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It's Almost Chatzos!

Rav Moshe Boruch Kaufman, Machon Aleh Zayis

Chatzos halaylah (midnight) is a significant zman on leil haseder.
The piyut “Vayehi bachatzi halaylah” lists many miraculous events
that occurred at midnight, most notably Makkas Bechoros. More
importantly, according to Rabi Elazar ben Azaryah, the mitzvos
of the seder night can only be performed before midnight.

According to Shulchan Aruch (O.C. 477:1) and the majority of
poskim, the afikoman must be eaten by chatzos. Rema adds that
Hallel should be finished and the fourth kos drunk by chatzos.
Although many are lenient regarding Hallel and the fourth kos,
most are stringent regarding the afikoman (especially the first
night). In many homes the pace of the seder is dictated by this
zman. But the time of chatzos halaylah is unclear and difficult to
determine.

In the pre-clock age, it was virtually
impossible to determine the time of
midnight. During the day the time could be determined based on
the sundial, but at night, without the sun,
everyone was in the dark. The Egyptian
astronomers were able to calculate the time at
night but their methods are unclear. When
Moshe Rabbeinu warned Pharaoh about Makkas
Bechoros, he said it would occur “at about”
midnight (kachatzos) and not “at midnight”
(bachatzos). He did so to prevent Pharaoh's
astronomers from claiming that Moshe erred
and the makkah did not occur precisely at
midnight (Gemara Berachos 4a). Why would they make this
claim? Apparently, the time of midnight is somewhat debatable.
Chasam Sofer (Torah Moshe Shemos 11:2) suggests that the
makkah occurred when it was chatzos in Eretz Yisrael; Mitzrayim,
which is west of Eretz Yisrael, experienced the makkah before its
own midnight (ironically, today Yerushalayim uses Cairo [Egypt]
time, twenty-one minutes west).

Rav Aryeh Leib Lipkin (aggados to Berachos) offers a similar
idea. Each section of Mitzrayim experienced the makkah at
its own exact midnight. Thus the eastern part of the country
experienced the makkah when, in the western part, it was not
yet midnight (see Aleh Magid pg. 5).

Chatzos halaylah is conventionally calculated as
the midpoint between sunset and the following
morning's sunrise. It is the same time as chatzos hayom, the
midpoint between sunrise and sunset. This is how it appears in
virtually every luach. This Pesach in Lakewood, chatzos will occur

Rav Avraham Blumenkrantz zt”]

at 1:00 (a.m. and p.m.).

Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach raises a major question.
Logically, chatzos should be the midpoint of the night. Night
unequivocally ends at alos hashachar (dawn), at least 72 minutes
before sunrise. Nightfall, however, occurs much earlier than 72
minutes after sunset (as per the opinion of the Gra and geonim).
Thus the actual midpoint of the night is much earlier than the
time of chatzos listed on the luach.

Perhaps our minhag assumes that chatzos is

not defined as the midpoint of the day or
night, but as an astronomical phenomenon. Chatzos hayom, for
instance, is understood as high noon, when the sun is at its peak.
In discussing erev Pesach and the korban tamid, the Gemara refers
to chatzos hayom as “when the sun is overhead,” at the midpoint
between sunrise and sunset. According to some opinions, this
zman does not coincide with the halachic center of the day.

Accordingly, chatzos halaylah is defined as the time when the
sun is farthest away from the horizon. At chatzos the sun begins

e to move closer to the horizon. This explains
b why midnight is an es ratzon; the sun, which
represents light, begins its ascent at this point,
bringing the hope of a new day.

Rav Eliyahu Felder pointed out a difficulty
with this interpretation. In the summer months,
nightfall occurs in most northern countries at
approximately 10:00 p.m. However, dawn occurs
already at 1:00 am, when the morning light
becomes visible. According to the understanding
that chatzos is the middle of the night, it would occur at 11:30
p-m. On the other hand, based on the suggested astronomical
understanding that chatzos is the midpoint between sunset and
sunrise, it would occur at alos hashachar because that midpoint
coincides with the morning light!

Interestingly, printed in the Pesach digest authored

by Rav Avraham Blumenkrantz zt”l is another
opinion: that chatzos occurs at around 2:30 am. This is based on
the Shaarei Tzion, quoted by Magen Avraham (O.C. Siman 1). In
discussing the time of tikkun chatzos, Magen Avraham quotes an
opinion that chatzos is six hours after the beginning of the night.
This opinion is quite novel, because in the summer months,
chatzos would be only two hours before daybreak; in the winter,
it would be two hours prior to the true midnight. Perhaps this
opinion only applies to tikkun chatzos, not to other areas of
practical halachah, as it is related to a certain es ratzon in
shamayim. At any rate, all poskim reject this opinion out of hand
(see Mishnah Berurah 1:9).
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This paragraph is taken from Mishnayos in Berachos. It deals with
the debate on whether all three parts of krias shema are said at
night. The third paragraph of krias shema deals mainly with tzitzis,
which does not apply at night, because they can't be seen then;
however, Ben Zoma teaches that it must be recited at night too.

Ben Zoma derives this halachah from the word “kol — all [the
days of your life].”

The Vilna Gaon explains that the word kol has two meanings:
“every” and “whole.” According to the rabbanan, the pasuk's
intention is “every day.” Yetzias Mitzrayim must be mentioned
every day, even after Mashiach comes, but only in daytime. Ben
Zoma contends that it means “the whole day.” He rules that
the mitzvah applies to the whole day—day and night—but not
necessarily forever; it may not apply after Mashiach comes.

How is a discussion about krias shema relevant at the seder,
whose subject is its special mitzvah of sipur Yetzias Mitzrayim?

This question is commonly asked, and many have offered long
explanations to resolve it. It is not at all that difficult, though.
On Pesach night we are commanded to fulfill a specific mitzvah
of sipur Yetzias Mitzrayim. This passage declares that it is a
mitzvah to remember the Exodus every single night; it follows
that tonight's mitzvah is broader, that Yetzias Mitzrayim should
be discussed for a longer time and with greater depth than on
every other night. On Pesach night, the more we elaborate, the
better. [Based on Opa Lehman's Haggadah by Rabbi Yechezkel Menachem Lehman]
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The Haggadah describe the various opinions among the
tannaim regarding how many makkos came upon the Egyptians.
The argument is not really arithmetic. The intention is to teach
us a concept about the healing process that feels wrong and
uncomfortable to speak about. And yet the Haggadah names
it. The Torah does not flinch, Chazal do not censor the truth:
Sometimes, we need to see our abuser hurt. Sometimes, healing

requires us to witness the one who harmed us in pain.

It is not polite to admit this out loud. It flies in the face of the
image of piety we often carry. But it is real. Anger alone does not
always suffice. There are moments when the inner wound insists:
I want them to suffer as I suffered. I want to see them crushed as [
was crushed.

And the Haggadah validates this.

Hashem could have led us gently out of Mitzrayim, slipping
us free while the Egyptians looked the other way. He could have
merely canceled the enslavement or annulled Pharaoh's decree.
But He did not do so. He struck the Egyptians. He punished
them. He hurt them and tormented them. And He did so not
once or twice, but over and over again. The makkos did not come
as one decisive blow, but as ten. And the tannaim expand the
number to forty, fifty, two hundred, more. Why? Because when
the wound is deep, we need to name every detail of the abuser's
downfall. We need to taste, layer by layer, that justice has been
served and that our natural, self-preserving anger response is
justified and expressed.

Not everyone needs this path. Healing is not uniform. But for
many, this is the doorway through which real movement comes.
And the Haggadah, with all its sacredness, makes space for it.

Yes, Hashem silenced the angels when they wanted to sing at
the drowning of the Egyptians. He told them, “My creations are
perishing — how can you rejoice?” But He did not silence the
Jewish people from singing. The angels had not been whipped.
The angels did cement their children into the pyramids. The
angels did not know the sting of humiliation, the emptiness of
prayers that seem to go unheard. Only the Jewish people, who
had lived that nightmare, had the right to sing as the waters
crashed down on their oppressors.

The Jewish people were not told, “Don't be so angry. The
Egyptians were only doing their best.” People who suffer have
the right to see their victory over their oppressors, to revel in the

downfall of those who tried to destroy them. [Based on The Attached
Haggadah by Rabbi Yaakov Danishevsky]
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