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“Night of Watching”:

Security, Hope, and the Expectation of Redemption

R. Jason Rogoff - rogoff@hadar.org

Pesah 5784

Growing up in New Jersey, our front door was always locked. | don’t know if it was because of
the fear of thieves roaming the suburbs or the fear that members of my father’s synagogue
would show up without notice. But when | made aliyah, | quickly adapted to the local culture,
and we would leave our front door open. | must admit, | took pleasure in cheerfully

announcing, “It’s open!" whenever there was a knock.

Since Simhat Torah, however, we’ve been diligent about locking the front door. It’s during

Pesah specifically that | find myself thinking about the significance of this change.

Medieval rabbis explore the tradition of keeping the door open on the Seder night, inspired by
the Torah portraying the night of the Exodus as a “Night of Watching” (Exodus 12:42), wherein
God particularly safeguards God’s people. Nonetheless, there is a discrepancy among our

medieval Rabbis concerning the precise rationale behind this tradition.

R. Jacob ben Moses Moellin (known as the Maharil) writes:
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Sefer Maharil, Order of the Second Night of Passover, Section B (Ashkenaz, 14" c.)

On the night of Pesah, a person recites the bedtime Shema and the blessing for lying down
to sleep. However, the other verses for protection from harm® are unnecessary because “it
is a night of watching,” protected from harmful entities.” For this reason, we do not lock
the doors of houses with a strong bolt as we do on other nights because the primary belief

is to trust in the protection of the Holy Blessed One.

In contrast, R. Abraham ben Nathan ha-Yarhi (known as the Ra’avan) explains in his book,

Sefer Ha-Manhig:
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Sefer Ha-Manhig, Laws of Passover, pp. 195-196 (Provence, 12" c.)

And it is the custom in many places not to lock the rooms where people sleep on the nights
of Pesah, for in Nisan they were redeemed, and in Nisan we are destined to be redeemed,
as it is written, “It is a night of watching," a night that was set aside from the six days of

creation. And if Elijah were to come, he would find the house open, and we would quickly

! Such as Psalms 3 and 91. See Talmud Bavli Shevuot 15b.
2 Literally, mazikin are demons, but because there are also interpretations that the “night of watching” protects
us from more physical threats like robbers, | left the translation vague.
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go out to meet him. And we believe in this. And in the reward of this belief, we will be

redeemed with God’s help and salvation, and soon in our days, amen.

According to the Maharil’s opinion, the door is left open as evidence of our trust in God. The
night of the Seder is a night when we are all secure under God’s watchful eye, alleviating
concerns about potential threats, such as burglars attempting to enter from outside. The
Ra’avan explains that the door remains open so that we can go out to meet Elijah, the
harbinger of redemption, without delay. For him, itis a sign of our faith in being redeemed

once more.

The foundation of this dispute is rooted in the development of a midrash on the phrase, “night

of watching.” The phrase appears in Exodus 12:42, which describes the night of the Exodus:

an:' niny

DT 7KW 127707 DAY N7 DT N7Y7DTRID DX YR DXYINT ‘07 RN DNaY 7Y

Exodus 12:42
That was for God a night of watching to bring them out of the land of Egypt; that same

night is God’s, one of watching for all the children of Israel throughout the ages.

In the Mekhilta de-R. Yishmael, two opinions are divided on the significance of the term

“watching” being repeated in the verse.

T' XNOST XNNDON XN'7'On
17 '"NY DTN NN RINT INRKIY YWIN 1Y NAT 7KDY PTNY LR 1 D7 RN oy 7'
D'70N) I I9IY YUTIN 1Y 1IRKIY NWND XX D782 'K K27 T'NY7 1982 1DNIRTYYR

N7'70 RN RIR 7' Nt NN KNI TN nni iR R pn ' nn aon (TR

Page 3 0f 8

3PS



171
"Night of Watching” I-FF\DGR

O TORAH - AVODAH - HESED

R. Jason Rogoff _QIK_

9712 N"2N [20Y X7 Y70 Y'ANWII 12 NI 7RI12 IR DTN N2 DNNAX 11'AX DNNAXRY NN NN

'
Mekhilta Massekhta de-Pisha 14
“That was for God a night of watching.” On it they were redeemed, and on it they are
destined to be redeemed—the words of R. Yehoshua, as it is said, “This night is for God.” R.
Eliezer says: On it they were redeemed. In the future, they will be redeemed only in
Tishrei, as it is said, “Blow the shofar in the month”—and why? “Because it is a decree for
Israel” (Psalm 81:5). What is the meaning of “this night is for God”? Rather, it is this night
that the Holy Blessed One, said to our father Abraham, “Abraham, on this night I will
redeem your children.” And when the appointed time arrived, the Holy Blessed One did

not delay even for the blink of an eye.

Both Tannaim interpret the double occurrence of the word “watching” in the verse as
something that is preserved over time. R. Yehoshua believes that the repetition indicates
that, just as the Israelites were redeemed on 14" Nisan, so too will they be redeemed in the
future on that same date, which is reserved for the complete redemption. R. Eliezer disagrees
and believes that the future redemption will occur in Tishrei. According to his opinion, the
doubling is explained through retrospective: the date was designated and preserved for
redemption since the promise of God to Abraham in the Covenant Between the Pieces
(Genesis 15), and this redemption was realized in the Exodus from Egypt. In other words, the
question is whether that night is preserved from the past to the present of the Exodus from
Egypt (according to R. Eliezer’s opinion) or from the present of the Exodus from Egypt to the

future redemption (according to R. Yehoshua’s opinion).

The statement that the night of the Exodus from Egypt protects against harmful spirits first
appears in the Babylonian Talmud. In a discussion in the last chapter of the tractate Pesahim
regarding the four cups of the Seder night, our Sages ask: how can we be obligated to drink

four cups specifically when, according to the belief of the Babylonian Sages there is a danger
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associated with drinking an even number of cups? This would risk exposure to harmful

spirits.’?

Rav Nahman, a Babylonian Amora, interprets the verse as a response to this concern:
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Talmud Bavli Pesahim 109b

How can our Rabbis establish anything that may lead to danger? Was it not taught: “A
person should not eat pairs; and they should not drink pairs; and they should not wipe
themselves with pairs; and they should not have sex in pairs”!? Rav Nahman said: The

verse states, “It is a night of watching”—a night that is protected from harmful entities.

Rav Nahman explains that on Seder night there is no need to be concerned about drinking an
even number of cups because on that night we are protected from harm. Note that the
meaning of the word “watching” has changed since the tannaitic sources from, “preserved
(for future use)," to, “protects (from harmful things).” Drinking in pairs on a regular day is an
unnecessary risk, but there is no need to consider it on the night of the Exodus from Egypt,

the night on which we are protected from all evil, the “night of watching."

The editors of the Babylonian Talmud incorporate Rav Nahman’s innovative interpretation

with the original tannaitic dispute in a sugya in tractate Rosh Hashanah. This section explores

* See Isaiah Gafni, Yehudei Bavel Bitkufat Hatalmud (1990), pp. 167-172, and Sara Ronis, Demons in the Details:
Demonic Discourse and Rabbinic Culture in Late Antique Babylonia (2022), pp. 92-127.
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the disagreement between R. Yehoshua and R. Eliezer regarding the month of the world’s

creation, coinciding with the month of Israel’s future redemption:
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Talmud Bavli Rosh Hashanah 11b

R. Yehoshua says: In Nisan they were redeemed, and in Nisan they will be redeemed in the
future. How do we know? The verse says, “a night of watching”—a night that is set aside
from the six days of creation. And the other one [R. Eliezer]: a night that is protected from

harmful entities.

The Gemara presents R. Yehoshua’s view and attributes to him a midrash similar to the one
that appears in the Mekhilta. It immediately asks how R. Eliezer, who sees the month of
Tishrei as the month of creation and redemption, interprets the verse. Instead of presenting
his view from the Mekhilta, the editors attribute to Rabbi Eliezer the interpretation of Rav
Nahman, the Babylonian Amora. The Babylonian Talmud uses the same word, “niwn,” in its
two different meanings. R.Yehoshua argues that the date is reserved for redemption, and the
Babylonian Talmud attributes to R. Eliezer the view that the night is protected from harmful
spirits. This is the root of the disagreement between the Maharil and the Ra’avan. The
Maharil adopts the approach of Rav Nahman (and attributed to R. Eliezer), and according to
his view, leaving the doors open is an expression of the belief that on Seder night the Holy
Blessed One, protects us more than any other night and does not allow various harmful
entities to enter our house. In contrast, the Ra’avan follows the view of R. Yehoshua—the

doors are open to show that we are ready for the redemption that could come immediately.
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The custom undergoes a transformation in the words of R. Moshe Isserles (the Rema) in the

Darkhei Moshe, who connects the two reasons:
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Darkhei Moshe, Orah Hayyim 480:1 (Poland, 16" c.)

It is customary to open the door when reciting “Pour out Your wrath” because it is
mentioned in the Or Zaru’a® not to lock the doors of houses on the night of Pesah, which is
the Night of Watching. This is faith in the Holy Blessed One and in God’s promise, and by
the merit of this promise, we will be redeemed. Therefore, we open the door when saying

“Pour out Your wrath,” meaning, through this action it is fitting for the messiah to come.

Here, in addition to not locking the door, it is actually opened during the recitation of “Pour
out Your wrath on the nations.” The Rema’s custom is to open the door wide and proclaim a
call for revenge precisely in the space where many Jews keenly felt the threat from outside.
This behavior, which would have been considered strange at best on a regular night—and, at
worst, even very dangerous—is possible only on a night when there is an explicit promise
from God to protect us. Through this action, which demonstrates confidence in God’s

promise of protection, we are redeemed.

In the current climate, many of us find ourselves grappling with a heightened sense of
insecurity and fear. There is an overarching experience of looming threat. Faced with such
circumstances, it is instinctive for many of us to retreat indoors and secure ourselves by

locking the doors.

*R. Isaac ben Moses of Vienna, 13" century.
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In response to this, the custom of opening the door on Seder night can be a helpful

"Night of Watching”

experience for us in two distinct ways. From one perspective, we can experience opening the
door as stemming from fear. We cautiously open the door, forcing ourselves to rely on the
belief that, only on Seder night (the Night of Watching) are we under God’s protection.
However, as soon as the Seder concludes, we might revert to the routine of locking doors and

isolating ourselves within our homes.

Alternatively, we might experience this custom as a symbolic gesture toward a brighter future.
By leaving the door ajar, we signify our readiness to step outside, even amidst adversity and
uncertainty. Opening the door this year can become a metaphorical gateway to the potential

for a different, more promising tomorrow.
My hope is that we can embrace this symbolism with a sense of assurance, poised to venture

forth and actively bring about the changes that will ultimately lead to our complete

redemption.
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