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No Gold for the Winner of this Battle

“And it was at midnight that G-d smote all the firstborns in the land of Egypt, from the firstborn of Pharaoh who was destined to sit on his throne, to the firstborn of the captives sitting in the dungeon, and all the firstborn animals. And Pharaoh awoke in the night, he and all his servants and all the Egyptians. And there was a tremendous cry in Egypt for there was not a home that did not have a casualty” (Exodus 12:29-30).

“And Pharaoh awoke in the night” – from his bed (Rashi).
Let us attempt to put ourselves in Pharaoh’s shoes that fateful night preceding the Jews’ exodus from Egypt. His country had suffered the devastating effects of nine miraculous plagues, each one having been detailed in advance to G-d’s trusted messenger, Moshe. Pharaoh was then forewarned all the firstborn in his domain would be decimated, including his very own son. All told, Pharaoh still refused to release his Jewish subjects. 

Now, put in the same situation, even if we would have responded similarly and not released our slaves, it is highly unlikely that any of us would have gone to bed that night with the knowledge that our own son and heir-apparent was being threatened with death. 

Yet, that is precisely what Pharaoh did – he went to bed. How did he do that? How did he have the peace of mind to go to bed when his firstborn son and all the firstborn sons of his people and their animals were in jeopardy of being killed (1)?

The answer is that a person is wont to remain steadfast by his original position even to the point of self-destruction (2).

Upon the conquest of Yericho, Yehoshua condemned anyone who would rebuild the city. “Cursed is the man before G-d that arises and builds this city, Yericho. With (the death of) his firstborn he shall place the foundation, and with (the death of) his youngest he shall erect the doors” (3).

For some five hundred years, Yericho remained desolate. Although some Jews had strayed from the path of Torah, no one dared violate the curse of Yehoshua. At that point in history, however, there ruled over Israel a king named Achav, a man notorious for his disdain for G-d and His Torah. Under the wicked king’s watchful eye, a fellow named Chiel set about rebuilding the forbidden city (4).

True to the curse, Chiel’s firstborn son, Aviram, died at the groundbreaking ceremony. But Chiel foolhardily went on with construction. As the project continued, one by one his children died. Finally, with the city’s completion, Chiel’s youngest son, Siguv, passed away. 

For whatever wicked reason he had decided to violate Yehoshua’s curse, Chiel would not be deterred. Not even by the obvious fulfillment of the holy prophet’s fateful pronouncement.

So it was with Pharaoh. In his arrogance, Pharaoh had claimed, “The river is mine, and I made it” (5). “The Nile River, which irrigates the fields of Egypt,” he said, “is all we need. We don’t need any Heavenly help through rain. And I, in my wisdom and might, created this Nile River!” Pharaoh thought of himself as a powerful god in his own right, and was not about to be outdone by Whom he perceived to be just another god. 

As he witnessed his kingdom crumble, Pharaoh rejected his advisors’ motion for surrender. “Until when will this be for us a snare? Send away these people to serve G-d, their L-rd. Do you not yet know that Egypt is lost?” (6). Yet, Pharaoh refused to confess his deceit. And even as the threat came up to his doorstep, Pharaoh went to bed with the confidence of a victor.

Occasionally, we may have a difference of opinion with someone, and before we know it the situation can get out of hand. Each side maintains its legitimacy and is adamant to emerge vindicated. 

Whether the squabble is with a spouse, colleague or other, beautiful relationships can be ruined if we let our egos get in the way. Although it may not be cool or “man-ly” to initiate the apologies and make amends, nevertheless, even if we “win” in the end no one is going to award us a gold medal for our efforts. We stand only to lose.

A man once went to a pizza shop to buy a pie for his family’s dinner. As he had several small children, the man requested from the storekeeper to slice the pie into sixteen small pieces. Upon hearing the request, the storekeeper went bonkers. “Sure, I’ll cut it up into sixteen slices!” he barked, and proceeded to cut the pie into shreds.

“Well, excuse me!” the man shouted. “That’s no way to treat a customer!” But all he got back in return was some French fries and his money thrown in his face. With that, the man stormed out of the shop empty-handed. 

Returning home, he angrily told his wife about the incident. His wife, however, didn’t give him any sympathy. “Don’t be upset with the storekeeper. Maybe he had a ruff day.”

“Why do you always side with the other guy?” the husband retorted. “Am I never right?” 

After an argument with the pizza shop owner and his wife, the hungry man went to hear a scheduled lecture from the popular Rabbi Yissocher Frand. The topic: Avoiding Disputes.

In his talk, Rabbi Frand said that quarrels lead one to lose himself and his dignity. What G-d wants from us in these situations is to restore peace.

The speech calmed the man down, and he raced over to the pizza shop before it would close. “I’m sorry for shouting at you earlier,” he told the shopkeeper.

“I’m sorry, too,” the fellow responded. “I really shouldn’t have behaved the way I did.”

Overhearing the conversation, the janitor admiringly said, “Amigos, that’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen in my life!”                    

---------------------
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