sanctify it. Thus, the concept of
freedom and the sanctification of time are bound up with each
other. - 4 :

b .

The Halakhah is very time-comscious. A time differential of
even one minuie or less determines the sheki'ah, the onset
of the Sabbath, the zeman keri'at Shema (the period when the
Shema may be recited), and notar in Kodashim (Temple sacri-

fices). A large number of halakhic lations hi -

sage of minute segments of time. In science, too, imprecision

in time can s disaster for astr i A

or cause intricate experiments to go awry.
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The Kiddush on the Tirst Seder cup of wie fulfills the requiire- -
ment of Kiddush Hayom, to declare the sanctity of the festival
season. It concludes with the words, Mekaddesh Yisrael vehaze-,

manim, ““Who sanctifies Israel and the festive seasons.” Time is

thereby declared a holy en ity; but only a free man can make

Kiddush, designate a _span of time as of specidl significance,

Time exists only for the one who is responsive to its ebb and -
flow. -
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J"This renewal of the moon shall be for you a begin-
ning of renewals.” This means, your perception of the
renewal of the moon shall cause you, also, to renew
yourselves; it is through this perception that you are to
set your own periods of renewal. The text does not read
o'wyn WK oy vy [ This renewal of the moon shall be
a beginning of new moons’] but ooy vt 637 7 hD
[*“This renewal of the moon shall be for you a begin-

" ning of new moons"']. What we are to establish is not an

astronomical cycle of months but monthly renewals for
ourselves. W -

% In the land of Egypt, the land of the most stubborn

paganism, "Where pagan torpidity. reached into the
social structure of the state itself, creating the fetters of
the caste system, in that land did God call forth the
future leaders of His people, show them the sickle of

the moon struggling to emerge from darkness _into
renewed light, and say to them: “This is to be the

‘model for your own conduct! Even as the moon renews
itself b law

yourselves, but of your own free will. Each time the
new moon appears, it shall remind you to effect your
own free-willed renewal. And as I renew you, and you
renew yourselves, you shall move, like the moon,

through the darkened skies of the nations and, wher-

ever you go, proclaim the message &f wrrn [renewal],

_the_teaching of God, the free-willed Creator of all

so you, too, should renew
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things, Who makes men free. Through Him alone can
man become truly free in both body and soul.”. .-.

i1 ,L\J\r_;g ﬂnrengﬁ - R ’th
/Let us start by asking a question which has bothered some
of the more recent commentaries. There is a well-known idea

1% . The
Maharal explains that if one moves fast, minimizes the time
taken for action, one can overcome the stifling effects of time.

that the Jewish people in Egypt were on the forty-ninth level of
impurity and had to be redeemed because had they remained
in Egypt any longer they would have sunk to the fiftieth level,

Of course there is always a finite time needed for action, but the
point is that spirituality is contradicted by unnecessary
expansion of the physical dimensions of space and time. The

from which there is no return. The redemption occurred when
it did because there would have been no Jewish people to
redeem had Hashem delayed at all; we were saved at the last

minimum time needed is not a contradiction to spirituality at

all, in fact zealous actith ele; i oa
spiritual level, Since the spiritual world is above time, explains

‘moment possible. This idea understands that at the very last

moment in Egypt, the moment just before the Exodus, our

the Maharal, we can make contact with it by coming as close as
possible to it by our efforts, by shrinking the”physical

existence was critically in the balance — one moment longer
and it would have been too late.
e problem is, though: how could one more moment of

component of our actions to the absolute essential minimum.
% Put another way, laziness, or the slowing down of action,

the expanding of the physical dimensions, makes us part of

time in Egypt have caused us to disappear spiritually, to fail
and fall into Egyptian impurity — that last moment was the
greatest moment we had ever experienced, it was the instant of
highest revelation, supercharged with awarene 's

closeness

13 An approach to this question is found in the deeper sources.
There is an idea that one can live in the physical dimensions of
space and time and be subject to them, part of them; or one can

live within them and yet transcend tHem. To do this one must
minimize the contact between oneself and the physical

elements. In the time dimension, this is known as z'rizus, zeal
or alacrity in performing mitzvos and service of Hashem.

those dimensions. Sluggishness is the opposite of spiritualii:}l/.
Laziness is incompatible with spiritual growth. |

V5 Let us return to that moment of midnight in Egypt. The

problem with more time in Egypt would not have been the
contaminating effects of Egyptian impurity; that danger had long
since ceased. No, the problem with more time in Egypt would
have been more time itself! Let us strive to understand. The
redemption had to occur K'herefayin, in the blink of an eye because

that alacrity is necessary for an event to remain spiritual.




i(ﬂ .Had we -

left Egypt slowly, naturally, in a relaxed fashion, we would have
been a natural people! The Jewish nation was being born then; the
moment of birth hud tobe transcendent because “Everything goes
after the beginning”, we became and remain a spiritual people
because our beginning was spiritual. Qur moment of formation
occupied the absolute minimum of time, and since then we have
lived on the edge of the physical universe, at that edge which
interfaces with the transcendent, the Divine. The terrible danger
of more time in Egvpt'would have been the time itself; that is the
impurity which is meant here, the impurity of a nation destined
for spirituality becoming merely physical, merely natural. 5

19 This is the secret of the statement of the Sages: “Mifzva haba’a
leyad' cha, al tachmitzena — When a mitzva comes to your hand,
- donotletitbecome stale”, literally “donotlet it become chametz,
sour”. “LI'shmnartem es ha’matzos — And guard the matzos” can
be read as “And guard the mifzvos”. No mere play on words;
theidea hereis that just as matza becomes chametz if left too long, *

so too a mitzva, spiritual life for the one who performs it,
becomes chametz, fermented, sour, if it is allowed tobecome part
of the natural. A mitzvs is a physical action containing
unbounded spiritual energy, but it should be performed thus.
If it is performed as no more than a physical action it may lose

its connection with the spiritual world. Mitzvos are like matzos:
performed at the higher level, with zeal and alacrity, they are

transcendent; performed sluggishly, slowly, they sour. |
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* minimum time. Overriding time. We left Egypt too fast for the

‘natural to take effect. Too fast to be in danger of becoming
slowed by friction with the matural world. Too fast tobe slowed
into the material and the finite. Too fast for dough to xise, for
the food which sustains our lives to expand into the swollen,
bloated dimension.

A people only just within the physical, sustained by a food
which is only just the sum of its ingredients.

\3 If we think a little further: what is matza, one of the central
mitzvos of Pesach? Whatisthe difference between chametz (leaven)
and matza? Only time! Not a difference in ingredients, only a
difference in time. Flour and water if baked within a certain
minimum time become mafza. A second’s delay beyond that
minimum: chameti\‘
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[20] Rabbi Tarfon says: The day is short, the task is abundan t, the laborers are

lazy, the wage is great, and the Master of the house is insistent.
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AFTER WATCHFULNESS comes Zeal, Watchfulness pertaining
to the negative commandments and Zeal to the positive,
in accordance with the idea of “Depart from evil and do
good (Psalms 34:15)." “Zeal,” as the name implies, signities
alacrity in the pursuit and fulfillment of mitzvoth. As ex-
pressed by our Sages of blessed memory (Pesachim 4a), “The
zealous advance the towards mitzvoth.” Thaf?;:-
-just as if uires ligence and much foresight to
save oneself from the snares of the evil inclination and to
escape from evil so that it does not come to rule us and
intrude itself into our deeds, so does it require great intelli-
genceand foresight to take hold of mitzvoth, to acquire them
for ourselves, and got to lose them. For just as the evil

inclination attempts, with the devices at its command, to

20

3\ cast a man into the nets of sin, so does it seek to-prevem him
from performing mitzvoth, and to leave Him devoid of them.
If a man weakens and is lazy and does not strengthen himself

* to pursue mitzvoth and to hold onto them, he will certainly
lack them.

_' A person’s nature exercises a strong dowanward pull upon
him. This is so because the grossness which characterizes the
substance of earthiness keeps a man from desiring exertion
and labor. One who wishes, therefore, to attain to the service
of the Creator, may His Name be blessed, must strengthen
himself against his nature and be zealous. If he leaves
himself in the hands of his downward-pulling nature, there
is no question that he will not succeed. As the Tanna says
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‘Ne must live on the plane of chiddush, newness. We must
never expand into the natural. The first law in the Shulchan
Aruch, the code of Jewish law, concerns the beginning of the
day, the first obhgahon of the day. It is fascinating that that first

halachic obli !'Understood superficially,

this is good advice. But there is much more than that here: what
is intended is a basic lesson in beginnings — if one is strong as
a lion to arise in the morning, if one begins the day with no
laziness, not allowing the sluggishness of natural human inertia
to contaminate the moment of waking, of first consciousness,
then the day can be spiritual, elevated! ‘

2 Everything goes after the beginning! Pure beginnings,

_ begmmngsbeyond time, cannot possibly provide a foothold for

the negativity of staleness and depression. That is indeed the
most fitting beginning for a code of Jewish law!
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There is no negativity in the moment of new creation. While
the energy of creativity is flowing, depression and despair are
impossible. The spiritual root of depression is lack of growth in the

personality. When time ticks away and nothing new is being

£

built, when all is static, the neshama feels the cold hand of death.

The sadness of the end of life is that activity is no longer
possible, no change can be generated, all is frozen. That is the
essential difference between life and its opposite, and the neshama
has a premonition of that final state when it is inactive in this

world. This is a great secretin the understanding of depression,

. and this is the reason that the cure for depression is activity; at first,

any purposeful activity, but leading as soon as possible to
activity of the neshama, the movement of growth.
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