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14. Featival of Freedom — Rav Soloveitchik

“Israel is My firstborn” and “I will slay your firstborn son.” | believe that the whole
philosophy of Pharaoh (and ancient Rome) came to expression in this sentence. The
oldest child is, of course, the strongest of the children in the household. The oldest son is
capable of exercising authority over his younger siblings. Quite often, the older children
can simply torture younger ones. In the parental home, the seven-year-old can order
around the five-year-old, and the twelve-year-old can order around an eight-year-old
sibling. In the patriarchal society of antiquity, the father was the supreme law simply
because he was the strongest and could use force. It was a slave society, and cruel
tyranny reigned from the old man at the top straight down to the bottom of the societal
pyramid. The Hebrews were slaves in Egypt, but they were slaves not only to Pharaoh.
Defenseless and weak, they were subjected to the brutality and cruelty of every official
and every person who wielded power in Egypt, everyone who was stronger than they
were. Bekhor represents not only the oldest but the strongest, the one who exercises
power. The whole society of Egypt consisted of tyrants and slaves. The old man ruled
over the entire family, the oldest son over his younger brothers.

On the night of Passover, the Almighty smote the firstborn, which means those who were
born first and exercised brutal authority and compelled people to comply with their will.
Every one of them was a master of slaves. God also punished their gods, because if a
nation is punished, the philosophy of the people must also be destroyed. If somebody is
punished but his philosophy is not refuted, he will repeat the same mistake. “The Lord
executed judgments upon their gods”. This means that on the night of Passover, God
punished the whole ideology of slavery, of oppressing through force and violence, of ruling
people through fear.
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