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Time In  
Your Hands

At the inception of building the nation 
of Israel, the Almighty inculcated within the 
Jew the value of time. Even before embark-
ing on the exalted exodus, Moshe introduced 
to the people the concept of counting time: 
“This month shall be to you the head of the 
months.” The slave was being intruduced a 
new perspective on time. (Festival of Free-
dom, pp. 37-42)

On their last night in Egypt the tenth 
plague would provide a final blow. God said 
that the plague would hit at exactly mid-
night (See Rashi, Shemot 11:4). The Sages 
stress that it was not a half-second before 
midnight or a half second later (Mechilta, 
Mesichta Depischa [Parshat Bo] 13) (‘The 
Lord is Righteous’ pp. 128-129). The Isra-
elite slave suddenly became aware that a 
defintive hour on the clock would be life 
changing for them and all of Egypt.

A third element where time played 
crucial role for the slave was, perhpas some-
what surprisingly, regarding the food they 

prepared and the way they would eat their 
last meal prior to their journey. “You shall 
guard the matzot…”(Shemot 12:17). Alacrity 
was necessary in preparing their last meal.  
Once again, time was of the essence. Rashi 
comments on this verse and expands on 
the theme: “Do not read the word only as 
matzot, but rather as mitzvot…do not allow 
mitzvot to become leavened…”

The intriguing examples cited above all 
imply the need to recognize and appreci-
ate the gift of time. Time must be utilized 
to the utmost and not be wasted. Time 
belongs to man. Every second should be 
used productively and purposefully. The 
Mishna in Pirkei Avot (2:20) captures this 
sentiment regarding time: “Rabbi Tarfon 
said: The day is short, the task is great, the 
laborers are lazy, the reward is much, and 
the Master is insistent.” (Chumash Mesoras 
HaRav, 2:86)

The Rav brilliantly took note of the next 
integral step for the slave in achieving free-
dom. This stage also focused on counting 
time. The commandment of sefira was 
entrusted to the Jew.  “The wondrous test 
of counting 49 successive days was put to 
him. These 49 days must be whole. If one 
day is missed, the act of numeration is 
invalidated.” (Soloveitchik on Pesach, Sefirat 
HaOmer, and Shavuot, 147)

The Rav marvelously observed another 
most unexpected quality regarding our 
time-awareness. A Jew can transcend the 
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IMMEDIATE ENTRANCE

boundaries of time. We do this when we 
relive critical moments in the Jewish his-
torical past. The quintessential example of 
this, one to which the Rav returned to on 
many occasions, is the obligation to recount 
the Story of the Exodus on Pesach Eve (Sip-
pur Yetziat Mitzrayim). The Rav observed 
that the word “story” (sippur) implies far 
more than a mere, emotionally detached, 
narrative. It must contain, by definition, 
a profoundly experiential element; an 
expression of profound self- identification. 
In this way we don’t merely remember but 
one “tightens the bonds of companionship 
of present and past.” (Time Awareness, Jef-
frey Woolf, Oxford Journals p.10). A Jew 
lives in two different time-frames. The fact 
that a Jew can reenact the past suggests that 
his time awareness can transport him to 
another dimension. 
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