
Parashat Bo dvar Torah 
                                               --Adam Levine (Beth El Synagogue, Durham, NC (2/1/20) 

 
Like many people in my Facebook feed, I started off 2020 with an attempt to keep up with Daf 
Yomi, the worldwide daily page-a-day Talmud study whose 7.5 year cycle just restarted over 
last month. As with most Facebook-induced New Year’s resolutions, I will be the first to admit 
that I haven’t done such a good job keeping up with it, but on day 3 of the cycle, I came 
across an absolutely amazing passage that touches on this week’s parashah, which I want to 
discuss. 
 
The Talmud mentions a famous Midrash that King David would wake up in the middle of the 
night to write the psalms. The source for this is a verse in Psalm 119: 

   ״ֲחצֹות ַלְיָלה ָאקּום ְלהֹודֹות ָלְך ַעל ִמְׁשְּפֵטי ִצְדֶקָך״.
“In the middle of the night I arise to give thanks for Your righteous laws.” 
 
The Talmud then poses an interesting rhetorical question that will tie into our parashah: 

 ְוָדִוד ִמי ֲהָוה ָיַדע ַּפְלָגא ְּדֵליְלָיא ֵאיַמת? ַהְׁשָּתא מֶֹׁשה ַרֵּבינּו ָלא ֲהָוה ָיַדע, ִּדְכִתיב ״ַּכֲחצֹות ַהַּלְיָלה ֲאִני יֹוֵצא ְּבתֹוְך
 ִמְצָרִים״.

Did David know when it was midnight? Even Moses our teacher did not know! As it is written: 
(quoting from what Moses says to Pharaoh prior to the tenth plague): “Thus said the Lord: 
About midnight, I will go out into the midst of Egypt” (Exodus 11:4). 
 
 ַמאי ״ַּכֲחצֹות״? ִאיֵליָמא ַּדֲאַמר ֵליּה קּוְדָׁשא ְּבִריְך הּוא ״ַּכֲחצֹות״ — ִמי ִאיָּכא ְסֵפיָקא ַקֵּמי ְׁשַמָּיא?! ֶאָּלא: ַּדֲאַמר ֵליּה

 (ִלְמַחר) ״ַּבֲחצֹות״ (ִּכי ַהְׁשָּתא), ַוֲאָתא ִאיהּו ַוֲאַמר ״ַּכֲחצֹות״, ַאְלָמא: ְמַסְּפָקא ֵליּה, ְוָדִוד ֲהָוה ָיַדע?!
 
What is “ka-chatzot”? (I promised in the email blurb that this would be a dvar Torah about one 
letter of the parashah - this is it! The question is, why isn’t it ba-chatzot - about midnight rather 
than at midnight! The text elaborates:) If you say that this is precisely what God said 
(“kachatzot”) - could it possibly be that there is doubt before God? Rather, God said to Moses, 
“bachatzot,” at midnight, and when Moses came to Pharaoh, he changed it to “around 
midnight” because he was uncertain of the exact time. So how could David know the exact 
time!? 
 
 
 
 
 



The presumption being that if Moses, the greatest prophet, didn’t know how to determine 
exactly when midnight was, then surely David couldn’t know.  
 
 ָּדִוד, ִסיָמָנא ֲהָוה ֵליּה, ְּדָאַמר ַרב ַאָחא ַּבר ִּביְזָנא, ָאַמר ַרִּבי ִׁשְמעֹון ֲחִסיָדא: ִּכּנֹור ָהָיה ָּתלּוי ְלַמְעָלה ִמִּמָּטתֹו ֶׁשל ָּדִוד,

 ְוֵכיוָן ֶׁשִהִּגיַע ֲחצֹות ַלְיָלה, ָּבא רּוַח ְצפֹוִנית וְנֹוֶׁשֶבת ּבֹו ּוְמַנֵּגן ֵמֵאָליו, ִמָּיד ָהָיה עֹוֵמד ְועֹוֵסק ַּבּתֹוָרה ַעד ֶׁשָעָלה ַעּמּוד
 ַהַּׁשַחר.

 
David had a sign, as R. Acha bar Zimna said in the name of Rabbi Shimon Chasida: There 
was a lyre hanging over David’s bed, and when midnight arrived, the north wind would blow 
and cause the lyre to play, and David would promptly get up and study Torah until dawn. 
 
And, very cleverly, the Talmud provides a textual justification: a verse in Psalm 57 that says: 

 ָאַמר ַרב ִיְצָחק ַּבר ַאָּדא, ְוָאְמִרי ַלּה ָאַמר ַרב ִיְצָחק ְּבֵריּה ְּדַרב ִאיִדי: ַמאי ְקָרא ״עּוָרה ְכבֹוִדי עּוָרה ַהֵּנֶבל ְוִכּנֹור
 ָאִעיָרה ָּׁשַחר״.

“Awake, my glory; awake, harp and lyre; I will wake the dawn.” 
 
Let’s just examine a few assumptions that are inherent in this discussion. My friend and 
teacher David Zvi Kalman, who’s a scholar of Judaism and technology at the Hartman 
Institute in New York, wrote his dissertation on the evolution of Jewish attitudes toward 
timekeeping, and he points out a number of things related to this discussion. (Note of caution: 
If you’re planning to try learning daf yomi, then reading your friends’ dissertations every time 
you find something interesting is not a good way to get through it!)  
 
The phrase ֲחצֹות ַלְיָלה and its variants appear 6 times in the Bible: twice in today’s parashah, 
once in Judges, ones in Ruth, and once in the verse from Psalms that I mentioned before. In 
all of those instances, the word can be read totally plausibly as “in the middle of the night” -- 
as in, “in the middle of the night, I got up and had a snack.” I think we would all agree that that 
does not mean “at 12:00 am and 0 seconds, I got up and had a snack.” There’s a big 
difference between “middle of the night” and “midnight.” However, in the Talmud, ֲחצֹות ַלְיָלה 
comes to be the technical term for midnight, in part because of the influence of Roman civil 
law, in which midnight is considered the divider between one day and the next. For instance, 
the very first mishnah in Berachot (where this whole discussion is taking place) tells us that 
the evening Shema can be recited up until midnight - and similarly, noon (also chatzot) is 
used as a cut-off point for various other ritual rules. Through some creative anachronism, the 
rabbis are then bringing that understanding to the occurrences of ֲחצֹות ַלְיָלה in both the Psalms 
quote and today’s parashah. 
 
 



Kalman points out one other crucial thing about midnight: it’s incredibly hard to tell when it 
occurs! This is true for two reasons: First, unlike noon, which is marked by the sun being at its 
highest point in the sky, there’s no easy way to tell from observation when it is midnight. And 
second, everyone is asleep then! (Apologies to any parents of young children in the room…) 
For legal purposes, Kalman argues, this is fine: when we’re told that something has to be 
done by midnight, that effectively means it has to be done before you go to bed. But the 
fundamental assumptions are that chatzot halailah really means a specific moment in time 
AND that it is generally beyond human capabilities to know when it is. Such precision in 
timekeeping, in the Talmudic view, is only available to God. There are numerous other 
passages in the Talmud and Midrash that discuss this idea of God as timekeeper; for 
instance, a midrashic comment on the phrase “leyl shimurim,” a night of watching, in this 
parashah says the timing of the Exodus was preordained down to a fraction of a second. And 
in this context, the whole point of the story of David’s lyre is that he was only able to know 
midnight because of his supernatural alarm clock.  
 
And now we come to what I think is the most amazing part of our text. The Talmud then 
brings a second opinion that totally flies in the face of what we’ve just said. 
 

 ַרִּבי ֵזיָרא ָאַמר: מֶֹׁשה ְלעֹוָלם ֲהָוה ָיַדע, ְוָדִוד ָנֵמי ֲהָוה ָיַדע.
 
Rabbi Zeira said: Moses certainly knew when it was midnight, and David also knew. But now 
need to reconcile Rabbi Zeira’s position with the other parts of the story that we’ve mentioned. 
The Gemara continues: 
 

 ְוֵכיוָן ְּדָדִוד ֲהָוה ָיַדע, ִּכּנֹור ְלָמה ֵליּה? ְלִאְּתעֹוֵרי ִמִּׁשְנֵּתיּה.
 
If David knew, then why did he need the lyre? He needed the lyre to wake him from his sleep. 
 

 ְוֵכיוָן ְּדמֶֹׁשה ֲהָוה ָיַדע, ְלָמה ֵליּה ְלֵמיַמר ״ַּכֲחצֹות״? — מֶֹׁשה ָקָסַבר: ֶׁשָּמא ִיְטעּו ִאְצַטְגִניֵני ַּפְרעֹה, וְיֹאְמרּו ״מֶֹׁשה
 ַּבַּדאי הּוא״. ְּדָאַמר ָמר: ַלֵּמד ְלׁשֹוְנָך לֹוַמר ״ֵאיִני יֹוֵדַע״, ֶׁשָּמא ִּתְתַּבֶּדה ְוֵתָאֵחז.

 
If Moses knew the precise moment of midnight, why did he say “about midnight”? Moses 
reasoned: Perhaps Pharaoh’s astrologers will err [and believe midnight to be earlier], and they 
would say: “Moses is a liar.” As it is said [a quote from elsewhere in the Mishnah]: Teach your 
tongue to say: I do not know, lest you become entangled in a web of deceit. 
 
One of the joys of Talmud study is finding little gems like this in the middle of seemingly 
technical discussions. But let’s unpack it a little bit.  
 



According to Rabbi Zeira, there are at least two people in the world who are able to determine 
the exact moment of midnight, namely Moses and David. This doesn’t contradict our general 
sense that midnight hard to determine - we’re talking about Moses here! - and indeed, the text 
assumes that Pharaoh’s astrologers are likely to make a mistake in determining the exact 
time, thus undermining the awesome demonstration of God’s power that’s coming with the 
tenth plague. Now, you could say: The plague is going to hit anyway, so who cares if 
Pharaoh’s astrologers don’t believe it up until the last second? But I think Rabbi Zeira’s 
message here is in some sense a lesson about pedagogy: Even if you are the greatest expert 
in the world - even if you’re Moses! - there are times when it is important to exercise some 
humility in the way that you present information to others, namely by hedging your bets and 
saying “I don’t know.” This is not just a plea for humility in general; what Rabbi Zeira is saying 
here is, by not taking the listener along for the ride, you may fundamentally undermine your 
credibility and thus your entire project. And even if you’re totally in the right (like Moses with 
the time of the plague), it’s not good enough to say “I told you so” after the fact; once you’ve 
lost the listener, you’ve lost them. Granted, I’m not expecting Moses to give Pharaoh’s 
astrologers an impromptu lesson on determining midnight - but in any number of lower-stakes 
settings in our lives, this is a lesson that all of us can certainly learn from. Shabbat shalom. 
 
 


