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Shabbat Hagadol — The Greatness of Mesirut Nefesh
R. Mois Navon
Beit Kenneset Lev Efrat — Shabbat Hagadol — 5784

Shabbat Hagadol. Why is this day Gadol? What is Gadol? How does one become Gadol?

To answer these questions, let us investigate the commentaries (mefarshim) that discuss

why this Shabbat is known as Shabbat Hagadol.

Opinions

The Shulchan Aruch dedicates (makdish) one full siman that contains only 11 words to
tell us that Shabbat HaGadol is for the miracle that happened on that day — but he tells us
not what the miracle was!
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While there are a number of explantions given (see esp. Sefer HaTodaah), the most well-
known is that on the Shabbat before the Exodus, the Jews took the sheep (taleh/seh) —
god of Egypt — to slaughter as korban Pesah. The Egyptians realized this and then a

miracle occurred. But what exactly was the miracle is the source of nuanced dispute.

Rashi (Sefer HaPardes) explains that the Egyptians wanted to “take revenge” on us but
God struck them with all kinds of bodily afflictions (yesurim v’holayim), and due to this
miracle, the Shabbat is called Shabbat HaGadol.
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The Tosafot (combines the Midrash of Ex. R. 16:3 [really seems they use M. Tehillim 130],
with the Gem. Shab. 87b) explain that the Egyptians came to ask the Jews what they were
doing and when they said that God is going to kill the first born, so the first born went to
request of Pharaoh that he free the Jews. When Pharoah refused, the first born made a

civil war and many Egyptians were killed. For this miraculous salvation of the Jews, the

Shabbat is called Shabbat HaGadol.
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The Shulhan Aruch HaRav agrees with Tosafot:
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The Tur explains the miracle of Shabbat HaGadol to be that when Egyptians realized that
the Jews were going to slaughter their god, the Egyptians were very upset (“their teeth were

blunted”) but they were not “permitted” [evidently by Heaven] to say anything.
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Similarly, Bechor Shor, but he changes the point that the Egyptians were not “permitted

to say” to that the Egyptians simply “did not say” anything. That was the miracle for which
this Shabbat is Gadol.
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Beit Yosef brings both the Tosafot and the Tur. (And he answers the question as to why
the first day of the Egyptians becoming aware of the slaughter of their god was any more
miraculous than the other days till Pesah itself, he says that the once the Egyptians realized
there was nothing for them to do, there was no open miracle in holding them back from

attacking the Jews.)
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The Levush follows the B”Y and brings both the Tur and the Tosafot. (And he answers
the question as to why we don’t celebrate the miracle on the 10® of Nissan rather than

Shabbat, explaining that it was because the Jews kept Shabbat that the miracle came about.
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For the Egyptians knew that the Jews don’t deal with their animals on Shabbat and thus
came to inquire what they were doing. It was then that the sacrifice of their gods became
known and the miracle of Jewish salvation occurred — so too the Prisha 430:2 and Mor
Uketzia 430).
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Daat Zekanim states explicitly that the Egyptians wanted to kill us but were prevented by
a divine miracle and thus Shabbat HaGadol.
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Similarly, Eliya Raba explains that the Egyptians wanted to kill every Jew and made efforts
to do so, but God’s mercy protected them.
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Blunted Teeth

Having attained a basic understanding of why this Shabbat is Gadol, let us dig a bit deeper.
We glossed over an important nuance made by the Tur when he explained that the
Egyptians, upon realizing that the Jews were going to sacrifice their gods, were not
“outraged” or “angered” or anything similar, but rather “their teeth were blunted”
(sheenethem kehot). What exactly is that supposed to mean!?! Now of course we are all
familiar with the same expression as used to describe what parents are to do to the “wicked
son” of four sons fame in the Haggadah. But again, what exactly is that supposed to

mean!?!

Without going into an in-depth analysis of the expression that appears throughout Jewish
Literature,' one most telling example comes in Rashi’s commentary to a verse in parshat

Behukotai:

“And your strength shall be spent in vain, for your land shall not yield its produce,
neither shall the trees of the land yield their fruits” (Lev. 26:20).
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Rashi comments on the first words, “And your strength shall be spent in vain”, as follows:

Behold, if 2 man does not toil in his field - neither tills, nor sows, nor weeds it , nor
clears away the thorns, nor hoes it, and then at harvest time blight comes and
strikes it (i.e. the field, i.e. destroys that which sprung up of itself), surely it does
not matter much (and the man does not take it to heart). But if a man has toiled -
he has ploughed, sown, weeded, cleared away the thorns and hoed it, and then

blight comes and strikes it, surely then the teeth of that man have become blunt!
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! For a good analysis of the expression, see Ari Zivotofsky, “Personal Accountability and Blunting the
Teeth of the Rasha,” Alei Etzion 18. He notes that it connotes personal responsibility, which could fit

here as well. See also my BLNTEETH.DOC.
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The parable describes a situation wherein man has worked and yet for no purpose (I'lo
tachlit), for no outcome (I'lo toelet), simply put, for nothing (I’shav). He is thus confronted
with that stark empty reality that the existentialists talk about — i.e., that there is no point
to life.” This bitter emptiness, that one’s efforts are for naught, is analogized to feeling as
though one’s “teeth had been blunted.” In other words, “blunted teeth” is an expression

used to describe a feeling of emptiness, like realizing that one has worked for nothing.’

It is this feeling (harsasha) that one must impart (Iehaknot) to the wicked son upon his
abandonment (netishat) of the Jewish people (Ha’am Hayehudi), Jewish history
(Ha’historiyat hahayehudit), and Jewish purpose (Hatachlit hayehudit). Similatly, I suggest,
this is the feeling that Egyptians had when they saw #beir Jewish slaves sacrificing #heir gods
— their entire world fell apart. Everything they believed came crumbling down before their
very eyes. Though they could have accepted that they had been wrong, human nature is
not so amenable to changing worldviews on a dime, and so they became enraged. As
explains Eliya Rabba, the result of their “blunted teeth” was a desire to annihilate the

Jewish people:
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In sum, this day is called Shabbat Hagadol due to the Nes HaGadol that occurred when
we went to perform what turns out to be the first mitzvah we were ever commanded to
do as a people (see Pri Hadash OH 430, Hizkuni Ex. 12:3, Sefer HaTodaah). What
happened on this particular Shabbat was a miracle, as we were saved from the wrath of the

antisemites for whom we had shown their belief system to be a sham.

2 Existentialists such as Albert Camus and Jean-Paul Sartre assert that as life is a mere physical coincidence,

man must endow his life with some meaning, lest he perish in the pain of life.

3 R. Silverman (modern super-commentator) understands Rashi’s application of the “blunt teeth”

expression allegorically meaning “becoming speechless, terror-stricken.”
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Mesirut Nefesh

But there is more to it than that. Rabbi Yeshaya Weiner (1726-1798; the rabbi of Prague)
in his Bigdei Yesha explains that the miracle cannot simply have been the wonder (pele)
the Egyptians didn’t kill us, for if that was the case it should have been called Shabbat
HaPele. Rather it is called “Shabbat haGadol” due to the great transformation (hamapach
hagadol) that the Jews went through — changing themselves from idol worshippers to
worshippers of God. In a moment’s notice (b’rega hada) they returned wholeheartedly to
God to the point that they were willing to sacrifice themselves (limsor et nafsham al
kiddush hashem).
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And that is our answer to “What is Gadol?” It is reaching beyond oneself, transcending
oneself. Indeed, this is what Viktor Frankl explained is the goal of human endeavor — to
achieve greatness (gedula), he said, one must reach beyond oneself (me’eiver 'atzmecha),
one must lose oneself ('abeid et atzmecha), sacrifice oneself (lehakriv et atzmecha)— in

short, mesirut nefesh:

Victor Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning, p. 133

“[M]an is responsible and must actualize the potential meaning of his life. ... The
more one forgets himself — by giving himself to a cause to serve or a person to love
— the more human he is and the more he actualizes himself. What is called self-
actualization is not an attainable aim at all, for the simple reason that the more one
would strive for it, the more he would miss it. In other words, self-actualization is

only possible as a side effect of self-transcendence.”

NN NDIY DTRY 720 ... .1"N 7¢ N'IR'YIVI9N NIYAYNAN NIX D'YANT7 2'NI 'RINK DT
NI 'YK RIN D - AINK? DTR? IN DYWT7 DN0NYT myy NX 10M XKINY D2 - NI INXy
,770 NAWUN NN2 NN0N NI'R NMYY DNYAN K7W NN N INXY DR D'YANN KINI
,JINNR D'7'0 .NNIR YMN' KD )2 N YR QY DTRY 720U NLVIYSN Na'onn

MYy Ni7ynn ¢ RI NYSIND 71 NMYOXR N'MYY Nnwan

© Mois Navon 7 www.DivreiNavon.com



http://www.divreinavon.com/

This is the secret to the eternity of the Jewish people. There are many examples of mesirut
nefesh throughout Jewish history, but we need not go far back in history. After October
7, we have been witness to a great many stories of mesirut nefesh. Permit me to end with
just one such story. It is the story of Yosef Malachi Guedalia, son of David and Dina —
friends of mine from Beit Shemesh. Yosef was 22 years old on Oct. 7 — serving in his last
year of four in Duvdevan. That black morning he was in Jerusalem, which he promptly
left upon hearing the news. He joined his unit and they drove into the inferno (nasu letoch
hatofet). They took out terrorists all along the way till they arrived at Kibbutz Kfar Aza.
There they had a “simple” mission: kill terrorists, save civilians (lehaseil mechablim,
lehaleitz ezrachim). They went in and killed many terrorists and saved many civilians.
After their first successful foray (hegicha harishona hamutzlachat), they unloaded the
civilians (pirku et haezrachim) and went in again. After their second successful foray they

went in again. The third time, they did not make it out. That is mesirut nefesh.

But you may say, why that was just doing the job. So permit me to read to you what was
said specifically of Yosef during this operation (as his brother Asher explains in a Facebook

post of Dec. 23, 2023):
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[I will tell you more about Yosef at the kiddush that I am making for the sium mesechet

I'ilui neshmato].

Conclusion

The Jewish people exist (ha’am ha’yehudi hai) because of mesirut nefesh. Throughout the
ages we have been willing to give up everything to live as Jews, to pass on our Jewish
mission to the next generation. It is this mesirut nefesh that has called forth the divine
miracle of our survival. R. Bakshi Doron (expanding on the idea of the above Bigdei
Yesha) explains this idea in the context of Shabbat Hagadol. The miracle of Shabbat
HaGadol was very different than the miracles of the ten plagues. The ten plagues were
done by Moshe and Aharon while the Jewish people were completely passive. On Shabbat

HaGadol, we were active, we were moser nefesh and as a result God responded with His
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miracle. Shabbat Hagadol is so called because it was the beginning of the redemption,

brought about in the merit of our mesirut nefesh.
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Ands as it was in the first redemption (geula rishona), may it be God’s will, that in the merit
of all the Gedolei Yisrael who have been moser nefesh for Am Yisrael in Eretz Yisrael,

that we merit the final redemption (geula sheleima). BBY.

~N~ A~~~
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Afterword

The Bigdei Yesha adds an encouraging point: that even if we don’t all manage to give
ourselves over to God’s will (limsor et atzmaynu leman Hashem b’teshuva), h”v, God will
awaken in all of us the motivation to return, just as surely as He did with the Jews in Egypt.
So even if “avda tikvateinu, h’v”’; we have this guarantee that God will bring us back in

teshuva so that we will be redeemed. So may it be soon in our days.

INTI NN ,DINDS 12 WYV XDON HAY XIIPY DN ITHN NIV XIPI NAD ... 99 1220 YW ¥1)a
Y93 199 NNOYY NNIWN VY XTN ¥ Y DIINNI 1PN PO 7Y YTV NHNI ¥ 3970 NINDD
NN OMDY DDAPN PN, NN MDD DY INIAND ,NNTI MDD PN NV BYD AVITP Yy
SIINKNA] D79Y [YTY INNWI] ¥7) PYIN NN 13>39 WA N3 INY N7 KNIANN MDD 7PN N3 10
DOWYTP DMV TY 717 AN ,05DN TON ML MTN 2 XINY "PIP? ON” PIDa [2IND

NAYAN NI TY DONIYI I ONR DIPHRY

19 IV NP P99 DN Yy TPYIN

NN N TIAN WD TN ONY N D )0 NN N D - X (1I) DININY INIY DXDYN
TV DY - NI ,DMNY DTN M LD - R TON YD N Y - XN 09N NTH 2 Ton
190 YTN NIWN TION /D NDWDY P10 DY NINNRD NI .1ID N 7N 7D IWHY
NNN DNNN DX D, NYMOON IR 1NV X1 TY TIRN N NINY (XD N NDN) 7DTPD
DYI¥N2 MDINN NNN KON D, 70 NYP? DX NIV T INKY P PON ' NV
NDY DTPYY DI NN NN NI I NN DMI¥NI DIRIVN NN DT NP DYV
HOMYY YD DMINND IR NV NN NVNN YD NYPD NN L(2D N MNY) MOPD?
1I0N) MOPOIVY NWI MY [to be movedsshaken] NIy ,DOIY NON IPIHN DYWH
YTV NN NNPN ON NNPN 1 NIND XININ MAYIND NNIAN M) ,0WN WITP DY NI
to be] _HIWHY NSO ON /D WITP DY MW DNIDIN NNPD IX DIN NTIAY
NYND DNNNY DMINNA NINY 7OTPI I TN N 019919 1929y [move/shake
2997 /N ,D2INT2) D-X TONA /N Y-X MIN DMINT DX PRY D) 7N ,N NINNRND 77> N
NDYND NWITP NN TN DIINNA TIAN XIN 7N INNY KON I ) NDYND PORND PN
NVIP TY7 IMNX NYNN TY NPXAN DY NYAIN 7DONAYA N JION7 INON NN PON
:7NAYIN NP TY 121 1IONR N D229y P2 T DA 7NN

NIWN MY NON DN PNV 1Y 192D 0 17N I1IPNIPN NTAN 17N DINID 91T 1INV 1Y DN
2N 113773 NINNIPNYN XIDY IWIN TPX) NINNDI NN 0T O¥INN NN OY 992 ,NNYY
MY NAIVWNY VN DO XY BN IN DINVW 1N ,NON DNDNNY 29 HY QN NDYT DIN ININ NONIWD
NNV DVTHIN NAY NIPI IO 1IN X122 NAIVWND NIIN NION NID TIND WITPD DU 1398y
772 97 NN 00NN NXRY DPDINMN DITHIN NIV XIPI DN NTHIN NIYY NONY 11 XD D)

.2VON AN NPYVIPN DI XNNNY DN

© Mois Navon 10

www.DivreiNavon.com



http://www.divreinavon.com/

EXTRA

N PYD_IN 11220 NV MIYN 0N NNIN P NV
.. )2 NYYIY ©IN 29N ,21THN DAY IMN PNP NDN MOV NIY

N P79 99 11900 N9 NIvn

NV ORIV N NP NIV D12 1O NIVY 7PN DXINNN INYY MIVIAY - DIN M990
MAN N5 DY YR ONY NP NN YTIND MWUYL” 57N NVNN YY1 1IVPI INDAD
10V N MNNI NDH DYDY YONMYD 1YW ,05D DY 119D DRI DT INT DXINNT 7
INY 91 92T DN 19D PRYI PN XD DMNDNR NN PONMVYY DY MNP 0OV PN
:DYTN DAY ODYY NDSN MDY NIV MIPY WAP 577 NAVA YTINA YPYY 7P

VY 119%0 DN NN - T PIN IIN ¥93) NIV

DY NIV PNP TV ,27WINNN 127 DV /DY (10PN HD) NWN NLN 290D NN PIVT XY (2)
DI N2 YIIN N ,N2 NIT,”NAWY’ NIV ININA PNPY NIVINN OV DY )1 THD NIV Bwa
7Y RNV DTN N D XA N0 NN ION NN

19-N ) P99 SaNIN

SN D2 DY 279N2 ININ DY WK OTIY YN NN DY (2D) ... DT DN PIPP2 NAW (T)
(72) : NI DY PIP? DI NXi2 297 N3N NN NN D27 NYY 1IN MN (D) : DIVIYM DOPN
: DN NIND NN ONIN) NIAN 19 ONIIN DY D)2 27) D2 DY NN 27 YD)

DMIANVY TV ,NIWNA DDWN DI NX DY XIN ,2%WNY_~ 15 PIVO ) P99 S9NDM ©//9a0n
, DMIAX NNM NTN ON NND OMMIAN DX 0NN 2D Y OPMIAX NNNHD INTINY
WD NONN NYA IR NN NMYYY DXTPIY DYLN ININ) .02 DY MAN 2D DY IO
%939 IR\ MYV DYTPY 199,700 XINRD 99 NN IO DINND NN 19”7 YD DYN NN

: N2IVNN N2 NN XIND NN VIOV NI D 7)Y D221 NN NIVNL DYDY

N P99 729N = (9391) YIIN 2297 P99

TR 192D NP2 DN NYINI OXION NMIDVNIT MODNN MWY IPONIV TY DIND DINNI HNIWY PN ...
2PN DYV NIND DY 0N DO TNND XDV DNWD Yaw) NDYTI NP NIPY DIVY NOT INON
,22N IND Y NI DI ION THYY ... ,N7aN 29D HHINN PN ION THYY IMN NIND NYP)
DY 0 IR PNNIP NIP IPON N TO 110D NN 17AN 1D NN DYY NNV DIXN OPN HY
PRY TPN,NNIP INDY,INON 1IN 12 TYON 12 DM HY ,NPIY ND) DY DXV NNIP ,NIPN NN
INDDY 721910 TNN XDD MWYY D950 1PN ININ , TPV NN DNNY TY NI NI PYY
(N: ) 9NDN) 7DINON DNN IWN 920 TNDIMY IV, 1IN TRDN 7NN NIPIVY ,1I1IN

9N 320 NSO MITN BN NIN TV NIV

© Mois Navon 11

www.DivreiNavon.com



http://www.divreinavon.com/

VDT T ,NNO7 MINDTY ... 71D) TWT> NI WWN D207 SN TNPN TOV” U010 ¥V N2) 777 ...
L(372977109) 2773 D2WN071 ZY 00 TIOY?) PWH N22 ) IIIPN 171913) D> 1Y 55 Xy

Y PO 9N 11920 N2 NIYN

NIHY_MITH NI PINM) 92T 0N PRIVNND PN - DNNY DY NINY NI > (3)
DWOY DININND NRY 1HID) NN ININ IV DID ININ NP 1PNIDNDN INY THN DI
: (17VIAD HNIPHNR NN 139 NHYI T NINXY NI DIINNDN MY NINIWY

21955022 P9 2991 MaYN ©”/an9

AN N NHNZN PDN NPYND NN NYINNAY ,DONIN Y27 DY JVIVIN NN, ...
N2 IDIN NN VNIV, 02D 1PIND) ORI WD N22) TN 1N M) NHN2N OTIPY)
,0232 HY MAN 29 DY NNV ,02193 DIVY DIWI NIN ... NI IONI N MION DX 039
e, PPV TY PP PR OTR YT RD 12 XYY DTN IR DI ...

DRDY PTINY 1O IONN 10N IDIN YU 17 = 2R NIVH YN YD33 Tndn

The Torah itself teaches that the Exodus took place on the 15™ of Nissan and that the Jews
took the sheep for the Seder on the 10" of Nissan. The Gem. Shabbat (87b) establishes
the Exodus happened on a THURSDAY, and at this the Tosfot note that the Jews took
the sheep on the prior SHABBAT. They then bring the midrash that explains that this is
why the Shabbat is called Shabbat Hagadol — because of the MIRACLE that occurred.

What was the miracle?

Shabbat HaGadol called such to distinguish from Shabbat Katan which is what a HAG is.
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People say LONG (gadol) drashot.
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Need to give drashot about geula since in Nissan we will be delivered
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Why davka Shabbat and not the 10®?

Other answers:
MA (also in Sefer Todaah): because the 10" later was the yartzeit of Miriam and declared
a fast day.
Bach & Taz: because the 10™ later was the day the Jordan river miraculously split for the
Jews to enter Israel and so there would be confusion that the Gadol even was this and not
the taking of the sheep in Mitzraim.
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HS — because the 10" later was a day that the tribe of Dan sacrificed to AZ [I couldn’t find

the source in the Gem.]
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Malbim explains that the name Elohim is KNOWN among Yehuda in the sense that God
dwells in Yehuda in the Mikdash and thus God, in his Name Elohim, is known as He is.
This is as opposed to in Israel (i.e., the rest of the tribes) in which he is simply known by

“name” in the sense of His acts, presumably, undeniable miracles.
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In this vein, I invite you to my sium mesechet Shabbat on this Shabbat Hagadol.
I invite you to celebrate greatness. To celebrate the greatness that is the Jewish people.

The greatness that is each and every Jew.
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