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CONGREGATION KNESETH ISRAEL/ THE WHITE SHUL
FAR MORE THAN MERE TASTES AND TALES                                                     R’ EYTAN FEINER

Pesach                    

On seder-night, the Vilna Gaon informs us, there are more mitzvos to be performed than on any other night of the year.
 Inviting ourselves to the table for a quick look, we can’t help but notice that the vast majority of the night’s mitzvos revolve around food and drink; a smorgasbord of delights carries us through the evening, as we sample and imbibe one taste after another. While the abundant symbolism certainly dominates the culinary consumption, as we are stirred to remember- nay, reenact- the miraculous transition from slavery to freedom, we are, nonetheless, focusing a great deal on the night’s menu. Which naturally leads us to ask the obvious fifth question: How are we to understand this repetitive focus on the food that fills our seder-plates and tables?

Let us not lose sight, as well, of the emphasis on seder-night of retelling the story of the geula from Mitzraim, of engaging in the stimulating discussion surrounding the highlight of the evening, the Pesach Haggadah. The mitzvah of sippur yetzi’as Mitzraim- far more encompassing than the everyday obligation of simply remembering- mandates that we recount the entire concatenation of events from oppression to redemption.
 The deeper we delve and the more we elaborate, the ba’al haggadah remarks, the more we are deserving of praise. 
It is thus also a night of plentiful talking, of exploring a saga replete with meaningful lessons, as we do so much more than the mere delightful telling of tales. It is a time that sees us, all family members included, engrossed in constant speech, as the yom tov of Pesach gets under way- a yom tov, the Arizal writes,
 which is essentially one of “peh sach,” when the “mouth” indeed does lots of “talking”.
 No wonder, then, that when the Sefer Yetzira (5:7) remarks that “sicha,” speech/talking, corresponds to the month of Nissan, the Vilna Gaon explains that it is because of all the sippur yetzi’as Mitzraim and the “vi’hegadita li’vincha” of the Pesach seder.
 In fact, seder-night is the only night of the year when we recite and sing the praises of Hallel, and we do it with- what else- but the very same peh already occupying the Pesach-night stage… And when Chazal wish to expound upon the importance of speaking properly, the backdrop for such a discussion is, most appropriately, Maseches Pesachim (3a-3b), the masechta named after, and discussing, the yom tov of “Peh sach”.
 (R’ Tzaddok HaKohen writes often that every idea presented in the gemara finds its place in a given masechta for a specific reason.) The masechta’s very first word, in fact- and thus its very first lesson- is the care and concern in selecting only the proper choice of terminology in one’s speech (see bottom of 3a).             

The common denominator emerging from all our tastes and tales is a clear focus on the peh, as the mouth dominates the mitzvos of a yom tov whose very name serves to highlight its prominent role. The eating itself is accompanied by much explanatory discussion as the matzah, the lechem oni, is labeled the bread upon which onin alav divarim harbei, “we respond upon it with many words”  (Pesachim 115b),
 while the mitzvah of sippur yetzi’as Mitzraim must be performed specifically at a time when the matzah and marror are munachim li’fanecha, “placed before you” (Mechilta). Intertwined throughout,
 the seemingly endless eating and talking are the activities occupying the spotlight during “Peh sach,” inspiring us to better understand the significance of the mouth and specifically the power of speech. Let us, then, attempt but a taste of what our koach ha’dibbur is all about. 

Forming the “Speaking Spirit”

When the Torah relates that, “man became a living being” (Beraishis, 2:7), Targum Onkelos and Targum Yonasan ben Uziel define “living being” as “ruach mimalila,” a speaking spirit.
 Accordingly, the “life” that is unique to man and elevates him above all other forms of creation, is his power of speech.
 Hence, when Chazal delineate the four categories that encompass all objects of creation, they accord the title of “midaber” to the human species,
 once again highlighting man’s essential distinguishing feature.
 In addition, from its placement at the head of the list of “ma’asei Adam” in Tehillim, 115:5- “peh la’hem vi’lo yi’dabeiru”- the ability to speak is clearly viewed as the primary “koach” in man.
 Humans alone are classified as “midaber” and we alone are defined as possessing a “tzelem Elokim.” No wonder, therefore, that the gematria of “tzelem Elokim” (246) equals exactly that of “midaber”…
     
We emerge from the womb with an immediate cry- an expression of speech- and upon man’s demise, he is regarded as a “yo’reid dumah” (Tehillim, 115:17), as one who has descended into silence, for death, in essence, is the loss of his identifying characteristic, his koach ha’dibbur.
 Our entire relationship with HaKB”H through Torah and tefilla is, in fact, built on this very ability.
 So crucial to our very essence, what is this koach ha’dibbur really all about? 

Adam was created by means of instilling a neshama, a ruchniyus component loosely identified with the intellect, within a purely physical body. The only means by which man can express his intellect and inner emotions, and thereby manifest his spiritual elements, is through the vehicle of his koach ha’dibbur, thus using the mouth as the bridge that combines these two disparate components.
 This was the final step in man’s creation, the step that allowed him to bring his p’nimiyus outward.
 Speaking via the conduit of the mouth reveals the true person hiding beneath the physical facade.
 The Hebrew word for mouth, peh,
 is thus the place in which we inform others that we are poh (the identical two letters), we are “here,” we are precisely where we speak… 

How interesting then to observe- as noted by Rav Moshe Shapiro- that the lips which ultimately articulate our words (safa, the Hebrew word for language, is clearly derived from the si’fasayim), are the only part of the body where the inside skin is actually turned outwards-- a reflection of what the mechanics of our koach ha’dibbur are all about, the outward manifestation of the inner workings of our neshama.
 Perhaps we might also add that the Hebrew word for lips is “si’fasayim,” a word that appears as a juxtaposition of si’fas and yam: Just as the sifas ha’yam serves as the ma’avar, the means by which the land- man’s domain (aretz= artziyus, the purely physical domain and man’s abode)- is linked with the sea- solely G-d’s domain
- so too are the lips (sifas+yam=sifasayim) the ma’avar that bridges together man’s physical and spiritual components.
   
And thus the prophet charged with revealing the hidden words of G-d is called a “navi,” derived from the expression “niv si’fasayim” (Yeshayahu, 57:19), the movements, the speech, of his lips.
 It is the navi who, through the deliberate movement of his sacred lips, acts as the ma’avar, the intermediary, who receives the holy words emanating from G-d above and articulates them, reveals them, to man below.            

The “Devarim” of the World

In truth, everything in the world- indeed all objects of creation- constantly “speak” to us. Explaining why it is that every existing thing is called, in lashon ha’kodesh, a “DAVAR,” Rav Moshe Shapiro avers that everything came into being as a “divar Hashem”: “Bi’divar Hashem shamayim na’asu, u’viruach piv kol tziva’am” (Tehillim, 33:6). All objects of creation are essentially the word of Hashem, sent into existence to play a designated role in revealing the glory of their creator.
 
Furthermore, li’asid lavoh, sometime in the future, every davar will actually be midaber (same shoresh). What will they say? If being able to speak means possessing the ability to outwardly express the p’nimiyus within oneself, then every tree, rock, etc., will someday reveal its true inner nature, its true function as a unique creation of HaKB”H. The time will come when all camouflage will be shed, all facades removed, revealing, in turn, the deeper meaning inherent in every davar.
 That deeper meaning is the kevod Shamayim, the honor of G-d, being manifested through all respective acts of creation, as each object articulates the divar Hashem in its own unique way.
    

The Midbar as “Midaber”

Hence, we might perceive a rock to serve some purpose, but its genuine p’nimiyus as a creation of HaKB”H is yet to be fully disclosed until it is eventually midaber. One day, all devarim will, in effect, be midabrim. And the ultimate midaber? 
Perhaps we might offer the following: The ultimate midaber, by definition, must be that which presently tells us absolutely nothing about its purpose in this world; it radiates no overt meaning whatsoever, stirring us constantly to plumb its underlying purpose. 
That is the desert. In the vast expanse of the silent desert we see nothing- no trees, no rocks, no water, no sign of life. Precisely in such a background are the Aseres HaDIBRos given. We are all ears, listening attentively to any dibbur produced in an environment that is almost entirely bare, providing no diversions to our captivated attention. The desolate midbar is thus the purest midaber,
 leaving us to wait until it finally breaks out in unbridled dibbur, revealing to us its true purpose and the abundant beauty that lies beneath its surface.
 Before journeying forward into the open midbar, however, and before we could merit hearing the Devarim/Dibros of HaKB”H, we first had to be liberated from the constricting mitzarim suppressing our koach hadibbur in Mitzraim.
  

Constriction

The Zohar (vol. 2, 25b) writes that the “Dibbur” of HaKB”H was in galus in Mitzraim. As long as the Jewish People were in exile in the land of Egypt, the Dibbur- the open revelation and expression of G-d’s Divine Presence- was in exile together with them.
 It would only be in the stages leading to our redemption and the ensuing geula that the Dibbur would be “liberated” and disclosed to all. We, of course, were bound to play the crucial role of first being misakein, of refining, our own dibbur to merit reciprocation on the part of HaKB”H. It comes as no surprise, therefore, to note that the geula would only transpire in the wake of B’nei Yisroel’s calling out to G-d in tefilla- or, more specifically, in the form of tzi’a’ka as indicated in the pesukim and Chazal
- in order to arouse G-d’s abundant mercy. Only after tapping into our koach ha’peh, utilizing our unique “kol kol Yaakov” that we inherited from our illustrious ancestor,
 could we lay the groundwork for the Dibbur of HaKB”H to finally manifest itself. 

If our koach ha’dibbur is that ability that sums up our very essence and allows our true pinimiyus to shine forth, then it was necessary that we make use of it by shouting out to G-d in an impassioned plea for rachamim. If we are essentially a people highlighted by our “kol” of Yaakov, then it would have to be that medium, in particular, that would ultimately engender G-d’s mercy. 
But it would certainly have to be an unadulterated kol, and thus we find Chazal’s mention that, contributing to our redemption, was the notable fact that the Jews did not change their names- that is, the reflection of their true essence- nor did they change their language to adopt the Egyptian vernacular.
 And they did not speak lashon hara.
 They preserved their defining trait of the “kol kol Yaakov” and eventually used it to ignite their ardent cry for HaKB”H to redeem them. Although perhaps still ensnared in idolatry’s lure and mired at the nadir of impurity,
 through their koach ha’dibbur they were able to reveal their true essence as the sons of Yaakov Avinu, as their undefiled speech assumed a potent form of tefilla. Enough to trigger HaKB”H’s rachamim. 

And all the while they highlighted their stark contrast to Pharaoh and his nation. Spelled backwards, the name Pharaoh (peh/raish/ayin/heh) yields, “ha’oref,”
 the nape of the neck, the side blinded to the throat which is located at the front and which contains the vocal chords, the origin of the sounds of speech. We are a nation characterized by a true kol, by an ability to harness our koach ha’dibbur in reaching out to G-d-- channeling it through the vehicle of tefilla (and Torah)-- while a Pharaoh is unable to taste even a tad of its profundity. He is far removed from the kol belonging solely to Yaakov’s heirs. His is a “peh ra”--osiyos “Pharaoh”
-- a mouth capable of uttering only evil and falsehood, connected to a stiff neck whose only tikkun is to be broken. And how does his nation wish to intensify the slavery and subjugation? “Va’ya’avidu Mitzraim es B’nei Yisroel bi’pha’rech,” which the medrash equates with a “peh rach,”
 as the Egyptians invoked their sly mouths to delude us into working ever harder.  
And when this very Pharaoh (=ha’oref) wished to kill Moshe in the wake of the latter’s killing of the Egyptian, what part of the body did he aim for but Moshe’s own oref, the nape of his neck…(Shemos Rabba, 1:31).
 While the medrash continues that Moshe’s neck miraculously turned into an “amud ha’shein,” literally a pillar of the [ivory] tooth [of the elephant]- see Metzudos on Shir HaShirim, 7:5- and is it not the tooth whose role it is to also assist in speech enunciation… Moshe’s koach ha’dibbur will always prevail over that of Pharaoh’s…            

With their dibbur having now been adequately tapped, it was time for the Dibbur of HaKB’H- His essence, kaviyachol- to begin expressing itself like never before. We opened up our mouth and G-d, in turn, kaviyachol, opened up His: In chodesh Nissan, the month of miracles and the month corresponding to the concept of “sicha” (Sefer Yetzira, 5:7), our peh was joined by the “peh” of HaKB”H, and thus we find- not surprisingly- that the gematria of “Nissan” equals 170, precisely that of “peh”+”peh”…
 

The Transitional Plague

Before even heading out to the miDBAR on a trek towards Har Sinai where the Aseres HaDiBRos were to be given- and where the ultimate revelation of G-d’s Divine Presence would take place- the “Dibbur” of HaKB”H was, in truth, already beginning to reveal itself…                                 

One of the ten plagues actually shares the very same root as “davar.” Makas “DEVER,” R’ Avraham ben HaGra writes in his commentary on the Haggadah (Geulas Avraham), was the beginning of the gilui Shechina in Mitzraim. What made this plague so unique that only upon its arrival do we find the onset of the revelation of the Shechina-- the first four plagues did not allow for such an occurrence? Perhaps we could suggest the following: Every plague, as well as the earlier signs, that befell Egypt could somehow be attributed to something revealed in nature. The door was left open to attribute them to blood, frogs, lice, etc., without coming on to an omnipotent supernatural being; they were simply manipulations of nature, at times possibly even taking place on their own.

But along comes makas dever. G-d has, by this point, given Pharaoh four chances to repent willingly. As Chazal
 inform us, after the fifth plague, Pharaoh’s free will was removed from him willy-nilly. For his last chance for contrition, therefore, Pharaoh had to be shown a plague that would prove extremely difficult for him to attribute to anything other than the supreme Jewish G-d concealed from nature. Along comes an invisible plague, a plague of pestilence that cannot be seen and cannot be attributed to anything revealed in nature. It is death- plain and simple. Targum Onkelos, in fact, translates “dever,” the plague of pestilence, as “mosa.” “Mosa”- the animals afflicted simply drop dead. Period.

Interesting then, that makas dever is so often juxtaposed to makas bechoros, the plague referred to as “cherev” (death by the ‘sword’ of the mal’ach hamaves and by the actual swords of the firstborn rebellion- Zevach Pesach Haggadah (Abarbanel)).
 After all, both dever and makas bechoros are essentially plagues of death, invisible misa.
 Both plagues were also unique in that they only targeted specific groups and both were- not surprisingly- sent as closures to the two respective series of five.
   

But dever was the beginning of this gilui Shechina, a gilui magnified immensely by the time makas bechoros rolled around. It was quite obvious that invisible death could not come from anything Pharaoh had ever before seen with the naked eye. Perhaps this also explains the only appearance in all of Tanach of the word “hoya” (Va’eira, 9:3) specifically by makas dever, a word consisting of the same letters as the Sheim Havayah.
 The plague of dever began a new stage, a stage in which the Shechina was revealed, and perhaps “hoya” comes to further highlight this statement of the Gra’s son.
 
We also encounter the phrase “yad Hashem” (9:3) introducing us to a new stage, a new level of revelation, in the development of the eser makkos. Makas kinnim introduced us to the “etzbah Elokim” (8:15); dever begins the progression to “yad Hashem” (9:3);
 and makas bechoros is materialized through Hashem’s “z’roah netuyah” (Haggadah). At makas dever, Pharaoh is given a final opportunity to abandon his recalcitrance, but opts instead to plunge yet deeper into cognitive dissonance. And the makkos must therefore continue...

The plague that first reveals the hidden presence of HaKB”H and speaks openly of His previously concealed spiritual presence, is thus working in a similar fashion to the idea of koach ha’dibbur, and is therefore aptly named “DEVER.”
 Interesting to note, as well, is that after being introduced to us in the pasuk as the plague of “dever,” the Torah then drops that title and switches instead to “HaDAVAR ha’zeh.” The Torah twice (9:5, 6) refers to this plague of death merely as “this thing,” this “DAVAR” that is truly “midaber” as it reveals the Divine Presence of the Shechina.

Koach Ha’Dibbur at Its Finest Hour

The makkos then reach their conclusion and the Jewish People are set for the grand exodus. The full-fledged geula from Mitzraim was not over, however, until they arrived at Yam Suf where death by drowning awaited the Egyptian army.
 It was only then that B’nei Yisroel’s koach ha’dibbur reached its pinnacle as their essence poured forth in the form of shira,
 the greatest manifestation of unbridled dibbur,
 their souls overflowing with love of HaKB”H and recognition of His sovereignty.
 
The Rama (OC”H, 6:1) writes that “mafli la’asos” (lashon “peleh”) conveys the ultimate wonder of the harmonious fusion of ruchniyus and gashmiyus. Every time we tap into our koach ha’dibbur we express that “peleh” as our ruchniyus is manifest through the physical mechanics of our speech process, as the two merge in sweet unison to produce a kol. The Chasam Sofer
 adds that “peleh” is rashei teivos—“peh/lev/eivarim”—further alluding to the wonder of speech as our peh expresses the synthesis of our physical limbs with the lofty emotions of the heart. The power of the “peh” (of, for example, “Ish ki yafli lindor…(Naso, 6:2)), reaches its peak only when it bursts forth unabated in shira, and the most magnificent shira ever naturally sees within its lines, “…no’rah si’hilos o’sei pheleh” (Beshalach, 15:11).
 The greatest wonder and the grandest display of ruchni merging with gashmi understandably warranted our peh being ‘mafli’ “o’sei pheleh”…          

And when we lain this awesome shira of the newly liberated midabrim on parshas Beshalach- bursting forth in an outpouring of emotion as our penimiyus yearns to attach itself to the Shechina- how apropos is the choice of shiras DeVoRa, the song of the famous “midaberes”
 for the week’s haftora…
  

“Peh Sach” saw the redemption of the peh, of our koach ha’dibbur, sparked by our cries of tzi’a’ka issued from the very mouths that refused to adopt the Egyptian names and language and abstained from speaking lashon hara. But the redemption was not complete until the maximum output of our koach ha’dibbur could be produced at Yam Suf. Even then, the geula would not find its culmination until we continued on in the midbar to finally merit hearing the Dibburim of HaKB”H Himself.               

The Song of Songs

What more fitting time, therefore, to lain from none other than Shir HaShirim, the Song of [all] Songs?
 It is specifically at a time when our koach ha’dibbur and the Dibbur of HaKB”H departed from the long galus that Chazal decided we read from the ultimate shir, the holy song expressing our abundant love of HaKB”H. It is the song that R’ Akiva declared to be “kodesh kadashim,” classified as “holy of holies” (Yadayim, 3:5).
 And, interestingly enough, by what other name do we refer to the true kodesh kadashim?       

In the Shemoneh Esrei, at the outset of the avodah, we beseech HaKB”H: “Ritzeh…vi’hasheiv es ha’avodah li’DVIR bei’secha,” “restore the service to the Holy of Holies of Your Temple.” (See also Melachim I, 8:6.) Another name for the kodesh hakadashim, the Temple’s innermost room from which the “word” of G-d was heard, is “DVIR.” Even when HaKB”H wishes to speak and disclose His Divine Presence, the words emanate forth specifically from the Temple interior- indeed its innermost room- and only through that medium is the d’var Hashem heard.                   
The peh of HaKB”H, kaviyachol, speaks to us from the dvir, and we respond in kind with Shir HaShirim, the song emanating forth from our peh, as we proclaim our infinite love for HaKB”H via the medium of our own “kodesh kadashim,” the Song of Songs.
 

It thus also comes as no surprise to find that, in his famous Igeres HaGra, the Vilna Gaon refers to the peh itself as “kodesh kadashim…”

Returning To Seder-Night

It now becomes oh so clear why seder-night, the onset of the yom tov of Peh Sach, is dominated by none other than the vital peh. Our koach ha’dibbur was liberated at this time and ultimately expressed itself to the fullest degree with shiras ha’yam, while the Dibbur of HaKB”H was revealed once again in even greater fashion. We are to let the koach ha’peh go on this special night, to unleash our penimiyus in the singing of Hallel and the recitation of the Haggadah, while focusing our attention all the while on what does and does not (chameitz) enter our holy mouths, our very own sacred “kodesh kadashim.”
 The food we eat will be accompanied by plenty of verbal explanation, as our kedushas ha’peh will be highlighted once more. And we will taste the unfettered and winsome glory of what yetzi’as Mitzraim was all about.  
“I am Hashem, your G-d, Who raised you from the land of Egypt, harchev pi’cha va’amal’eihu—open wide your mouth and I will fill it” (Tehillim, 81:11).
 Precisely… 

“Dror Yikra…” The future geula HaKB”H will call out and bring…but we must do our part: …“vi’narchiv peh u’ni’mal’ena, li’sho’neinu licha rina…
  
The angels merely open up their ‘mouths’ in song and praise- “vi’chulam pos’chim es pi’hem…” (Siddur, birchos kri’as Shema of Shacharis ). We, however, are charged with doing even better: “harchev picha”/”vi’narchiv peh”—we must widen our mouths to allow HaKB’H to fill them with endless blessing and to reciprocate with abounding praise. Only then will HaKB”H’s Dibbur fill the world once again and the geula shi’leima will have arrived—and with it, days replete with “li’sho’neinu licha rina.”     
“Az yi’malei si’chok pi’nu, u’li’sho’neinu rina (Tehillim, 126:2).

 PART II: MIRIAM AND “PEH SACH”

Her ticket to greatness was already attained while still in Egypt. We are speaking, of course, of the devout Miriam whose very name, the window into her core essence, turns the spotlight on the years of bitterness the Jewish People endured in Mitzraim.
 She was the righteous sister who stood watch by the riverbank, ensuring that her brother would be safe
 and that Yocheved could play an important role in the young Moshe’s upbringing.
 The renowned “Pu’ah”- so called for her soothing speech
 and- so obviously filled with laudable care and concern, Miriam’s greatness certainly encompassed far more. 

Amram had decided to divorce his wife and, as expected, all Jewish males followed suit. Along comes a fledgling Miriam- according to Pesikta d’R’ Kahana, she was but six years old at the time- and informs her father, none other than the gadol hador himself, that his actions are worse than even the wicked Pharaoh’s for his decision affects the Jewish females as well (Sotah 12a).
 As R’ Yaakov Kaminetzky points out, Miriam was not relaying a prophetic vision;
 rather, she was expressing the profound insight emanating from a woman’s binah yi’seira, and it was that heightened understanding that ultimately convinced her father that she was in the right. Hence, Amram remarries Yocheved, all the others once again follow suit, and the Jewish family unit has been restored. And it was all due to the young Miriam.

So that’s all it took. A bit of binah yi’seira and but a few heartfelt words and Miriam’s greatness has been forever sealed. It was she who engendered the birth of Moshe and she who helped foster the salvation of the Jewish savior as she stood guard by the river and ran to find Yocheved, the most suitable nurse for the young Moshe. And thus the redemption all started with but a few words that enabled a Moshe Rabbeinu to be brought into the world and head towards his destiny.

This same Miriam would then follow her brother’s lead at their next encounter by water, but this time it would be at Yam Suf. The awesome miracle of the splitting of the sea provided the backdrop for shiras ha’yam, as Moshe breaks out in the impassioned song of “Az yashir.” Immediately on his heels, Miriam responds- “Va’ta’an la’hem Miriam”- and leads the Jewish women in song and music, as we witness the ultimate manifestation of her koach ha’dibbbur. She began as a “Pu’ah,” a young midwife blessed with an aptitude for speaking lovingly and soothingly, but this time around, her potent power of speech produced the greatest manifestation of unbridled dibbur as the pure mouth of a pious Miriam sings praise to HaKB”H.

In contrast to his sister, Moshe essentially began as one who did not “speak words,” proclaiming to HaKB”H that “lo ish devarim anochi” (Shemos, 4:10). Interesting to note is that his only sin- the one that disallowed him entry into Eretz Yisroel- came as a result of not speaking words when he should have; concerning Mei Meriva, he hit the rock instead of speaking to it. 

Let us now quickly turn our attention to the following: It was, we have seen, only through the bold words of Miriam that the birth of Moshe was made possible; she succeeded in restoring the Jewish family and her filial concerns, in turn, saved the entire Jewish People. Her words brought about her greatness-- but they also brought about her single sin. The same Miriam, so concerned with the preservation of the family unit, displays that concern once again with regard to the marital relationship of Moshe and Tziporah. And why not? Last time around, Miriam’s bold words to restore a marital relationship produced a Moshe and enabled the redemption; perhaps it was her place here, as well, to ensure that the current “gadol hador” maintain the normative marital relationship for all to follow suit. 
This time, however, she errs with her power of speech and the result is lashon hara against the greatest of all prophets. Her punishment? She is sequestered outside the camp with no one to speak to, and she is only cured when, alas, her brother- the man of but a few words- comes forward to pray with, what else, but just a few succinct words…

Particularly over the course of a yom tov the Arizal writes is all about “peh sach,” when the mouth does a lot of talking- when speech, sippur, and hallel (and eating, of course) are the order of the day- how cautious and vigilant we must be to watch every word that escapes our mouths. Let us learn from a Miriam how powerful but a few words can be, how they can do both so much positive and negative, how they can trigger a redemption while also giving rise to a leprosy likened to death, and let us make this “Peh Sach” a truly unforgettable experience for years to come.                                

� It is also interesting to note the insight of the Panim Yafos that when the individual letters of the word, “Pesach,” are spelled out in full, they yield a gematria total of 613. And when we turn to the protagonist of the Pesach story—“Moshe Rabbeinu” also equals 613 (see Sefer HaKanah (12); Rokeach (#296); Megaleh Amukos (ofen 113)). This is quite an important night indeed… 


  


� See the collected shiurim of R’ Shimshon Pincus on Pesach (p. 147), where the author also addresses the particular focus on food during seder-night. 


 


� Of note is also that, according to most poskim, the mitzvah of sippur demands actual dibbur bi’peh, as opposed to that of zechira which could be performed even bi’leiv. See Pri Migadim (pesicha li’hilchos kri’as shema, and end of siman 474), the Chida’s Machazik Bracha (siman 61, #6, 44), Shu”t Chasam Sofer (OC”H, #15), and Shu”t Bisamim Rosh (#273). See also Shu”t HaEleph Licha Shlomo (hashmatos, #40). In addition, see the comments of the Minchas Chinuch (mitzvah 21), and see the analysis of the Sha’agas Aryeh on the matter (siman 13). (See also the Maharal’s Gevuros Hashem, end of chapter 62.) There are additional differences between sippur and zechira discussed by R’ Chaim Soloveitchik (see R’ Pomoranchek’s Eimek Bracha, pp. 76-77, and see Shai L’Torah, vol. 1, p. 218), the Brisker Rav (end of his sefer on chumash), and others, but they are not as germane to the topic on hand.    


  


� Sha’ar Hakavanos, mitzvos Pesach, drush 4. I subsequently came across numerous sources that cite this statement of the Arizal while also touching on a number of the same points that are raised in this piece. See the B’nei Yissaschar (ma’amarei chodesh Nissan, ma’amar 1, #4, #9); Me’or V’Shemesh (ri’mazei Pesach, vol. 1, p. 334); the Sfas Emes in a number of places (5633, 5635, 5639, 5641, 5642, 5643…); and the Sheim MiShmuel (Haggadah shel Pesach, pp. 9, 41-43-- see also the Chasdei Dovid commentary printed alongside, pp. 36-37). See also Pachad Yitzchak on Pesach, ma’amar 15 (and end of 16), and ma’amar 77 (#4); and see R’ Moshe Shapiro’s remarks in Afikei Mayim, inyan 5 (pp. 46-47). See also Ohr Gedalyahu on the Moadim, Pesach, p. 135 (and see p. 138). In addition, see R’ C. Y. Goldvicht’s Asufas Ma’arachos, Pesach, p. 25, and R’ Dovid Cohen’s Birchas Ya’aveitz, vol. 1, p. 176. See also Bilvavi Mishkan Evneh (on chumash), parshas Bo, p. 191. A more kabbalistic idea is cited by the Chida in his Divash L’fe, ma’areches “peh,” #6 (quoting Rabbeinu Ephraim).      





� Parenthetically, see R' Hershel Shachter's Nefesh HaRav, p. 28.





� See the Peirush HaGra Ha’mevu’ar on the Sefer Yetzira (5:7)- Raza Di’Yetzira edition, p. 97.  


  


� I subsequently came across this same idea in R’ Karlenstein’s Kuntrus B’Inyanei Chodesh Nissan ViChag HaPesach (p. 56), wherein he cites the Aish Dos commentary on the Haggadah.


 


� See, in particular, the Sfas Emes, 5632 (first ma’amar). See also Pachad Yitzchak, Pesach, ma’amar 77.


 


� See also Afikei Mayim (inyan 2, p. 18) for R’ Moshe Shapiro’s analysis of the opinion of the Ramban and Kol Bo regarding the interrelationship of the haggadah and the night’s mitzvos. See also the Torah journal, Kol HaTorah, #65 (Nissan 5768), p. 307.





� See the Ramban and Rabbeinu Bechaye. See also the Sefer HaChinuch, #231. See especially R’ Y. Levovitz’s Da’as Torah, end of parshas Tazria, p. 108.





� “Every activity of our lives is communication of a sort, but it is through speech that man asserts his distinctiveness from other forms of life. He alone, of all animals, has the gift of verbal communication, and it is through the quality of his speech that he best expresses his own individuality, his essence. When he is unable to say clearly what he means…his personality is blocked off, dimmed out, and misunderstood.”-- Dorothy Carnegie, introduction to Dale Carnegie’s The Quick and Easy Way to Effective Speaking (fourth revision), p. x. (See also Marc Salem’s The Six Keys To Unlock and Empower Your Mind, pp. 36-37, concerning the expressive roles of voice and body language as well as the actual usage of words, and Edward T. Hall’s The Silent Language which deals with the topic at length.) 





And continuing the thought: “The very word ‘infant’ means non-speaking, and there is much to suggest that the acquisition of language marks an absolute and qualitative development in human nature…In Joseph Church’s words: Language is not just one function among many…but an all-pervasive characteristic of the individual such that he becomes a verbal organism…”—Oliver Sacks, Seeing Voices, p. 35.


   


� “Mashiach” is the culmination of Adam who will help bring the world back to its original utopian state: “Adam” is rashei teivos- Adam, Dovid, Mashiach (Arizal). Adam, of course, was the first midaber; Dovid was the paradigmatic midaber who brought the koach ha’dibbur to an all new level- “v’ani tefilla” (Tehillim, 109:4); and mashiach will be a descendant of Dovid and the ultimate midaber who will teach us all how to properly be midaber. No coincidence, perhaps, that the identical letters that spell “mashiach” also spell- in the same order and with just a slight alteration of nekudos- “mei’siach,” the one who speaks…         





� See the Kuzari, ma’amar 1, #89, and see R’ Y. I. Chaver’s Ohr Torah commentary on the Ma’alos HaTorah, #34 (p. 72). See also Sifsei Chaim on the Moadim, vol. 1, p. 432 (and vol. 3, p. 6); R’ Aharon Lopiansky’s Time Pieces, pp. 46-48; R’ Shimshon Pincus’s Tiferes Torah on Chumash, p.19; and see R’ Ephraim Greenblatt’s [and R’ Yovel Nof’s] Ri’vivos Vi’yovlos, Ma’amarim Bi’Hilchos Dei’os, vol. 1, p. 47. In addition, see R’ Shlomo Arieli’s Rapiduni B’Tapuchim, parshas Chukas, p. 229, and R’ A. Y. H. Reisman’s Iyunim Bi’Haftorah, Haftorah Li’Parshas Mattos/Massei, p. 422. See also R’ U. Weissblum’s Ha’aras Derech, p. 320, and see R’ Soloveitchik’s Abraham’s Journey, pp. 28-29.    





� See the Maharal’s Gevuros Hashem, chapter 64, and see his Tiferes Yisroel, chapter 3. See also Sfas Emes, parshas Devarim (5641), and see Ohr Gedalyahu, parshas Beraishis (p. 24), parshas Vayikra (p. 11), and parshas Emor (p. 65). In addition, see the remarks of the Chofeitz Chaim in Shemiras HaLashon, Sha’ar HaTivuna, end of chapter 2, and those of the Chazon Ish in Emunah U’Bitachon, chapter 1, #4 (p. 8). See also R’ Dovid Cohen’s Ma’aseh Avos Siman Li’banim, vol. 3, p. 81, and his Ohel Dovid, vol. 4 (Shir HaShirim, 1:3), pp. 102-103. Regarding the potency of our koach ha’dibbur, see the numerous sources cited in Megadim Chadashim on Moed Kattan 18a. Concerning a truly holy peh, see R’ Elchonon’s fascinating remarks in Koveitz Ma’amarim, vol. 1, p. 52.  


 


� And who was it that taught Yosef in Egypt how to be midaber all seventy languages? The mal’ach Gavriel (Sotah 36b)—whose name likewise equals 246… See the Peirush Sefer Yetzira Mei’yisodo shel R’ Avraham Avulefya (Mossad HaRav Kook edition, p. 3- and see footnote #7).     





� See Rashi on Brachos 5a (“vi’domu selah”), and see the Maharal’s Tiferes Yisroel, chapter 30 (p. 90). See the Gra’s Aderes Eliyahu on Sefer Yonah, 2:1, where he adds that it is precisely for this reason that the angel appointed over the dead is called “Dumah” (Chagiga 5a (and see Rashi on Brachos 18b)). When techiyas ha’mei’sim arrives, we will speak and sing HaKB”H’s praises like never before—see R’ Ehud Rakovsky’s Da’as Tefilla, p. 283 (and footnote 1).      





� See R’ Volbe’s Alei Shor, vol. 2, pp. 34-37, and R’ Schwab’s Selected Speeches, p. 91 (and see the Sheim MiShmuel’s brief comment in parshas Eikev, 5675, p. 69). See also the beginning of R’ Avraham achi HaGra’s Ma’alos HaTorah. Although the nations of the world have also been clearly endowed with the power of speech, ours is of a completely different nature—see Sfas Emes on parshas Mattos, 5659. See also the B’nei Yissaschar, ma’amarei chodshei Kisleiv/Teives, ma’amar 3, end of #19, quoting R’ M. M. from Rimonov.  





� See also Sfas Emes, Pesach, 5634, and his commentary on Shas, Megilla 10b. For an elaboration of this koach ha’dibbur theme, see R’ Hutner’s Pachad Yitzchak on Pesach, ma’amar 15, and see his Sefer Zikaron, section of ma’amarim, #3, p. 350 (Machon Yerushalayim edition). Regarding the connection he discusses to the concept of “peleh,” see also Ohr Gedalyahu, parshas Naso, pp. 106-107 (and parshiyos Tazria/Metzora, p. 36). See also Siach Chaim (collected sichos of R’ Chaim Friedlander), p. 275. In addition, see Worldmask (Tatz), pp. 128-130.   





� Maharal in Gevuros Hashem, chapter 28, and  several other places; see especially his Drush Al HaTorah (p. 10) where he posits that man’s primary function in this world is to bring his “seichel hadibri mei’hakoach el ha’poel.” See R’ Yitzchak Isaac Chaver’s remarks in a similar vein in his Ohr Torah commentary on the sefer Ma’alos HaTorah, p. 50. In addition, see R’ Tzaddok HaKohen’s Machshavos Charutz, p. 31b, and Likutei Ma’amarim, pp. 52b and 56b. See also R’ Tzvi Hersh from Nadvorna’s Alpha Beisa, beg. of os daled (“dibbur”).  





� “Language and thought, for us, are always personal- our utterances express ourselves, as does our inner speech. Language often feels to us, therefore, like an effusion, a sort of spontaneous transmission of self.”—Oliver Sacks, Seeing Voices, p. 60.


   


� See also the ba’al Sefer Chareidim’s Mi’lei D’Shmaya, chapter 33, #5 (pp. 135-136).





� An act of revealing the inner skin is also witnessed during bris milah when the crucial pri’yah completes the mitzvah. And just as milah on the peh ha’tachton represents the “hisgalus ha’penimiyus,” the revealing of the inner light of the spiritual neshama—see Sfas Emes, parshas Tazria (and Ohr Gedalyahu, ibid., p. 38)—so does every milah, every word that emanates from the peh ha’elyon, represent the hisgalus ha’penimiyus of the neshama…   


       


� See my essay on Shemini Atzeres/Simchas Torah/Beraishis (“Aquatic Perfection”) for an elaboration of this idea.


   


� Any coincidence, then, that the aravos of Succos- in the Torah’s terminology, the “arvei nachal,” the willows of the brook, those growing alongside the riverbank- are in the shape of the si’fasayim… (The medrash also discusses the correlation of the aravos to human lips.)


  


� Rashi, parshas Va’eira, 7:1. See also Pachad Yitzchak on Shavuos, ma’amar 2 (#6), and see R’ A. Rivlin’s Yonah: Nevu’a V’Tochacha, pp. 15-16.  





� See also R’ Shimshon Pincus’s Shearim B’Tefilla, pp. 107-108.  





� See especially the remarks of R’ Chaim Volozhiner in Nefesh HaChaim, 3:11.    





� See R’ A. S. HaLevi Ish Horovitz’s Naharei Aish, likutei dibburim, #95 (p. 205), and see Mima’amakim, parshas Beraishis, p. 14 (and parshas Bo, p. 161). See also the sefer, Cheshbon HaNefesh, likutim, #142 with the accompanying footnote. 


 


� I subsequently saw that the Bi’shmi V’lichvodi Bi’rasiv (R’ B. Klein) commentary on Perek Shira, p. 44, cites the Derech Emunah who also interlinks midbar and dibbur.





� “The desert is beautiful,” the little prince added.


And that was true. I have always loved the desert. One sits down on a desert sand dune, sees nothing, hears nothing. Yet through the silence something throbs, and gleams…


“What makes the desert beautiful,” said the little prince, “is that somewhere it hides a well…”


-- The Little Prince by Antoine de Saint Exupery (pp. 92-93) 





� See also Tiferes HaChanochi (bi’ur on the Zohar by the Radzhiner Rebbe), parshas Lech Lecha, p. 19.





� For an elaboration of this statement of the Zohar, see Afikei Mayim, inyan 5. See also R’ Moshe Meir Leifer’s Mishmeres HaMoados (on Hilchos Yom Tov), kuntrus pesach ha’sha’ar, p. 16, and see R’ A. Y. H. Reisman’s Iyunim Bi’Haftorah, Haftorah Li’Shabbos HaGadol, p. 637. 





� See also R’ Shimshon Pincus’s She’arim B’Tefilla, pp. 41-43.





� See Beraishis Rabba, 65:20.





� See Vayikra Rabba, 32:5, and Pesikta Zutrasi, Shemos, 6:6.





� I subsequently saw that R’ Dovid Cohen makes a similar point in his Ohel Dovid, vol. 4 (Shir HaShirim, 1:3), pp. 102-103.


 


� See especially Siddur HaArizal, Haggadah shel Pesach.





� Based on the Arizal (Sha’ar Hakavanos, Pesach, drush 1; Sha’ar Hapesukim, parshas Vayeishev). See the Rama MiPhano’s Asara Ma’amaros, Ma’amar Eim Kol Chai, 3:27. See also Me’or V’Shemesh, ri’mazei Pesach, vol. 1, p. 333; R’ Tzaddok HaKohen’s Machshavos Charutz, p. 23a; and Likutei Moharan, 62 (#5). See also Afikei Mayim, inyan 4, p. 38--R’ Moshe Shapiro also discusses the gematria noted by the Arizal that “garon” (neck) equals “Pharaoh”--and see Worldmask (Tatz), p. 130. See also Tiferes HaChanochi, parshas Lech Lecha (p. 19). In addition, see the remez and accompanying explanation appearing in the sefer, Nifla’os Mi’Torasecha, pp. 411-412.


 


� See Degel Machaneh Ephraim (parshas Vayigash), and Me’or V’Shemesh (ri’mazei Pesach, ibid.). For additional ideas concerning the title of “Pharaoh,” see also my essay on parshas Balak, “Revealing Ba’al Pe’or,” regarding the association to “pri’yah,” the act of revealing. See also the interesting association appearing in Isaac Asimov’s Book of Facts, p. 484, and James D. Long’s Riddle of the Exodus, p. 20; Long’s own novel interpretation appears on p. 22. See also my essay on Pesach, “What Was Really at Stake in Ancient Egypt,” footnote #37.


 


� Medrash Aggadah, Shemos, #11. See also the Gra’s commentary on the Haggadah shel Pesach.


 


� This last point is based, in part, on something I read in R’ Meir Reiss’ Tznif Milucha, siman 62, #7.  





� The gematria itself I first saw quoted by R’ Karlenstein while perusing his Kuntrus B’Inyanei Chodesh Nissan ViChag HaPesach (p. 56). I subsequently saw that from p. 56 until the end of ma’amar 5, he also touches on a number of the points we raised earlier in this essay.   





� Rashi on Va’eira, 7:3, based on the Medrash Tanchuma (Va’eira, #3).





� See Shemos, 5:3; “Hashkiveinu,” “Nishmas,” and “Avinu Malkeinu” prayers; Haggadah shel Pesach: “yad ha’chazakah- zu ha’dever, z’roacha netuyah- zu ha’cherev”; of note, especially, is parshas Shelach in which the Jews are worried lest they be struck by cherev (14:3), and G-d wishes to respond specifically with a plague of dever (14:12). R’ Chaim Kaniyevsky (Derech Sicha, p. 245) even notes that, had it not been for G-d’s mercy, the pestilence of makas dever would have likewise killed the Egyptian people- thus quite similar to makas bechoros- and that is why the author of the Haggadah refers to the plague as “yad ha’chazakah.”       





� See Pri Tzaddik, vol. 3, p. 15b, where R’ Tzaddok HaKohen actually understands the haggadah’s “Bi’yad chazakah: zu ha’dever,” to be referring to makas bechoros. See also R’ Aharon Lopiansky’s Time Pieces, p. 168.  





� I subsequently saw that the Maharal (Gevuros Hashem, chapter 56), in the context of explaining how the latter five plagues paralleled the first five, writes how dever and makas bechoros were essentially the same: dever removed the lowly, mundane ‘soul’ of the animals, while makas bechoros removed the loftier, celestial human soul.


    


� See the interesting related remarks of the B’nei Yissaschar, ma’amarei chodshei Tamuz/Av, ma’amar 1 (#1).





� See Rabbeinu Ephraim and Medrash Lekach Tov for another approach.  





� See the Ramban’s Drashas Toras Hashem Temimah (Kisvei Ramban, vol. 1), p. 146. (See also R’ Nebenzhal’s Yerushalayim BiMo’adeha: Pesach, p. 238.)  





� See also the Malbim’s HaCarmel, p. 79, regarding the connection of “dever” to “davar.” 





� There was yet another plague- even before the overwhelming gilui of makas bechoros- that somewhat echoed the aforementioned idea. While the rest of the makkos (outside of dever and makas bechoros) dealt with manipulations of things already present in nature, makas barad, the plague of hail, revealed an entirely new creation to the world. Never before did one witness a fire/water combination, a “setira mi’nei u’bei,” descending from above. Fire and water simply cannot coexist within the confines of nature, and behold, a unique level of gilui Shechina is observed once again. Pharaoh could not dismiss this revelation as mere nature manipulation, for this creation was an entirely novel concept. It was, therefore, somewhat similar to makas dever, but the gilui was not as apparent. The name, makas BARAD, shares the identical Hebrew letters as makas DEVER- but b’arvuvya, mixed around. Here, too, there was a gilui of the previously concealed, but the outward display was in a less lucid fashion. (This does not at all indicate that dever was a more severe plague than barad; on the contrary, the severity of the plagues went in ascending order, as logic would dictate and as the commentaries point out. We are only discussing one bechina, one aspect of the variations in the diverse plagues.)        





� See Talmud Yerushalmi, Pesachim, 10:6 (with Korban HaEida and P’nei Moshe), and see Rabbeinu Bechaye, Va’eira, 6:6.


 


� See the Maharal’s Netzach Yisroel, chapter 43. See also Michtav Me’Eliyahu, vol. 3, p. 152 (and see Asufas Ma’arachos, Pesach, pp. 7-8). 





� “Song is the noblest, the most intimate, the most complete manner of self-expression known to mankind…[it] is intended to stir us into action and into a condition where we become conscious of the presence of higher, holier things than ‘are dreamed of in our philosophies.’ Rightly has the human voice been called ‘G-d’s own instrument…’” – Preface to The Oscar Saenger Course in Vocal Training, quoted by William Zinsser in Writing to Learn, pp. 227-228.    





� See, in particular, the Munkatcher Rebbe’s Divrei Torah, 6:70, quoting from the Ohr HaMe’ir. See also R’ Shmuel Auerbach’s Ohel Rachel on the Moadim, p. 62. In addition, see R’ Dovid Cohen’s (Chevron) analysis of shira appearing in the Torah journal, Kol Mei’heichal (Nissan 5768, #3, pp. 60-68). 





� Cited in Chaim shel Torah, parshas Nitzavim, 30:14.


 


� See the Meshech Chochma’s comments on Beshalach, 15:11 (first piece).





� See especially the remarks of the Zohar, vol. 3, 19b.





� For a possible understanding of why Rivkah’s wet nurse, Devora, shared the same name, see my piece on parshas Devarim. The same essay also addresses why the bee is the world’s only creature encompassing the root of dibbur as part of its essence, as it, too, is labeled a “devora”. In short: the bee, after all, stands alone as the only creation which produces something kosher although it itself is not. We are enjoined from eating the actual bee, but are allowed to consume the honey produced from within. (See Bechoros 7b— see also the related remark about honey in Shu”t Leiv Aryeh, vol. 2, #10. For an insightful understanding of why this is so even from a scientific standpoint, see Zamir Cohen’s Science Outscienced, pp. 63-65.) Interesting, then, that while the physical body of the bee is- in our eyes- inferior, that which it produces within and spits out through the vehicle of its mouth is its superior feature, the one we regard as its primary function. This phenomenon, in fact, echoes quite closely the mechanics of the koach ha’dibbur that we described above. The main function of the bee, like us, is to bring its real “value” out into the world through the means of its mouth. Only that which comes from within has the true value, and the bee’s honey, therefore, can be consumed. Based on our explanation, devora and dibbur understandably share the same root. (See also the commentary of R’ S. R. Hirsch, Devarim, 1:44, and the sefer Nishmas Kol Chai, “devora.”) 


 


We even find in Kisvei HaArizal (Sha’ar HaGilgulim, hakdama 22-- see also R’ Yosef Chaim’s Shu”t Torah Lishma, #463 (Sod Yisharim)), that one who sins bi’dibbur will have to reincarnate as a devora, as the lowly bee. The connection now rings oh so clear… 





Incidentally, the DEVORim, the bees are mentioned only once in the entire chumash- and it just happens to be in parshas DEVARim…


    


� See Rama, OC”H, 490:9—based on the Avudraham. See also Sifsei Chaim on the Moadim, vol. 2, p. 342, and see R’ Aharon Lopiansky’s Time Pieces, p. 182.





� See also Shir HaShirim Rabba, 1(1):11, and Medrash Tanchuma, parshas Titzaveh, #5. Parenthetically, see the introduction to the Chasam Sofer’s commentary on Shir HaShirim (and Orchos HaSofer, p. 44). Regarding the uniqueness of its being labeled the “Song of all Songs,” see the remarks of R’ Yaakov Neiman in the Torah journal, Mivakshei Torah (Nissan 5767, #44 (Pesach), pp. 50-51.       





� And specifically at a time that, the author of Arvei Nachal (and Livushei Sered) declared, is “ha’kidosha b’kol ki’dushos… (see R’ A. S. HaLevi Ish Horovitz’s Naharei Aish, likutei dibburim, #210, p. 246).


   


� Machon HaGra edition, p. 36 (and see R’ Eliach’s HaGaon, vol. 1, p. 96). See also the Ohr HaChaim on parshas Pinchas, 26:23, quoting the “chasidei Yisroel”, and see R’ R. Margoliyos’ reference, in his Ner L’Maor insights on the Ohr HaChaim, to the Yerushalmi Shabbos (1:2). See also the introduction to the Shev Shmaitza (“Rashbi”). 





� See also the brief remark of the Chemdas Shlomo quoted in R’ Natah Freund’s Chayei Olam Natah, p. 242.


 


� See also Pachad Yitzchak on Pesach, ma’amar 34, discussing the interrelationship of the two parts of the pasuk. 





� And we sing this beautiful song specifically on Shabbos, a day that- along with the “peh” itself- the Vilna Gaon labels the “kodesh kadashim” (Igeres HaGra, p. 23). 


� See Likutei Chaver ben Chaim al haTorah, parshas Shemos, 3:22, and the Yalkut Shimoni cited in footnote 15.





� See Shai L’Torah, vol. 1, p. 127.





� See To’aliyos HaRalbag, #s 238, 239.





� See Rashi on Shemos, 1:15, based on Sotah 11b (see also the second explanation brought in Sotah which Rashi opts to omit). See also the comment appearing in Shai L’Torah, vol. 1, p. 125. 





� See the fascinating remarks of the Rama MiPhano in his Gilgulei Neshamos, #59.





� R’ Chaim Kaniyevsky, however, understands that Miriam was indeed relaying an actual prophecy- see Derech Sicha, parshas Beha’aloscha, p. 420.  





