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SETTING THE TABLE
Why Is this Table Different?
Rabbi Yair Manas ymanas@gmail.com

Avreich; Rabbinic Assistant, Clanton Park Synagogue; 5772-5773
Maaleh Adumim, Israel
The Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chaim 472:2) codifies a unique law regarding the Seder: “The table should be set
nicely, with fine place settings, according to one’s means, and a seat should be prepared so that a person can sit in
a reclining position as a free person.”1
Upon a close read, it appears that two separate laws are presented. First, one should use fine place settings for the
Seder. Second, one should prepare a seat upon which to recline. While Shulchan Aruch explains that the latter
aids in creating the feeling of freedom, he provides no reason for the former. However, the Vilna Gaon (Biur HaGra
472:2) explains that just as reclining demonstrates freedom, so nice tableware demonstrates freedom. 2 The
Mishneh Berurah (472:6) quotes a similar explanation, writing that on other nights a person should minimize the
use of fancy tableware in remembrance of the destruction of the Beit HaMikdash. However, on Pesach night, one
should use nicer tableware, since free people are accustomed to using fancier dishes and silverware.
A second explanation for the use of nicer tableware is quoted in the names of Rabbi Shlomo Kluger and the
Chatam Sofer. To understand their suggestion, we need some background.
An integral part of the Exodus story is the taking of Egypt’s wealth. In three places, the Torah explains that the
Jewish people would take Egyptian spoils upon leaving Egypt. 3 Yet, at the Seder, while we commemorate many
aspects of the Exodus story, there is almost no reference to the gold and silver that we miraculously received. Why
is this central detail absent from the Haggadah?
If we look at the third biblical reference to the collection of Egypt’s wealth, we find something curious. G-d tells
Moshe to “please” speak to the people, and to ask them to request gold and silver vessels from the Egyptians.
(Shemot 11:2) The word “please” implies that some exhortation was required to convince the people to take spoils
from Egypt. This is puzzling. Why would the Jews need encouragement for this task?
The Talmud (Berachot 9a-9b) explains that when Moshe told the Jews that they would leave Egypt the next day
and they would take with them the wealth of Egypt, the people responded, “It is enough if we just leave, ourselves.”
In other words, the physical freedom was enough; the wealth was not necessary. The Talmud provides a parable to
illustrate their sentiment: A prisoner is told that he will leave prison tomorrow with great riches. The prisoner
responds that he would rather leave today without riches, than tomorrow with riches.
What emerges from the Talmud’s example is that one day of freedom is worth more than wealth. It is noteworthy
that this lesson is not rejected by the Talmud. Nevertheless, G-d commands Moshe to exhort the Jews to collect the
gold and silver in order to fulfill the promise of G-d to Avraham that the Jewish people would be oppressed in
Egypt, “and afterwards they will leave with great bounty.” (Bereishit 15:13-14)
Returning to our question: Considering the importance of the wealth taken from Egypt to the story, why do we not
highlight it at the Seder? We praise G-d for all the miracles of the Exodus; why do we omit this one?
Rabbi Shlomo Kluger and the Chatam Sofer argue that while we make minimal verbal mention of the miraculous
looting of Egypt, we do commemorate this miracle through our actions - by using our nicest tableware. When we
see our fancy tableware, we are reminded that when the Jews left Egypt, the Egyptians gave their gold and silver to
the Jewish people. Rabbi Kluger and the Chatam Sofer further explain that the despoiling of Egypt teaches us that
G-d is the ultimate Giver, and we only have that which G-d gave us. The message of these spoils, reflected in our
tableware, serves as the backdrop to the entire Seder.
I believe that there is an additional significance to using nicer tableware at the Seder. As mentioned, G-d was
primarily concerned with the Jews leaving with bounty to ensure that He would fulfill His promise to Avraham.
This reminder, that G-d keeps His word, is critical at our Seder.
While we rejoice when we commemorate the Exodus, our Sedarim are lacking. Sadly, we have no Beit HaMikdash
and we do not bring the Korban Pesach. We can only recite “zecher l'Mikdash k’Hillel,” a paragraph about the
practice of Hillel when the Beit HaMikdash was in existence. At the beginning of Nirtzah, we say, “so may we merit”
to bring the Korban Pesach in the future, and we declare, “Next year in Jerusalem.”
The beautiful tableware, present throughout the Seder, serves as a reminder that just as G-d fulfilled His word by
redeeming the Jewish people with great wealth, so He will redeem us from our current exile, as He has promised.
When Rabbi Akiva saw a fox emerge from the location of the Holy of Holies, he laughed, and he explained that just
as G-d fulfilled His word to destroy the Temple, so, too, G-d will keep His promise to rebuild the Temple. (Makkot
24b) Our beautiful tableware reminds us that G-d will keep His promise to redeem us, so that we may bring the
Korban Pesach in Jerusalem. While looking at our tables, we truly hope and pray, “Next year in Jerusalem.”
1.
2.
3.

Rabbi Mordechai Eliyahu (1929-2010) suggests that those who use disposable dishes and cutlery at the Seder should try
to use nicer disposables, based on this halachah in the Shulchan Aruch. See http://bit.ly/1q2L5qa .
The Bach (1561-1640) implies this explanation as well.
See Shemot (3:21-22), Shemot (11:2), and Shemot (12:35-36).

Did you know?
We have held more than 30 Sunday Midreshet Yom Rishon programs since 2013.
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קדש: KADESH
Leaving Egypt All Year

(Seder Companion 5775)

Rabbi Ezra Goldschmiedt ezragoldschmiedt@gmail.com
Avreich; Rabbinic Assistant, BAYT; 5772-5773
Rabbi, Sha’arei Torah, Cincinnati, Ohio

On this evening, more than any other, we are instructed to create differences from our usual routine. Indeed, these
differences – in how we dress, how we comport ourselves, how we eat and more – are to be emphasized so that our
children become curious and receptive to the messages of our story. 1 One element with which our Sedarim begin,
however, has a distinct familiarity to it – our kiddush, particularly the element of it which claims that this day is a
zecher l’yetziat Mitzrayim (a remembrance of our exodus from Egypt), is one which can be found throughout our
Biblical festivals, as well as our weekly Shabbat.
In truth, Pesach is the one night on which the term “zecher l’yetziat Mitzrayim” seems a perfect fit. This night is
dedicated to remembering and reliving our exodus from Egypt, a most formative moment in our people’s history.
But on the other holidays, this term is more difficult to understand: What do the holidays of Shavuot, Rosh
HaShanah, Yom Kippur and Succot have to do with our leaving Egypt? Although tonight this question poses no
difficulty, perhaps it is the best time to consider it, the night on which our leaving Egypt takes center stage.
A thought to consider: Perhaps our notion of yetziat Mitzrayim (the Exodus) is too restrictive. The term typically
evokes imagery of Bnei Yisrael walking out of a foreign land, perhaps extending to the moment in which the
Egyptians are drowned in the sea, but by using the term in our other holiday kiddush, our Sages may have wanted
us to see yetziat Mitzrayim as a much larger process, in which our people had to leave Egypt on a level beyond
ending physical enslavement.
To fully leave behind our former life, we needed to stake out a new one. Leaving our difficult slavery in Egypt was
the shedding of one identity, but not yet enough to claim a new one as G-d’s chosen nation.
To become something more, a broader range of experiences – the very ones that our time in the wilderness
provided – were needed. Our other holidays can therefore be seen as important markers for that transition and an
extension of yetziat Mitzrayim. Shavuot, termed by our Sages as zman matan Torateinu (the time of the giving of
our Torah) was clearly a time in which we became something more. Rosh HaShanah and Yom Kippur signify our
important first experience of teshuvah, coming in the aftermath of the sin of the Golden Calf – it was then that we
learned that if we are willing to address our failings, our relationship with G-d is unshakable. Lastly, Succot
teaches us the lesson of trust in G-d’s loving protection, the kind of lesson that only comes from constant
nurturing like we received in the wilderness.2
While the other holidays and their lessons have their time of focus, seeing tonight as the beginning of a process
which includes them can help us appreciate Pesach’s role in this system. May we merit to do so, remembering our
leaving Egypt in the fullest sense and using tonight as the first of many steps towards appreciating who we are.
1

See, for example Pesachim 108b and Mishneh Torah, Chametz UMatzah 7:3.

With regard to the weekly Shabbat kiddush, see (among many sources) Shemot 5:13-14 with commentaries, Pesachim 117b
and Tosafot s.v. lema’an.
2
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Did you know?
More than 300 people have signed in at ten CPD-approved Legal Ethics programs since 2013.

ורחץ: U’RCHATZ
Understanding U’Rchatz
Rabbi Josh Gutenberg jgutenberg@torontotorah.com

Avreich; Rabbinic Assistant, BAYT; 5774-5775
Thornhill, ON

The second section of the Seder is U’Rchatz - washing one’s hands before eating the karpas. The act of washing
and the way in which it is done raises several questions:
 People eat vegetables dipped in sauces all year, and generally do not wash their hands before eating. Why is
the Seder night different than all other nights?
 Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chaim 473:6) states that no blessing is recited when washing one’s hands at this
point. Why not?
 Some families have the custom that only the head of the household washes his hands at this point. Why
should there be a distinction between the head of the household and everyone else at the Seder?
As for the first question, the sources for this custom indicate that washing should be the practice throughout the
year as well. In the Talmud (Pesachim 115a), Rabbi Elazar says in the name of Rabbi Oshiya that one is required to
wash his hands before eating foods exposed to liquid. This law is codified in Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chaim 158:4),
where Rabbi Yosef Karo writes that when food is dipped in wine, honey, oil, milk, dew, blood, or water, and the
food has not been dried, there is a requirement to wash one’s hands without reciting a blessing prior to
consumption. Mishneh Berurah (158:20) explains that there is a debate among the medieval commentators as to
whether Rabbi Elazar’s ruling was meant to apply only when the Beit haMikdash stood and the Jewish people
observed the laws of purity, or whether it was meant to teach a practice to be observed forever. Shulchan Aruch
rules in accordance with the authorities who hold that this was a permanent decree. However, since there are
dissenting opinions - and in cases of doubt regarding blessings we are lenient - no blessing is recited upon washing
the hands. Therefore, the practice of washing hands before eating karpas (since the karpas is dipped in a liquid) is
the practice Shulchan Aruch endorses year-round.
Taz (Orach Chaim 473:6) also believes that the practice on the Seder night should be no different than any other
day of the year. He employs the Mah nishtanah question rhetorically, asking, “What is different tonight from other
days of the year?” and says washing before eating karpas at the Seder should act as a rebuke for everyone who is
not meticulous with this practice in general.
Yet, despite the Shulchan Aruch and Taz’s rulings that one must wash before eating food dipped in a liquid all
year, the practice of many people is to be lenient. Mishneh Berurah (158:20) justifies this practice based on the
medieval commentators who believed that this law only applied during the times of the Beit haMikdash, when the
Jewish people were careful with the laws of purity. If so, why are we stringent to wash on the Seder night?
 Shaar haTziyun (Orach Chaim 473:69) says that this practice is done so that that the children will ask about
the difference. Many practices during the Seder are geared toward sparking interest in the children. The
Talmud (Pesachim 114b) says the reason for karpas itself is in order for the children to ask questions. As such,
U’Rchatz falls under the same category. This reason explains why some families have the custom that only the
head of the household washes at this point. Since the practice is primarily to get the children to ask questions,
distinguishing between the head of the household and everyone else is sure to pique their interest.
 Rabbi Naftali Zvi Yehudah Berlin (Haggadah Imrei Shefer) says that our actions during the Seder should mimic
the actions that were performed when the Korban Pesach was sacrificed. We want to remember how Pesach
should ideally be celebrated, and therefore, we wash our hands as we would have washed them in sacrificing
the Korban Pesach.
These two explanations for why we wash our hands before eating karpas complement each other to provide a
deeper meaning and appreciation for U’Rchatz. If the only goal of U’Rchatz was to change our routine in order to
spark interest among the children, our rabbis could have instituted any number of actions that diverge from our
normal routine. It is possible that this practice was specifically chosen to offer a means to educate our children
about the traditions of Pesach when the Beit haMikdash stood. An integral part of Pesach is educating our children
and passing on the practices and traditions to the next generation. U’Rchatz is a way to connect our children to the
way Pesach was celebrated in the past, and the way it will hopefully be celebrated In the near future.

Did you know?
Dozens of university student “Chaverim” have learned with us during the past 3 years.
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כרפס: KARPAS
A Sign of Growth

(Seder Companion 5775)

Rabbi David Teller dteller13@gmail.com

Avreich, 5771
Judaic Studies, Fuchs Mizrachi School, Cleveland, OH
The Talmud (Pesachim 114a) explains that the purpose of karpas is to get the children to ask questions. When
they see people around the Seder table dipping vegetables before the meal begins, they will be filled with curiosity
and begin the process of asking questions. In educational terms, the karpas is the trigger to hopefully begin a night
of child-centred, interactive, and collaborative learning. In that sense it is a necessary precursor to the Maggid,
putting everyone at the table in the right frame of mind to engage in the story of Pesach.
As many have pointed out, though, this answer - like the quantity of karpas we eat - is far from satisfying. If the
whole purpose is to get our children to ask questions, why is dipping a vegetable in salt water the preferred trigger?
Why isn’t something else chosen? There must be a fundamental message that the karpas, specifically, is meant to
convey to us.
Rabbeinu Manoach’s 13th century commentary to Rambam’s Mishneh Torah (Hilchot Chametz u’Matzah 8:2) offers
one creative approach. The karpas is not only a precursor to the maggid, it is part of the maggid itself. The karpas
alludes to Yosef’s coat - the ketonet pasim - which Rashi (Bereishit 37:3) describes as being “like karpas and
techeilet.” Essentially, we are re-enacting how the entire story of Pesach began: with the brothers of Yosef taking
his ketonet pasim - the karpas - and dipping it in salt water, symbolic of the blood into which Yosef’s coat was
dipped. We are explaining to our children that the breakdown of relationships among Bnei Yisrael was the
beginning of the eventual oppression in Egypt. So, too, we are reminded of the destructive forces of peirud and
sinah - division and hatred – amongst our brothers and sisters in Klal Yisrael.
A second approach focuses on the vegetable itself. The word karpas may be derived from a Greek word karpos,
meaning “produce” or “vegetation”. The Torah explains (Devarim 16:1) that Pesach is celebrated in the spring when
nature re-awakens and the fields and trees begin to sprout and flourish. The connection between the re-birth of
nature and the re-birth of the Jewish nation is not a coincidence. We look at the vegetable on our plate and we are
reminded of the Spring – the biblical chodesh ha’Aviv – the rejuvenation of nature and the revival of the Jewish
nation.
But there may be an additional idea here as well. Carl Rogers, the father of person-centred therapy, built his
approach to psychotherapy on the assumption that human beings are naturally trustworthy, and that each
individual is a person of unconditional self-worth. Rogers’ professional experience led to his hypothesis that people
internally possess the necessary and available resources to develop self-understanding, alter their self-concept,
and ultimately change their behavior. He believed that every organism has an innate, instinctive tendency, which
he referred to as the ‘self actualizing tendency’, pushing it forward towards achieving its inherent potential.
He illustrated his view by recalling a childhood memory of a bin of potatoes that was left in his basement over the
winter. Despite the adverse conditions, the potatoes managed to grow whitish sprouts that reached towards the
light coming from a small window several feet above them. The sprouts were not the usual healthy green colour of
their counterparts grown outside, but the potatoes still possessed the natural tendency to grow and develop. “They
would never become a plant, never mature, never reach their full potentiality. But under the most adverse
circumstances they were striving to become.” (Rogers, 1980, p. 118)
Plants and vegetation offer the most visible examples of an organism’s ability to naturally develop and grow. But
what is true of plant life is true of every organism, including human beings. We begin our Seder by picking up a
vegetable, reminding us of the spring, and our natural human potential to self-actualize and grow. As we begin the
story of the slavery and eventual redemption of the Jewish people, we remind ourselves that despite the adverse
situations that we may find ourselves in, like our ancestors, we too have the ability to re-discover our natural
depository of self-actualization and our freedom to grow and begin anew.
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Did you know?
We offer approximately 20-25 public or private classes for adults each week, around Toronto.

יחץ: SPLITTING THE MATZAH
Because Sometimes, We Are Broken
Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner torczyner@torontotorah.com
Rosh Beit Midrash, 5770-5776
Kadesh!
The primary mitzvah of the Seder is to tell the story of our emergence from Egypt, but Rabbi Avraham Yitzchak
Kook adds an imperative: to actually emerge on this night. As he wrote regarding the Kadesh stage, “The root of the
most active personal sanctification… springs from our emergence from Egypt, from the revelation of immutable,
practical, shining, universal Truth for each individual as well. This is the power of freedom, of emergence from the
house of slaves... It calls upon each individual Jew to recognize the value of his actions, planting righteousness [to
be] rewarded with truth: Sanctify!”
As Rabbi Kook continues to explain, the elements of this night help the Jew to recognize how early ignominy
contributed directly to our glorious growth, and then to build on that growth. We strengthen our national unity as
we invite guests to our feast, and we broaden our personal spirit so that we feel satisfaction rather than stress. We
deepen our faithful bond with G-d as we re-tell our story, we elevate our internal sense of spirituality, and we
increase our joy.
Karpas
Karpas, aside from its halachic role, plays a critical part in Rabbi Kook’s vision for our growth at the Seder. After
describing the purification that comes via our washing in the U’Rchatz stage, Rabbi Kook quotes a talmudic
statement that one who lacks bread should not eat vegetables [like those we eat in Karpas], because they stir up
the appetite. (Shabbat 140b) People who eat out of necessity should not increase their hunger; vegetables, to Rabbi
Kook, are a food of the wealthy, who eat in order to enjoy the experience. The food of Karpas signifies a meal
enjoyed in wealth. [This is distinct from the dip, which conveys a different message.]
In Egypt, as Rabbi Kook writes, “being lowered depressed the spirit to the point of the lowest immersion in life’s
nadir, in which one senses only the pleasure of [filling] the hungry stomach, ‘the fish… the cucumbers, the melons,
the leek, the onions and the garlic. (Bamidbar 11:5)’” But he continues to describe our growth, saying, “All of this
was a long-term plan to impress upon us the message that nothing in life is so low that it cannot ascend and it will
not be pleasant in its ascendance, using the means of its place and time. The kiln of gold removed the dross and
effected a mighty preparation, creating a purified gold worthy of entry into the land of desire, ‘the land in which
you will lack nothing – for Israel lacks nothing. (Berachot 36b)’”
On this night, we evolve from the ever-hungry slaves of Egypt to the sated celebrants of the Seder, and our
newfound physical pleasure enhances our ability to connect with G-d not under stress-bound, horizon-narrowing
pressure, but with the full range of human feeling.
Yachatz
Coming after Karpas, our act of breaking the middle matzah for Yachatz adds an important humbling note to the
Seder. On a technical level, breaking this matzah converts it to lechem oni, “bread of suffering”, like the bread of a
pauper who cannot afford a full loaf. In Rabbi Kook’s message, too, the broken matzah symbolizes poverty, for even
after the elevation of Karpas we must remember that pockets of spiritual brokenness remain within ourselves, and
within others in our community.
Rabbi Kook writes, “There is a need to impress [upon ourselves] the double foundation in the act of eating which is
desirable [to G-d]:
 Eating for appetite, a necessary consumption which emerges from a hungry spirit, and
 Eating when satisfied, eating for pleasure, for the sake of broadening life, which ascends and is sanctified with
the raising of the radiance of true liberation, in intellect and emotion and deed.
“This division is required, lest a person forget, in the midst of his ascension and sanctification, that within himself
there remain situations in which he will not always be able to ascend to the Sanctum, to the exalted sanctity
above, of eating at satiation.
“He should also know that even if his dwelling is already strong, and he is fortified at his level in his ambition for a
sacred broadening, to which he has ascended by purifying his mundane aspects, still, he should not forget that
there is yet mundane eating in this world, [eating] as a result of necessity. He should turn his attention to the
material as well as spiritual needs of the community, which is yet in the middle of its journey and has not yet
achieved this level of eating at satiation.”
As Rabbi Kook explains, we break our middle matzah as a dramatic demonstration of the potential pitfalls of
spiritual growth. First, human beings are creatures of inconsistency; Yachatz reminds us not to take our spiritual
security for granted. And second, societies include people of a range of spiritual levels; Yachatz reminds us that
even as we grow, we must also help others satisfy their needs.

Did you know?
We teach daily chaburot and offer special classes at Bnei Akiva Schools.
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הא לחמא עניא: THIS IS THE BREAD OF AFFLICTION
Generosity and Redemption

(Seder Companion 5775)

Rabbi Netanel Javasky taneljavasky@gmail.com

Avreich, 5770-5771
Talmud Teacher, Distance Learning, Associated Hebrew Schools
Where to start? This question is a very significant one, when discussing the mitzvah of sippur yetziat Mitzrayim,
retelling the exodus from Egypt.
We are tasked with making the story seem real and alive, creating the sense that “we ourselves are leaving Egypt”.
The Talmud (Pesachim 116a) notes a dispute between Rav and Shemuel regarding how we fulfill this. Shemuel
suggests starting from the beginning of the servitude in Egypt, specifically “Avadim hayinu liParoh b’Mitzrayim, we
were slaves to Pharaoh in Egypt”, while Rav suggests discussing our spiritual beginnings, going back to days when
our ancestors worshipped idols. Practically, we seem to adopt both opinions and include both components in our
Haggadah. However, a close look at the very beginning of Maggid reveals a short introductory paragraph to this
section of the Haggadah which seemingly is not in accord with the aforementioned opinions of Rav or Shemuel.
The paragraph in question is Ha lachma anya, “This is the bread of affliction”. Immediately afterwards, we ask the
four questions which lead into “Avadim hayinu (We were slaves)”, but this paragraph about matzah and eating
seems to be an arbitrary and misplaced beginning to Maggid. Furthermore, this paragraph stands apart from the
rest of the text, as it is written in Aramaic as opposed to the Hebrew of the rest of the Haggadah. Additionally, the
second of the four cups is supposed to be associated with the Maggid section, and yet we don’t pour the second
cup until after this introductory section has been read. Looking at the content of the paragraph is even more
puzzling. We reference the matzah and then seem to proclaim, while sitting in the comfort of our home, that
anyone who needs a meal is welcome to join. We follow this with a seemingly unrelated sentence about being
enslaved and in bondage this year, and then state that we have faith that next year we will be free in Jerusalem.
What does this have to do with earlier proclamation?
Rashbam1 explains that the section of Ha lachma anya is actually a description of what our ancestors would do
and say at their meals in Egypt. Immediately after breaking the matzot and putting some aside for later, they
would say to one another, “This will be our meal later, but if anyone else is hungry or in need they are more than
welcome to join.” Even in the depths of slavery, our ancestors would look to help the less fortunate among them.
This section was written in Aramaic when that was the vernacular, for all attending the Seder to understand this
message of chesed (generosity). That is how our ancestors acted, and it is because of those acts that they could
confidently declare, “We are slaves this year, but will be free next.” We know that through our acts of chesed we
most certainly will be redeemed.
Geulah (redemption) is intrinsically connected to our act of kindness, and it is this idea that we choose to insert as
a header for the Seder night, at the start of Maggid. The prophet Yeshayah states, “Observe justice and perform
righteousness, for My salvation is soon to come and My righteousness to be revealed.” (Yeshayah 56) The Beit
HaLevi2 notes that this is why on the night of our redemption we emphasize chesed. It is through kindness that we
were redeemed, and it is through our kindness that we will again be redeemed. We give Maot Chittin to provide for
the Pesach needs of the indigent, and the Haftorah for Shabbat HaGadol even tempts us to test Hashem by giving
to the poor and reaping great reward, and we make sure that the theme that we emphasize immediately preceding
the Maggid is one of chesed. Through acts of chesed we can be sure that Hashem will send us Eliyahu HaNavi, as
the Haftorah promises, and that the night of Pesach will not only be a night in which Hashem redeemed us in the
past, but it will most definitely be a night when Hashem will return us to the rebuilt Jerusalem in all its glory.
1

Rabbeinu Shemuel ben Meir (1085-1158), one of the authors of the Tosafot commentaries to the Talmud

Rabbi Yosef Dov Soloveitchik (1820-1892), a great talmudic scholar, author of Beit haLevi, and a descendant of Rabbi Chaim
of Volozhin
2
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Did you know?
We have held 23 Medical Ethics/Halachah programs, most of them CME-approved, since 2013.

מה נשתנה: WHY IS THIS NIGHT DIFFERENT?
A Need to Question
Rabbi Netanel Javasky taneljavasky@gmail.com

Avreich, 5770-5771
Talmud Teacher, Distance Learning, Associated Hebrew Schools
From a very young age, our children know that on the 15 th of Nisan, they will be called upon to ask the questions of
the Mah nishtanah. Why do we eat matzah, not bread? Why are we eating these bitter herbs? Why are we dipping
multiple times? And finally, why are we reclining during this festive meal?
The custom has become so ingrained in us, that we may forget to revisit the text and reflect upon what in fact is being
said. A cursory look at the questions being asked reveals an oddity. All of the questions revolve around parts of the
Seder which have not yet taken place; we have eaten neither the matzah nor the bitter herbs, we have not dipped
twice, and we have not consumed the meal in a reclining fashion. What an odd formula and peculiar idea, training
our children to ask yet-to-be relevant questions!
The Rambam compares the mitzvah of remembering Shabbat with the mitzvah of remembering yetziat Mitzrayim (our
departure from Egypt). How does one remember Shabbat? The Rambam himself prescribes, “Say words when it starts
and ends, and remember the greatness of the day and distinguish it from the days that precede it and the days that
follow it. (Mitzvat Aseh 155)” Contrasting the day of Shabbat with the other days of the week is what designates it as
kadosh: holy, or separated. Similarly, says Rabbi Yosef Dov Soloveitchik (An Exalted Evening, pg. 30), using Mah
nishtanah to contrast the night of Pesach with typical nights throughout the year is a fulfillment of remembering the
day we left Egypt. We will no longer treat this day as any other; it is unique in all regards. The things we choose to
eat, and the way in which we eat them, are all different from your typical Monday night dinner.
Our challenges regarding the particular questions of the Mah nishtanah remain, though. While contrasting this night
with others may make sense in light of the Rambam’s prescription, the choice of the questions in the Mah nishtanah
seems almost arbitrary. Additionally, the fact that up until this point in the evening these events have not yet
occurred, makes the questions that our children are asking even more peculiar. Finally, if the purpose is merely to
contrast this night with other nights, why prescribe questions at all? Surely, the naturally inquisitive child can
ascertain and question the many apparent differences that surround this night! [In fact, Rabbi Chaim Soloveitchik felt
that this was the reasoning behind the minhag of wearing a kittel at the Seder: to prompt more questions from the
inquisitive youngsters.] We might benefit from a closer look at the role of the Mah nishtanah.
The Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chaim 473:7) seems to imply that if any of the oddities performed at the Seder, including
those customs designed specifically to prompt questions, were to succeed in prompting questions from children or
anyone else present, there would no longer be a need to recite the Mah nishtanah. If the contrast between this night
and all others has already been stated, restating it with other differences would be superfluous. Based on this, the
Mah nishtanah seems to be just one manifestation of contrasting questions that could be posed, and any contrasting
questions would suffice.
The Rambam seems to have a vastly different understanding of the Mah nishtanah. The Rambam (Hilchot Chametz
U’matzah 8:2) writes, “And they pour the second cup, and here the child asks, and the reader (one leading the Seder)
says, Mah nishtanah…”
Rabbi Yosef Dov Soloveitchik (Harirei Kedem 2:86) pointed out that the Rambam seemingly distinguishes between the
inquisitive questions of the child and the paragraph of the Mah nishtanah. It seems that after the children ask any
questions they choose, it is the adult’s job to recite the Mah nishtanah. The child is tasked with finding and
questioning all the differences on this night, and the adult must respond with Mah nishtanah, validating the child’s
questions. Therefore, the Mah nishtanah is not a template for potential questions that children may ask, but it is part
of the required text of the Haggadah which the adults must say at the Seder. Rabbi Chaim Soloveitchik would even
repeat Mah nishtanah himself after all of the children had completed saying it.
Rabbi Yosef Dov Soloveitchik adds that a close reading of the Rambam would indicate that “Mah nishtanah” may not
even be a question. The Rambam says that the children ask questions, and the korei, the one leading the Seder,
reads mah nishtanah. The Rambam is saying that Mah nishtanah are not questions that are asked, but rather,
statements of bewilderment and wonder at the great differences that exist on this day. 1 The child is not expected to
know that these differences will occur later this evening, but the adult responds to the child’s questioning of odd
practices he or she encounters by saying, “Wow, there are so many more differences on this night that you haven’t
mentioned.”
Whichever understanding of the Mah nishtanah we follow, one thing is certain: questions and questioning are pivotal
to properly engage with, and provide meaning to, the story of the Exodus. Right from the outset, before embarking on
the experiential journey of reliving the Pesach Exodus, we begin to recognize the oddities, pique everyone’s interest,
and make clear that we are encouraging questions. Questions are crucial to engage with, and to learn from, any
meaningful experience, and we want that stated upfront.
The answers to those questions may not be immediate. We may not even directly address all of them, but that
shouldn’t prevent one from asking. Answers can be a long process, but a Jew who wants to learn and be engaged
must continue to ask.
The word מה, would not be translated as “what”, but would be similar to its translation in the pasuk, “ ‘ד
“Wow, how amazing are Your ways, Hashem!”
1

Did you know?
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After asking the Four Questions and receiving the concise answer of, “We were slaves to Pharaoh in Egypt, and G-d
brought us out of there”, we begin a section of the Haggadah which seems to veer from re-telling the story of our
redemption from Egypt. We read the story of a group of sages who discussed the story of our departure from Egypt all
night, and then we recall the obligation to remember the redemption from Egypt during the night as well as the day.
Then we learn about the four children, and only then do we return to the actual story of Pesach.
These paragraphs are here as a kind of guide, or introduction, on how to approach the story of the Haggadah.
Seemingly, they are prompted by the last statement in the preceding paragraph, “Even if we are all scholars, all
people of understanding, all elders, all knowledgeable in Torah, there is a mitzvah for us to tell of the Exodus from
Egypt. Anyone who increases in telling of the Exodus from Egypt is to be praised.” With this sentence, the Haggadah
presents two important parameters for re-telling the story:
1. The mitzvah applies equally to everyone: no matter how great their scholarship, or how well they know the story,
everyone is obligated to retell the story on this night. This explains why we are told about the great scholars who
sat together in Bnei Brak and discussed the redemption. This also explains why we contrast this story with the
passage regarding four children with different learning styles and abilities, who each partake in the mitzvah of retelling the story of our Exodus. In this way the Haggadah demonstrates that this night is for all: scholar and
layman, young and old.
2. There is no defined quantity of discussion. We see this from the fact that the scholars sat all night discussing the
story, until their students had to interrupt them to read the morning Shema.
This understanding of these paragraphs, however, does not explain the need for the specific story of the scholars in
Bnei Brak. Undoubtedly, there are countless stories about scholars sitting and having a Seder, and the Haggadah
could have incorporated any of them. Why was this story chosen? What was so important about a group of rabbis
visiting Rabbi Akiva in his home in Bnei Brak, and learning the entire night, until the time for the morning Shema?
What is even more interesting is that this particular story is an anomaly. Many commentators raise the question of
why it was that Rabbi Yehoshua, Rabbi Eliezer, and Rabbi Elazar ben Azaryah came to the home of Rabbi Akiva, their
junior. Generally, it is the student who honours the Rabbi by going to his home!
Further, the next paragraph seems to be very out of place, and begs the question of its relevance to our introduction.
In it, Rabbi Elazar ben Azaryah expresses immense excitement over the idea of remembering our departure from
Egypt at night, saying, “I never merited [to prove that] the Exodus from Egypt should be mentioned at night”. Why
was this so special for him, and why did it need to be included in the Haggadah, and specifically at this point?
The Chatam Sofer (Haggadat Chatan Sofer) offers a beautiful explanation for Rabbi Elazar ben Azaryah’s exclamation.
In Jewish literature, “night” is often a symbol of despair; and exile is the darkest of nights. It is expected that during
times of joy, when the nation of Israel joins together for the Korban Pesach at the Beit HaMikdash, we will remember
and celebrate the Exodus. However, to continue to remember and praise Hashem for our original redemption after the
destruction of the Beit HaMikdash takes tremendous faith. The history of the Exodus is important not only as a
means to current joy; even when the initial redemption is over – when the Beit HaMikdash is destroyed and Judaism
must reinvent itself to survive – even then, the story of the Exodus from Egypt stands as a core principal of our
nation’s freedom and relationship with Hashem. To understand this is truly a “merit”, an honour.
This theme of hope is also the key to answering our other questions, of why the sages came to Rabbi Akiva’s home,
and why we choose this Seder story for the Haggadah. Two of the three aforementioned Rabbis of Rabbi Akiva appear
together with him in another famous story. (Makkot 24a) Rabban Gamliel, Rabbi Yehoshua, Rabbi Elazar ben
Azaryah and Rabbi Akiva were walking together in Jerusalem after the destruction of the Beit haMikdash, and when
they came to the ruins of the Beit HaMikdash they saw a fox running out of the place where the Kodesh HaKodashim
(Holy of Holies) had once stood. Rabban Gamliel, Rabbi Yehoshua and Rabbi Elazar ben Azaryah began to cry, while
Rabbi Akiva laughed instead. The three turned to the one and requested an explanation for his strange behaviour.
Rabbi Akiva replied that he was happy because just as the prophecies about the destruction had come true, so, too,
he knew that the prophecies about the rebuilding of Jerusalem would also come true. Rabbi Akiva’s Rabbis turn to
him and say, “Akiva, you have consoled us, Akiva, you have consoled us”.
The Seder in question took place soon after the destruction of the Beit HaMikdash; all of the Rabbis around the table
were alive when the Beit HaMikdash was the centre of Judaism. They knew what it meant to retell the story “during
the day”. Of all the rabbis at the time, Rabbi Akiva was unique in demonstrating the hope and faith necessary to
transition into the next chapter of Jewish History, of “faith in You during the night”, when we are in exile and
Hashem’s presence is more hidden. Therefore, on Pesach, Rabbi Yehoshua and Rabbi Elazar ben Azaryah, along with
Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Tarfon, joined together in the home of Rabbi Akiva and demonstrated to us what it means to
commemorate the redemption from Egypt, the symbol of our freedom and bond with Hashem, the entire night.
These paragraphs are essential preparations for us before we begin telling the story of our Exodus from Egypt. They
create the appropriate mindset for us, inspiring us to stand strong in our faith, as we pray and wait for the dawn to
break and our full and complete redemption to arrive.

!לשנה הבאה בירושלים הבנויה
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”Rabbi Elazar ben Azaryah said: I am as one who is seventy years old, and I had not merited [to prove that] the
Exodus from Egypt should be mentioned at night, until Ben Zoma taught: It is stated, ‘So that you will remember the
day you left Egypt, all the days of your life.’ (Devarim 16:3) ‘The days of your life’ are the days; ‘All the days of your
life’ [includes] the nights.”
This passage in the Haggadah is directly taken from a mishnah (Berachot 1:5) that examines the requirement of
zechirat yetziat Mitzrayim, remembering the Exodus on a regular basis.1 According to all authorities, including
Rambam, remembering the Exodus is required in some form,2 yet curiously, Rambam does not include this in his
listing of the Torah’s 613 mitzvot.
This difficulty was raised by Rabbi Yechezkel Landau (Tziyun LeNefesh Chayah to Berachot 12b), and while many
resolutions have been offered since, his own approach may best explain the inclusion of this passage in the
Haggadah.
Rabbi Landau suggests that we take a closer look at the verse invoked by Ben Zoma, which is part of a larger
biblical presentation of the observances of Pesach and the Seder:

לא תאכל עליו חמץ שבעת ימים תאכל עליו מצות לחם עני כי בחפזון יצאת מארץ מצרים למען תזכר את יום צאתך מארץ מצרים כל
)ג: (דברים טז.ימי חייך
Do not eat any leaven with it [the Pesach offering]; for seven days you shall eat matzah – bread of affliction, as you
left Egypt in a hurry – so that you will remember the day you left Egypt all the days of your life. (Devarim 16:3)
In this verse, we see that remembering the Exodus is not a command, but a description of what should occur as
the natural result of observing Pesach and the Seder. In other words, it is by means of a profound holiday
experience that our national story is to become ingrained into our hearts and minds, to the extent that we will
recall its powerful messages constantly.
This is why zechirat yetziat Mitzrayim, an intended outcome of this evening, is not listed as a mitzvah in and of
itself. The mitzvah is the holiday celebration; remembering our Exodus is the reason for the celebration, and its
result.3 This may also imply that although verbally mentioning the Exodus every morning and evening is a halachic
requirement,4 it should only be understood as an outgrowth of the experience we begin on this evening, an
experience that provides the primary component of zechirat yetziat Mitzrayim throughout the year.
In this vein, we can easily see the importance of this passage’s inclusion in the Haggadah. We have not yet begun
the formal fulfillment of telling the story of the Exodus, of eating matzah, maror, etc. Before we do so, it is crucial
to recall the goals of the Seder and all of Pesach: that we become so immersed in our story to the point that we will
regularly and easily tap into its messages throughout the year by the mere recital of a single verse in Shema, “I am
Hashem your G-d who took you from the land of Egypt to be a G-d for you; I am Hashem your G-d.”
We often see mitzvot as goals in and of themselves, without an eye towards the larger picture which they are meant
to address. Rabbi Landau’s formulation of zechirat yetziat Mitzrayim demands more than that - that we take a step
back and make sure that this evening is not just a successfully choreographed program, but also an experience
that shapes the entire year ahead. May we be successful in accomplishing this goal, of becoming people who
naturally live with a profound sense of national and G-d consciousness, by means of beautiful and meaningful
Sedarim.
1

We fulfill this requirement by reciting Bamidbar 15:37-41 daily, as the third paragraph of “Shema”

A simple reading of the mishnah would indicate that Rabbi Elazar ben Azaryah and the Sages disagree concerning the
existence of an obligation to remember the Exodus in the evening, and agree regarding remembering it in the daytime.
However, many authorities disagree with this portrayal.
2

Indeed, Rambam notes in his introduction to his Sefer HaMitzvot (rule 5) that reasons for a mitzvah cannot be counted as
separate commandments, independent of the mitzvah from which they are drawn.
3

4

Rambam himself records this in the beginning of his Hilchot K’riat Shema .

Did you know?
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When looking at the paragraphs of the four children, we find an interesting similarity in the structure of how the
first three are introduced. All three of them have the same introduction of, “Mah hu omer?”, “What does he say?”
And then each of them asks something different, united only in that their question is about something of primary
significance for the Seder. What is the reason for the linkage in language, and how are these characters connected?
The first child, the wise Chacham, displays a keen interest in what is going on that night. It seems like there is a
connection between him and all of the Sedarim that came before him. He is completely engaged by the laws that
must be followed for the Passover offering, and those laws are the focus of his question.
Looking at the wicked Rasha, even with his lack of interest, we see that a relationship, albeit negative, persists
between him and the events of the Seder. He focusses on why we continue to celebrate the Seder. But as much as
he may be against the ritual, there still must be some sort of connection, or else he wouldn’t be there at all.
Next we turn to the Tam, a simple child without very much to say, but who displays a fascination with where he
came from. He shows interest, without having very much knowledge about what is going on around him, asking
about why there is a Seder. We answer him with the heart that inspires our Pesach celebration, rather than just
the law of what we do.
When we finally reach the She’eino yodeia lishol who does not know how to ask, we use language that is completely
different. Instead of “Mah hu omer?” “What does he say?”, we must open up the conversation for him. He has no
question at all. It cannot be that he is physically unable to speak, but rather that he does not even know what is
going on in front of him. His lack of understanding is not a sign of disinterest or distaste, but rather of
disconnection.
It might seem from the outside that the one who does not ask is to blame for his lack of knowledge, but I would
propose otherwise. This child is so far removed from Judaism that he is barely even at the Seder.
The Haggadah is teaching us something by using language that groups the first three, and sets apart the fourth.
This language highlights a division between the first three, who are connected and have questions, and the fourth,
who is disconnected. It also teaches us that each member of that three-person group, whether Chacham or not, is
in a position to reach out to the disconnected fourth. The She’eino yodeia lishol should not be left to fend for
himself.
We can clearly see, around the world, that we are at risk of losing part of our Jewish brothers and sisters; it is
upon us to keep them at the table. All too often we focus only on our own spiritual growth responsibilities, without
taking responsibility for our brothers and sisters. I hope we all take the opportunity to bring many more of our
siblings to the table. Getting them to the table, however, is not the only goal; we would hope to elevate as many as
possible, ourselves included, to the level of the Chacham.
Chag Sameach!
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Different Methods of Learning
The Babylonian Talmud uses the phrase, “Ta shema - Come and hear” as an introduction to a source text that
proves a point or resolves a conflict. On the other hand, the Zohar, when trying to clarify a point, utilizes the
phrase, “Ta Chazi - Come and see”. “Seeing is believing,” as the old adage goes. Simply, the Talmud uses academic
tools for an academic purpose, but the Zohar is teaching that one must experience in order to understand. For
example, teachers, doctors, lawyers and rabbis learn more from their work experience than from their academic
training.
However, during the Pesach Seder we are directed to learn in a third way. The Haggadah uses the phrase “Tzei
U’Lmad - Go out and learn”. There are a number of differences between this phrase and the phrases used in the
Talmud and Zohar.
Coming In and Going Out
A primary difference between the various methods of learning is the word Tzei, rather than Ta - “Go out” as
opposed to “Come in”. When we come home, we stay where we feel most comfortable. We tell ourselves, “As long as
I am in my own comfort zone, I can engage in an academic dialogue.” This is the student in the study hall, limited
by the space in which he feels comfortable.
There are other limitations if one party says, “Come experience what I have experienced,” as the Zohar beckons its
reader. Because all experience is naturally subjective, the other party can either challenge or confirm the
experience of the first party, based on his own experience. Asking another to experience your own version of reality
assumes a pre-existing consensus. Furthermore, while experiences are incredibly powerful, an experience is a
passing moment. To bring the experience into the present one must reflect on the past and bring the messages of
the experience into one’s present reality.
Going out, on the other hand, is an entirely different approach, and it can affect both who one is, and who one can
become. The first discussion in the Haggadah following Tzei U’Lmad is of the ultimate “going out”, when Yaakov
Avinu leaves his tent, where he had always dwelt (“coming in”) in Torah study. His act of going out began with
working for his father-in-law, Lavan. The Torah teaches that Yaakov was a holy man, acting for the sake of Heaven,
trying to be honest and hard-working even when the situation pushed against this. Lavan was the polar opposite,
lying and cheating to achieve his goals. In Yaakov’s experience we see someone leaving his comfort zone. By
engaging in the struggles of the world one can explore the depths of one’s character, just as Yaakov struggled and
emerged as Yisrael, facing challenges and emerging victorious. (Bereishit 32:25-31; Midrash Tanchuma,
Vayishlach 7) The lessons that are learned by “going out” are more than just thoughts or experiences; these are the
lessons that fundamentally transform a person.
Learning in Life
Our sages also teach the importance of “going out” as a tool for learning the most important lessons of the Torah.
In Pirkei Avot (2:9), Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai tells his top five students to, “Go out and see the attribute to
which one should cling” and “Go out and see the attribute from which one should maintain one’s distance.” They
must leave the study hall and engage in the world in order to identify ideal behaviour.
Rabbi Shlomo Riskin, in his Haggadah commentary Tell your Children (pg. 62), writes that “generally learning is
done either in one’s home or in the beit midrash… but Jewish learning, in its essence, requires that it also take
place ‘outside’… Even when one is not learning [in the traditional ways], one must be constantly engaged in
revealing and expressing the Torah. Our learning of Torah must accompany us everywhere.” In a personal
conversation, Rabbi Riskin also reminded this author that above the entrance to Yeshivat Chochmei Lublin is the
verse, “Go my children and hear me; I will teach you to revere Hashem.” (Psalms 34:12) He commented that one of
the most important lessons of that verse is that while learning in yeshiva is commendable, reverence for G-d is
learned when one takes that which has been learned and goes into the world.
The Haggadah challenges us to go out of our comfort zones, see the world, and know that through all of our
successes and struggles, we are learning to be free and to revere Hashem. On Pesach, Hashem teaches us to exit
the slavery of who we have been, and enter the freedom of who we can become.

Did you know?
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The first plague to hit Egypt turned the Nile’s water into blood. Our talmudic sages, as well as the later
commentators, were bothered by two main questions:
1. Why was the Nile chosen as the first target?
2. Why specifically hit the Nile by turning it into blood, not with another plague?
Punishing an Egyptian Deity
An answer to the first question can be found in Rashi’s commentary (Shemot 7:17), which is based on various
midrashim: “Since there is no rainfall in Egypt, and the Nile ascends and irrigates the land, and the Egyptians
worship the Nile, Hashem struck their deity and afterwards struck them.”
Rashi highlights two main reasons for choosing the Nile as the first of G-d’s Egyptian targets: economical primacy
and religious importance. However, he does not explain why the water was turned to blood; why not make it
evaporate?
Exposing Infanticide
A possible answer to this question can be found in a midrash (Mishnat Rabbi Eliezer 19), “Why did He plague them
with blood? For they threw the children of Israel into the water, as it says: ‘Every male born, you must throw into
the Nile.’ Therefore, He judged the water in the Nile.”
This midrash directly explains the choice of the Nile, but from its words we can understand why the Nile was
plagued in the way it was. Pharaoh thought he could hide the hideous crime of infanticide beneath the cold Nile
water, but G-d made the babies’ blood return, fill the Nile, kill the fish, and suffocate Egypt.
Admit Your Crimes
Another midrash (Midrash Lekach Tov on Tehillim 78:44) provides a broader explanation: “Since they had shed
Israel’s blood as water, their Nile became blood and their liquids undrinkable.” Not only is the killing of children
mentioned here, but the general infliction of torture and murder upon Israel is as well. Continuing this line of
thinking, we may suggest an even more general theme which led to the specific plague of blood.
The Torah emphasizes that not only the water in the Nile turned into blood, but the same happened to all water in
Egypt, even water in “wood and stone” (Shemot 7:19). The scope of the water affected, combined with the strong
smell of the blood, caused the effect of this plague to be felt all over Egypt. In other words, there was no way for the
Egyptians to turn a blind eye to the events. Moreover, they were forced to acknowledge their part in the crimes that
led to these events.
In order to understand the importance of this element, see Ramban’s explanation of the average Egyptian’s
mindset. Ramban (Shemot 1:10) points out that in the beginning of Israel’s enslavement in Egypt, Pharaoh faced
an internal problem – the typical Egyptian would agree neither to kill the Israelites, nor to enslave them, as he
would recognize it as unjust. Thus, Pharaoh began by suggesting a harsh “foreigner tax.” Soon, that step was
revealed to be much more then mere taxation; it served to distinguish the Israelites as foreigners, and it erected an
invisible wall between them and the native Egyptians. From there, the road was open to the next step: Pharaoh
ordered, secretly, the murder of all Jewish male newborns. (Shemot 1:16) While he still did not dare to issue such
a horrifying command in public, its mere existence was no longer beyond imagination; after all, these strange
people were not “us”!
As time passed, and the Egyptians became used to seeing the Israelites not as fellow human beings, but as subhuman slaves, it became possible for Pharaoh to command his people to throw the slave babies into the river
(Shemot 1:22) – and have no one object. Economically, the whole Egyptian society became dependant upon slavery
and exploitation, a “house of bondage” (Shemot 20:2); the Israelites became non-humans, invisible dust.
The main goal of the first plague, then, was not only to cause the Egyptians inconvenience and pain; more
important was that it forced the Egyptians into admitting their own deeds. Therefore, everything became full of
blood; when water, an ingredient found in everything, became blood, it spoke volumes to the Egyptians: Your
economy, your society, yourselves, are soaked with blood, are built upon blood. The blood called, and the
Egyptians could no longer turn a deaf ear.
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“All of G-d’s attributes are measure for measure.” (Sanhedrin 90a) Our sages and later commentators assume that
G-d’s justice is so perfect, that not only is every good deed rewarded and every sin punished, but G-d ensures that
the consequence of one’s actions are reflective of the actions themselves.
Working with this assumption, many midrashim (ex. Shemot Rabbah 9:10, 10:6) are devoted to detailing how each
aspect of the plagues that G-d used to punish the Egyptians paralleled a crime they had committed. The Torah
expresses this idea explicitly with regards to the final plague. Even before the plagues began, G-d told Moshe to tell
Pharaoh “Thus said G-d: Israel is My son, My first-born. And I said to you: Let My son go, that he may serve Me;
and you have refused to let him go. Behold, I will slay your son, your first-born.” (Shemot 4:22-23) This is seen as
a paradigm, indicating that the same principle was at play in each plague. 1
Punishing measure for measure is understood primarily as an expression of G-d’s justice. For this reason, G-d
often instructs human courts to punish in this way as well – a life for a life, and an eye for an eye, for example.2
Additionally, however, having the punishment fit the crime enables the punishment to aid in the rehabilitation of
the sinner. Ideally, by understanding how he is being punished, the sinner will be educated as to the nature of his
sin, spurring him to mend his ways and telling him what to fix. Either way, studying the details of the plagues can
teach us, the readers of Chumash, about the nature of sin and what we can do to avoid it.
One plague that is particularly instructive is that of darkness. The Torah goes to great lengths to describe the
extent of the darkness and what activities it prevented. Specifically, the Torah records that the darkness was so
thick that people could neither move nor see each other for three days. (Shemot 10:23) Why was it critical that
people not see each other, that they be cut off from social life for the duration of the plague?
Perhaps we can suggest as follows. Often, people would not sin if they were alone. Deep down, they know what is
right and would be able hold themselves back from sin. However, if they are among others who are sinning, they
get caught up in the mob and “groupthink” allows them to overcome their positive inhibitions. If only they would be
able to take a moment for introspection, to reflect on those ideals they understand to be true, they would follow a
different path.
Midrashim describe how the Egyptians knew that it was wrong to enslave the Jews. Even leaving aside the general
moral issues with slavery, the Egyptians owed Yosef their lives, and oppressing his family was the height of
ingratitude. A midrash (Shemot Rabbah 1:8) even suggests that when Pharaoh pointed this out to the Egyptians,
they deposed him for three months until he was willing to tow the party line and go along with the mob. They
silenced their external conscience, and allowed the deafening thoughtlessness of groupthink to drown out their
own inner conscience.
Perhaps it is for this reason that G-d punished the Egyptians with darkness and solitude. For three days they were
trapped, unable to move, unable to communicate with others. There were no distractions. They were confined to
their thoughts. It was as if G-d was compelling them to stop and think, to reflect on what they had done, to realize
that G-d was now avenging the oppression of His children, His first born, but that it was not too late. If the people
and Pharaoh could internalize why they were being punished, they could emerge from their travails changed men
who recognized G-d and what He wants from humanity. This was their last chance, and when they failed to change
their ways, He was forced to break them with the final plague, the Death of the Firstborns – the measure-formeasure threat that had opened the saga.
Even if the Egyptians failed to learn their lesson, the Torah records the details of Darkness for us. Perhaps it will
remind us to just take that moment to think, giving ourselves the opportunity to hold back from doing that which
we will regret.
However, see Seforno to Shemot 4:23 who suggests that only the tenth plague and the punishment at the sea were measure
for measure. All other plagues were only meant to prove His existence and power to the Egyptians.
1

While in the latter case we do not actually carry out the law literally, the rhetoric instructs as to the inherent justice of
punishing measure for measure. See Seforno to Shemot 21:24.
2

Did you know?
We participated in Limmud 2015 and 2016, and look forward to participating in Limmud 2017.
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רבי יוסי הגלילי: THE SPLITTING OF THE SEA
Connecting Keriat Yam Suf and Yetziat Mitzrayim
(Seder Companion 5775)

Rabbi Azarya Berzon azaryaberzon@gmail.com

Co-Rosh Beit Midrash, 5770-5771
Mara DeAtra & Rosh Kollel, Emek Learning Center, Jerusalem, Israel
Commentators ask: Why did Moshe wait until keriat yam suf [the splitting of the sea] to recite the Shirah [the Az
Yashir song of praise]? Why not a week earlier at the time of yetziat Mitzrayim [the exodus from Egypt]?
And a second question. Regarding yetziat Mitzrayim, we declare: Had not G-d taken our fathers out of Egypt, then
we, our children and grandchildren would still be enslaved to Pharaoh in Egypt, “V’ilu lo hotzi HaKadosh Baruch
Hu et avoteinu miMitzraim, harei anu u’vaneinu u’bnei vaneinu mishubadim hayinu L’Paroh B’Mitzrayim”.
Commentators ask: how can we make such a declaration, and with such certainty? It would seem logical that
during the long course of Jewish history, since the period of our slavery in Egypt, our People would be freed at
some time or another? Could it really be that the slavery of Egypt would persist, even to our times?
In order to explain the meaning of this declaration, the Brisker Rav zt”l 1 establishes that there are, in truth, two
distinct aspects to yetziat Mitzrayim. It is obvious that yetziat Mitzrayim is, first and foremost, an act of freeing
slaves. As Rav Chaim Brisker2 said, the term geulah [redemption] in the Torah means transfer of ownership, as we
find in the portion of s’dei achuzah in which a field returns to its owner in the Jubilee year, “Geulah tihiyeh lo.” On
this level, our redemption from Egypt belongs to the realm of monetary ownership. [The Brisker Rav quotes a
midrash3 in which Pharaoh, on the night of yetziat Mitzrayim, pronounces “You are in your own domain,” the
standard formula for the act of freeing slaves.] However, there is a second, more profound aspect of geulah.
The Brisker Rav explains that yetziat Mitzrayim was much more than the termination of juridical slavery. Geulah
from Egypt created a new spiritual state of being, of Avdei Hashem (slaves of G-d). Whereas the first aspect belongs
to the realm of monetary law, in which the “eved” belongs to his Master as an object of legal possession and
property, the latter aspect relates to the inner realm of psychological “slavery.” The Exodus accomplished more
than simply removing the ownership rights of Pharaoh over his Jewish slaves, and granting these slaves legal
independence; it effected an essential change in the very existential beings of the Jews. Slavery is a mental state in
which the slave directs his ambitions and commitments toward his human master. Geulah effects such a profound
change in the very essence of the slave’s being that he not only achieves freedom from his master, but attains a
new status, emerging as an Oved Hashem. As a result, the Oved Hashem can never be enslaved again! He has
experienced existential freedom, and no matter in what political or social station he may find himself, he is, in his
innermost being, free. His thoughts, aspirations, and commitments are always directed toward his Creator.
Thus geulah has two aspects. First, the very real act of yetziat Mitzrayim, which heralds freedom from the state of
legal slavery. Second, the Jewish People, both the Nation as a whole, and each individual member, emerge as a
new entity. The latter is a result of the completion of geulah; there is a new chalot shem b’gavra which expresses
the emergence of the new status of the Jew as a nigal, which is inherent in his very being. A nigal is one who can
never again become a normal eved, since he is now an eved Hashem.
We can now understand why Moshe waited until keriat Yam Suf to recite the Shirah. Yetziat Mitzrayim was only the
first step in the process of geulah. True, the legal state of slavery had terminated. But had the Jewish nation
recited Shirah at that moment, it would have signified an expression of gratitude merely for national political
freedom. Many nations have raised the cry of “Let my people go,” and have experienced political freedom. From the
perspective of the concept of geulah – as a unique Jewish experience – the redemption from Egypt meant much
more than political freedom. Had Moshe initiated the Shirah immediately following the exodus, it would have been
premature; the Shirah would have been only a partial expression of gratitude. At what moment did the geulah
process reach its fruition? When did the Nation of Israel achieve existential geulah? This only took place a week
later, at the Sea. Only when the Jewish people declared “zeh Keili ve’Anveihu,” when they became a Nation of
Prophets, “ra’atah shifcha al hayam mah shelo ra’ah Yechezkel ben Buzi [a maid at the sea saw that which the
prophet Yechezkel never saw],” only then did they become nigalim, a redeemed nation of Ovdei Hashem, never
again to become avadim to man. “Va’ya’aminu baShem U’VeMoshe Avdo [And they believed in G-d, and in Moshe
His servant]” Only at the Sea did the people emerge as Ovdei Hashem, ready to recite the most glorious Shirah:
“HalleluKah, Hallelu Avdei Hashem [Sing to G-d, sing, slaves of G-d]”!
The very first halachic requirement which concerns the newly nigal is the obligation to express himself in Shirah;
the outburst of song, the song of praise which flows directly from the nefesh of the Jewish soul. The community of
Knesset Yisrael did just that at the very moment that the process of geulah reached its apex. The two events which
form the beginning and the end of Chag HaGeulah [Holiday of Redemption], the exodus and the splitting of the Sea,
link the seven days of the holiday into one, complete whole.
May we all be zocheh to join all of Klal Yisrael to recite the ultimate Shirah at the time of the complete geulah,
bimheirah beyameinu, Amen.
1

2
3

Rabbi Yitzchak Zev Soloveitchik (1886-1959), Rosh Yeshiva of the Brisk Yeshiva in Jerusalem
Rabbi Chaim Soloveitchik (1853-1918), credited with founding the “Brisker” approach to Talmud study
Yalkut Bo 208
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Did you know?
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דיינו: DAYENU
Appreciating Hashem’s Gifts
David Suttner suttnerdavid@yahoo.ca

Chaver, 5775-5776

The question everyone asks about Dayenu is as follows: How could each of these things have been “enough”? If we
had been taken out of Egypt, only to die at the sea at the hands of our oppressors, would that really have been
enough? If the sea had been split but the Jews not been led through it on dry land, what good would that have
been?
One answer given by many commentators is that each one of these episodes individually would have been enough
for us to thank and praise Hashem. It would have been enough for Hashem to garner our appreciation and
gratitude. But what does this really mean? It is easy to be thankful for the big miracles, like splitting the sea, and
giving us manna to sustain us, but some of these items seem smaller. And for some of them, the kindness involved
is unclear: what is so great about giving us Shabbat, or leading us to Har Sinai?
The anonymously written work Orchot Tzaddikim (Sha’ar ha’Anavah) says that a person should always remember
that everything in this world belongs to Hashem, and that every single thing that we have belongs to Him. Rabbi
Chaim Shmuelevitz (Sichot Mussar) offers a similar idea, pointing out that anything Hashem gives us is purely a
gift, not because we deserve it, but because Hashem loves us and wants to give to us.
Dayenu can teach us the same: to be grateful for everything, big or small, what we see as significant or not, in our
lives. We shouldn’t only thank Hashem for great miracles such as taking us out of Egypt; it is the small things in
our lives that we must appreciate. The peaceful feeling of Shabbat, or the beauty of being given the Torah from
Hashem, these are the things we need to recognize and acknowledge, just as much as the open miracles that
Hashem does for us every single day.

Did you know?
Our audio recordings on YUTorah.org were visited more than 13,000 times in 2015.
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רבן גמליאל: RABBAN GAMLIEL (KORBAN PESACH)
From house to House
Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner torczyner@torontotorah.com
Rosh Beit Midrash, 5770-5776
19th

In
century Germany, Karl Graf and Julius Wellhausen argued that most of the book of Devarim was published
in the era of King Yoshiyahu in the first Beit haMikdash, and that the “Priestly Code” (parts of the first four
chumashim, the end of Devarim, and part of Yehoshua) was published centuries later. As the theory went, one of
the central goals of this “Priestly Code” was to centralize service of G-d around the Beit haMikdash.
In 1903, Rabbi Dovid Zvi Hoffmann published a lengthy challenge, noting inconsistencies in the theory. His first
note addressed the Korban Pesach.
In Shemot 12, Moshe tells the Jews to sacrifice the Korban Pesach at home. However, Devarim 16:5 instructs, “You
may not slaughter the Pesach at one of your gates,” but rather at the communal Sanctuary. If a goal of Shemot 12
as part of the “Priestly Code” was to centralize korbanot, why would the alleged editors of the Torah take our
founding ritual, already decreed to be performed at the site of the Beit haMikdash (Devarim 16:5), and already
performed there (Melachim II 23), and provide reason to celebrate it at home? (Carla Sulzbach, “David Zvi
Hoffmann’s Die Wichtigsten Instanzen gegen die Graf-Wellhausensche Hypothese, 1903” (MA Thesis, McGill
University, 1996))
Graf-Wellhausen aside, we need to consider a problem within our own, traditional read of the Torah’s text. Parshat
Bo clearly places the Korban Pesach in the home. Why, then, did the Torah move the Korban Pesach to the
Sanctuary?
Private or Public Korban?
Indeed, the Korban Pesach is ambiguous; Rambam described the Korban Pesach as “a private korban which is like
a public korban”. (Introduction to Seder Zevachim) The Korban Pesach is brought by private groups. However, it
overrides Shabbat and ritual impurity, like a communal korban! (Yoma 50a-51a) The transition of the Korban
Pesach from the private home to the public Sanctuary seems to be part of a greater picture, in which the Korban
Pesach, naturally private, displays elements of public ceremony. Understanding why the Korban moved from house
to House may help us understand this mixed celebration.
1: Grandeur
Sefer haChinuch (#487) justifies use of a national site, stating, “The honour and publicity of the mitzvah is greater
when it is performed in a designated location, with everyone together...” In other words, the Korban Pesach is
fundamentally private, but adorned with the trappings of a communal korban in order to elevate its status.
2: National identity
Rabbi Shimshon Raphael Hirsch (Commentary to Devarim 16:5) offers an opposite perspective. He writes, “Each
person must include himself and his household in the communal structure of a national network… Only afterward
can one joyfully recognize the value of his own home.” Per Rabbi Hirsch, the Korban Pesach is fundamentally
communal. The home celebration in Egypt was an anomaly, in which “the doorposts and lintel filled the place of
the [communal] altar.”
3: Private and Public
We might suggest a third possibility: the Korban Pesach of Egypt was private, but afterward it gained a dual
identity.
The initial Korban Pesach inhabited a Jewish world which was not covenantal nation, but prolific clan. Therefore,
each family celebrated at home. Soon after, though, our nation’s shared history began with the brit at Sinai. In the
second year, as evidenced by Bamidbar 9:10’s concern for being too far from the Mishkan, the Korban Pesach
could be celebrated only as part of our national community. The personal identity remained, as each group
brought its own korban, but the national identity became dominant, overriding Shabbat and ritual impurity, and
setting the Sanctuary as the site for this ritual.
Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein z”l wrote that Jewish identity entails both a personal relationship with
national experience of “the vertical historical axis, bonding with the full range of Jewish existence,
millennia, from our incipient national cradle to the epiphany of our metahistorical vision.” So it is that
to Judaism, for example, includes acceptance of both personal religious obligations and membership in
nation. (Brother Daniel and the Jewish Fraternity (1968); Diaspora Religious Zionism: Some Current
(2007)) These two themes are present in the Korban Pesach.

G-d and a
across the
conversion
the Jewish
Reflections

When we bring the Korban Pesach – as we will soon, G-d-willing – we will mark our personal relationship with G-d,
as we did in that first year. However, we will also recognize “the full range of Jewish existence”, our national
identity, and so we will leave our homes and bring our private korbanot to the site of the Beit haMikdash, in
Jerusalem.

11

Did you know?
We hold weekly high-level shiurim for women in three locations around Toronto.

ונאמר לפניו שירה חדשה: WE WILL SING A NEW SONG
Of Four and Five
Rabbi Shalom Krell, skrell@tanenbaumchat.org

Community Maggid Shiur 5774-5776
Moreh Shaliach at TanenbaumCHAT Kimel Family Education Centre
If we were to ask a child, “What number comes up most often at the Pesach Seder?” he would most likely respond
that the number four repeats over and over throughout the Seder night:
 4 cups of wine;
 4 Mah nishtanah questions;
 4 children;
 4 biblical expressions of redemption in Shemot 6:6-8;
 And “the wise child” will likely add the four special portions read on Shabbat morning during the weeks
leading up to the month of Nisan and Pesach: Shekalim, Zachor, Parah and HaChodesh.
It is no coincidence that this number is the star of the Seder night. The number four represents an encompassing
view of an issue, similar to a person evaluating an item from all sides: right, left, front and back, or north, south,
east and west.
However, viewing something from four sides alone is far from comprehensive; it represents a basic understanding,
the outlook of a child. Why is that? By way of analogy, one could draw a map on a piece of paper, including all four
directions of the compass and all of the physical features, and one could use this map to find one’s way. Yet the
map remains two dimensional. It is lacking a third dimension: depth.
In contrast, the number five represents a more complete perspective. A hand has five fingers, and if one finger – the
thumb – were missing, it would be very difficult to pick things up. The Torah is comprised of five books.
I once heard a deep idea expressed by Rabbi Uri Sherki Shli”ta of Machon Meir in Jerusalem. Rabbi Sherki pointed
out that each of the “fours” previously mentioned has a “fifth” hiding behind the scenes; all we need to do is to
open our eyes to see them. Through these not-so-hidden fifth elements, we are able to reveal the depth, which
allows us to understand the entire Seder:
 4 cups – the fifth cup is the Cup of Eliyahu;
 4 questions – a fifth question was asked during Temple times, regarding the roasted Korban Pesach;
 4 children – even the wicked child is at the Seder table, but there is a fifth child who does not even join us at
the Seder table. According to Rabbi Tzaddok HaKohen of Lublin, this is the one referred to by the Torah as “the
one who is impure, and [spiritually] distant (Bamidbar 9:10)”;
 4 biblical expressions of redemption – the fifth expression in those verses is, “and I shall bring you to the land”;
 4 special portions – the fifth is Shabbat HaGadol, upon which we conclude the haftarah with, “Behold I am
sending Eliyahu HaNavi to you, before the coming of the great and awesome day of Hashem.”
Even without probing deeply, we can see that the connection between these five hidden elements is the Land of
Israel, the final redemption, and the Temple.
In the prayers recited every morning, at the end of the “Korbanot”, we recite the baraita of Rabbi Yishmael, which
presents thirteen methods of Torah exegesis. One of these methods states that, “When a particular case, already
included in the general class, is expressly mentioned to teach something new, that special provision applies to all
other cases included in the general class.” If the fifth element which left the class of the prior four is the complete
redemption and the rebuilding of the Temple in Israel, then the entire class of the “fours” of the Seder, and through
them the entire Seder, is transformed to a night of redemption. This is not merely a memorial to the redemption
that took place from Egypt 3000 years ago. Rather, the remembrance of our redemption from Egypt opens our eyes
to be able to see the relevant, living redemption, taking place literally before our own eyes today.
The blessing which concludes the main mitzvah of the Seder night, telling the story of the Exodus, states as
follows: “Blessed are you Hashem, our G-d, King of the universe, who has redeemed us and redeemed our
forefathers from Egypt, and brought us to eat upon this night matzah and maror.” Had we concluded here, we
could have said, “Dayeinu!” However, we continue to describe the essence of the night: “So, Hashem our G-d and
G-d of our forefathers, You shall bring us to future holidays and festivals, may they come in peace, joyous in the
building of your city, and rejoicing in your service. And we shall eat there of the sacrifices and the Pesach offerings
whose blood will be accepted upon the wall of Your altar, and we shall praise You with a new song, for our
redemption and the redemption of our souls. Blessed are You, Hashem, who redeems Israel.”
Even if this year we have not yet reached that “great and awesome day of Hashem,” and the prophet Eliyahu has
not arrived to drink from Eliyahu’s cup and “to turn the heart of parents to their children, and the hearts of
children to their parents,” still, we are able to open our eyes during the Seder to see the continuous process of
redemption taking place before our eyes. If we are able to sing Hallel and get a taste of, “And we praise You with a
new song, for our redemption and for the redemption of our souls” on Yom Ha'Atzmaut, the day we celebrate the
Atchalta deGeulah (the beginning of our redemption), we may just merit that at next year’s Seder, we will already
rejoice in the third Temple, “and there we shall eat of the sacrifices and the Pesach offerings whose blood will be
accepted upon the wall of Your altar.”

Did you know?
We support Toronto’s day schools, such as with our “Science of Chametz” program at Netivot.
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מרור: MAROR
Fine Dining

(Seder Companion 5775)

Rabbi Dovid Zirkind dzirkind@jewishcenter.org
Avreich; Rabbinic Assistant, Shaarei Shomayim; 5771-5772
Assistant Rabbi, The Jewish Center, New York

In America today, the culture of fine dining is at an all time high. Whether you are a fan of upscale restaurants,
molecular gastronomy, digital food journals or the latest TV programming, consumer interest in refined, healthy
and creative eating is as strong as ever. The amateur home cook is better informed and better prepared to cook like
a pro, even before watching Youtube demonstrations from the pros themselves. At times these trends surely lead to
excess and gluttony (a concern we should all consider when preparing for Yom Tov), but as we study the
symbolism of Pesach’s foods, a highly trained palate may actually come in handy.
Why maror? The traditional explanation of the mitzvah 1 links the bitterness of the herbs with the bitterness of
bondage. It is no coincidence that the Torah commands us to eat maror after criticizing the Egyptian taskmasters
for “embittering their lives.2” The halachah, as well, seems to emphasize the need to experience maror’s bitter taste.
Rava argues3 that while one need not necessarily taste the matzah he eats, one who does not taste the bitterness of
maror does not fulfill the mitzvah. Similarly, the Talmud4 cautions us to not excessively dip our maror in charoset,
lest the bitter herb lose its punch. However, a lesser known theory about the purpose of maror exists: one that
views maror in a more positive light.
Although he rejects the approach himself, Ibn Ezra5 cites an explanation of maror that all “foodies” will appreciate.
The Chachmei Sefarad note that in an arid climate like Egypt, the right amount of bitterness in a dish can enhance
the culinary experience dramatically. [Think of choosing your own ingredients at a salad bar, and opting for a
lettuce with a little more bite.] In fact, they write, even the poorest Egyptian who had nothing more to eat than
bread would always pair his dish with a form of maror or mustard to enhance its taste. Thus, some argue that the
purpose of maror is not to trigger a bitter emotion, but quite the contrary, to properly balance the flavors of the
other mitzvot. Ironically, Rabbi Chaim ibn Attar6 elaborates, maror might actually be a method of enhancing the
celebratory dimension of Seder night rather than a taste of its darkest moments.
While this approach may be counterintuitive, consider how the traditional approach to maror leaves it as the
outlier of the three foods we eat. The Korban Pesach and matzah have intrinsic relevance on our tables. We eat
matzah because the Israelites ate matzah. We slaughter a Korban Pesach because they had the courage and
conviction to serve Hashem in a foreign land. Maror, however, within the standard explanation, is nothing more
than an experiential tool in envisioning servitude. On the other hand, to the extent that one sees maror as the final
ingredient, the finishing touch on a perfected plate, the more we can appreciate its connection to the items
alongside which it must be served.
Scouring the world throughout our long and difficult exiles, Jews have relied on different food items to serve as
their maror; depending on what their region and climate would produce in the springtime. At times the maror used
was more challenging to consume, other times less so. On your table you may have more than one tradition
present, further plotting the journey of our past. This year I suggest we look at the maror, not to gauge its fiery
taste, but to envision it in a more positive role. Take something in your life that seems bitter, disturbing or
unpleasant, and imagine how it could challenge you, inspire you or enhance the blessings you already have. An
exercise of this nature may be the ultimate expression of gratitude on a night designed for us to be truly thankful.
1

Talmud, Pesachim 116b

2

Shemot 1:14

3

Talmud, Pesachim 115b

4

ibid.

5

Ibn Ezra to Shemot 12:8

6

Or haChaim to Shemot 12:8
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שולחן עורך: SHULCHAN OREICH
Redeeming the Meal of Redemption
Rabbi Baruch Weintraub baruchwin@gmail.com

Sgan Rosh Beit Midrash 5772-5774, Community Maggid Shiur 5775-5776
Rabbi, Mevaser Zion Synagogue, Tel Mond, Israel
Ram, Yeshivat Hesder Orot Shaul, Israel
The Seder’s meal poses a serious problem. We tend to see the Seder night as an opportunity to communicate to our
children the great tradition of the genesis of our people. This can be done in many different ways – a direct telling
of the story, attempts to wake the child to ask questions, and use of pedagogic means such as the matzah and
maror.
Alas, the place of the meal in all of this remains unclear. Is it part of the education process? If yes, in what ways?
By adding bits of Torah during the meal? The question has become even stronger since the time when, due to our
sins, the Beit haMikdash was destroyed. The meal, lacking its epicenter – the Pesach lamb – seems to be empty of
any substantive meaning. Many families, who are not able to resolve this question, delay the meal until almost
midnight, and then rush through it in order to reach the end time for eating the Afikoman. That cannot be what
the meal is supposed to be. How can we redeem the Seder meal?
One answer can be found in Rabbi Soloveitchik’s book of sermons on Pesach, Festival of Freedom. In the book’s
first essay, Rabbi Soloveitchik confronts this question from a slightly different angle. He explains that man has
evolved two major ways to redeem the animalistic act of eating: the Greek way, which focuses on the Aesthetics of
the meal, and the Jewish way. The latter, he elaborates, is focused on inviting G-d to partake in the meal. That is
accomplished by two complementary acts: one is the act of extension and generosity, in which we invite others to
join in our meal; the second is a move of withdrawal and sacrifice, in which we retreat from our positions of
strength. The Seder incorporates both.
Rabbi Soloveitchik’s words, are, of course, highly illuminating and inspiring. However, something is left wanting.
Rabbi Soloveitchik’s presentation is of the Seder meal as the ideal human meal, but the connection to the Exodus
story and the night of Pesach remains somewhat vague. Perhaps we may suggest a way in which the meal can
become part of the general experience of the Seder night.
In a sense, the meal is stationed in the middle of the Seder: before it comes the first part of the Hallel, concluding
with the blessing of Gaal Yisrael; after it (immediately after Birkat HaMazon) comes the second part of the Hallel,
concluding with the blessing of Yishtabach. Why was the Hallel split into two? And what is the meaning of having
our meal just in the middle of it?
A possible answer to this question may be found in a mishnah (Pesachim 10:6). This mishnah brings a
disagreement between Beit Hillel and Beit Shammai regarding which chapters of Hallel should be said before and
after the meal. According to Beit Shammai, only the first chapter should be recited before the meal, while according
to Beit Hillel the first two chapters are to be recited. Based on Abarbanel (Commentary to the Haggadah), I would
like to suggest the following interpretation of this disagreement:
The first chapter of Hallel speaks about slaves being set free, “He Who lifts the pauper up from the dust…”. This is
parallel to the state of the Jewish people just before leaving Egypt, when they were already freed from slavery, but
they still stood in Egypt, eating the Pesach lamb, awaiting the command to go. The second chapter of Hallel speaks
about leaving Egypt, when “the sea saw and fled”. The next chapters speak about our prayers for a better future,
“Not for us, Hashem, not for us, but for Your name give honour”.
It seems that Beit Shammai sees the Seder meal as a reconstruction of the Egyptian Pesach meal. Thus, they say
only the first chapter of Hallel before the meal, capturing the exact mood of the Israelites when eating their last
meal in Egypt.
Beit Hillel, on the other hand, read the second chapter of Hallel before the meal as well. With that, they finish the
redemption from Egypt, and they can conclude with the blessing, “Blessed are You, our G-d, who redeemed our
nation.” The meal, then, is not a reconstruction of some past event; rather, it is a meal of present redemption, a
festival of the completely redeemed, an event celebrating the here and now.
Of course, Beit Hillel will agree that the redemption from Egypt was not the final one; many prayers for the future
are still needed, as presented in the second half of the Hallel. But for one minute (or half an hour), that is pushed
aside. For this minute, suspended in time between past and future, the diners partake in a meal of redemption.
This idea explains fully and forcefully the role of the meal in the Seder night. As Rabbi Soloveitchik said, this meal
is the ideal meal. But the meal of the Seder night is not a model for other nights. It is present for the sake of itself,
celebrating everything that G-d gave us. The meal should not be a neglected part of our Seder night; it should
stand proudly at the centre.

Did you know?
Koshertube.com reported more than 800,000 visits to our videos n 2015.

11

שפוך חמתך: SH’FOCH CHAMATCHA
A Call for Justice
Rabbi Yisroel Meir Rosenzweig yrosenzweig@torontotorah.com
Avreich; Rabbinic Assistant, Clanton Park Synagogue; 5775-5776

“Pour out Your wrath toward the nations that do not acknowledge You, and upon the kingdoms that do not call upon
Your Name. For they have devoured Jacob and laid waste his habitation. Pour out Your outrage upon them, and let
the wrath of Your anger overtake them. Pursue them with anger and destroy them from beneath the heavens of G-d.”
In discussing the laws of the Fourth Cup, Rabbi Moshe Isserles (Orach Chaim 480:1) records several customs
linked to the Fourth Cup: reciting Sh’foch chamatcha before the paragraph of Lo lanu, opening the door during
Sh’foch chamatcha in order to demonstrate our faith in the impending redemption, and leaving our doors unlocked
in recognition of this night’s status as a Leil Shimurim,1 a night of protection. A midrash2 understands that the
redemptions referred to are both the Exodus from Egypt and all future redemptions. 3 The various customs noted
by Rabbi Isserles, although they were instituted at different stages of Jewish history, have nevertheless blended
into a single cohesive ceremony whose focus is the future and the hope it carries. According to Don Isaac
Abarbanel and the Vilna Gaon, this is why we recite Sh’foch chamatcha at this point in the Seder. Before
consuming the matzah and partaking in a festive meal, we began reciting Hallel. However, it was interrupted by the
meal and only resumed now, following Birkat HaMazon. Just as an engine requires a spark plug to start, so, too,
the second half of Hallel requires a spark to begin - hence Sh’foch chamatcha.
The interruption in Hallel is calculated; it serves to create two distinct “categories” within Hallel. The first section,
preceding the meal, is focused on the past; we give thanks for the momentous salvation we were granted in Egypt.
The second section, however, is devoted to the future. It is more of a request for times to come than a giving of
praise. Accordingly, it begins with Sh’foch chamatcha, a pained cry for revenge for thousands of years of oppression
to be recalled, and the guilty to be held accountable. Thus, per Abarbanel and Vilna Gaon, Sh’foch chamatcha
initiates the part of Hallel that looks towards the future. Still, however, we must understand the text of Sh’foch
chamatcha. Are we really asking for revenge? Does G-d desire bitterness?
The opening lines of Sh’foch chamatcha are drawn from Tehillim 79:6-7. The Psalmist bemoans the destruction of
Jerusalem, when, “Nations came into Your heritage,” ravaging the most holy of places. It is among the anguished
call, “They have given the corpses of Your servants as food to the birds of the heaven, the flesh of Your righteous
ones to the wild animals of the earth. They have spilt their blood like water around Jerusalem, and no one provides
burial. We were a disgrace to our neighbours, ridicule and derision to those around us,” that Sh’foch chamatcha is
declared. Through it, a deep lack of justice is described; basic human dignity has been cast aside as though
meaningless. Sh’foch chamatcha is not a cry for revenge, it is a plea for justice, for Divine redemption from the pain
of human oppression.
We demand justice because the sanctity of human life has been violated. “They have given the corpses of Your
servants as food,” creates the imperative to act, to demand change. Even beyond the terrible act of murder, the fact
that G-d’s Name is being desecrated demands action. Remaining silent only deepens the desecration. Accordingly,
we call upon G-d to, “Pour out Your wrath toward the nations that do not acknowledge You.” Pour out Your wrath
toward the nations as a reaction to the fact that they have, “spilt their blood like water.” The Torah makes clear
that murder warrants such a response, “Whoever sheds the blood of man through man shall his blood be shed, for
in the image of G-d He made man” (Bereishit 9:6). This notion is the foundation of Sh’foch chamatcha, G-d Himself
has established this consequence and we desire to see its fulfillment for the honour of G-d’s Name.4
In light of this, the connection that has been made between opening our doors and the recitation of Sh’foch
Chamatcha is much clearer. The unlocking and opening of a door is a symbolic act, meant to communicate a deep
faith in G-d and a yearning for redemption. At the same time, it is also a powerful moment in which we can cry out
for justice in an open manner. Redemption is justice at its core, and we are playing a part in this process.
Shemot 12:42
Mechilta d’Rabbi Yishmael, Bo: Masechta d’Pischa 14
3 In its plain sense, the phrase Leil Shimurim means “a night of anticipation”, as G-d looked forward to this night when he
would begin taking the Jews out of Egypt. The Mechilta’s understanding, that G-d would always save us on this night, justifies
the translation as “night of protection.”
4 See verse 9-10. It is worth noting that verse 10 includes the concept of revenge, implying that we are in fact requesting it.
However, the Malbim explains that, “this too is applicable to the honour of Your Name.” That is, the revenge mentioned by the
Psalmist is anchored in the context of minimizing the desecration of G-d’s Name.
1
2
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THE FOURTH CUP
Midnight: A Defining Moment

(Seder Companion 5775)
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Even the most well-planned Sedarim have a habit of running into a time crunch by the end of the night. On one
hand, halachah mandates the afikoman be eaten by chatzot, halachic midnight.1 On the other hand, we often get
very involved in recounting the story of leaving Mitzrayim and enjoying the Yom Tov meal as well. Why is there
such an imperative to finish eating by chatzot? One could answer quite simply that the afikoman is eaten in
remembrance of the Korban Pesach. Just as the Korban Pesach had to be finished by chatzot as per the decree of
the Sages,2 so too the afikoman. However, as with any enactment of the Sages, there is more than just one level of
intent.3 Because of this, we can dig deeper and ask: what else can we gain from the halachic precept to finish by
chatzot?
To explore this topic, we must begin with an oft-cited passage of the Talmud Yerushalmi (Pesachim 10:1), teaching
that the Seder’s four cups correspond to the four Divine expressions of redemption (Shemot 6:6-7); “I will take you
out”, “I will save you,” “I will redeem you”, and “I will take you [to Me].” In the eyes of Rabbi Meir Simchah of
Dvinsk,4 the Talmud Yerushalmi’s connection of these expressions of redemption to the four cups frames these
cups as a transformative journey through Jewish history and future:
 I will take you out: In order to merit redemption, Bnei Yisrael had to take the first step. Just as one cannot
separate two items that are interwoven, so too Bnei Yisrael could not have been pulled out of Mitzrayim had they
not already separated themselves from the Egyptians and any illicit relationships with them. Accordingly,
kiddush [“sanctification”] is recited with the first cup, symbolizing our ability to create sanctity.
 I will save you: Bnei Yisrael refused to inform on one another to the Egyptian government. Such reliance upon
immoral intervention would have demonstrated a clear lack of emunah [faith]. Hence it is fitting to connect this
term with the cup used for birkat hamazon [the Blessing after Meals], which is itself an expression of faith in G-d
as the provider for all.
 I will redeem you: Slavery dehumanizes people in many ways, one of which is severing their connection with
their heritage. One of Bnei Yisrael’s merits in Mitzrayim was not having forgotten their founding ancestors, as
exemplified by the fact that they did not change their names. This corresponds with the first section of Hallel,
recited before Shulchan Orech, as it focuses on the earlier generations of the nation.
 I will take you [to Me]: Bnei Yisrael refused to abandon their native language while in Mitzrayim. This staunch
refusal was born out of the hope and dream of attaining independent nationhood. The second section of Hallel
and Birchat HaShir are recited over this final cup, as they speak of our aspirations for the future.
Rabbi Moshe Isserles5 presents an intriguing addition to the mandate to eat the afikoman by midnight. Rabbi
Isserles writes that the reading of Hallel should also be done before midnight. This is also to mirror the Korban
Pesach. The Vilna Gaon adds a facet to this comparison, though, noting that Rabbi Isserles’ line of reasoning is
actually that finishing Hallel before chatzot will ensure we drink the fourth cup by chatzot. However, if we assume
that the four cups represent Jewish history, why should we be expected to complete them before chatzot?
Rabbi Meir Simchah offers an additional thought that sheds a great deal of light on the importance of chatzot. In
detailing the laws of the Korban Pesach, the Torah states,6 “You shall not eat it partially roasted... You shall not
leave any of it until morning.” In English, nothing in this sentence stands out. In Hebrew, however, the imperative
to not eat the korban partially roasted uses the words “al [tochlu]” whereas the imperative to not leave any leftovers
uses the term, “lo [totiru]”. Rabbi Meir Simchah explains that al carries a connotation of request, in contrast to lo,
which is the stronger language of a command. Leading into Pesach, G-d ‘requested’ that Bnei Yisrael roast the
Korban Pesach, but regarding the next morning He demanded that they not leave any of the korban over after
daybreak. Chatzot was the moment everything changed. Chatzot was when the plague of the firstborn took place,
freeing Bnei Yisrael from the bonds of Egyptian slavery. They were no longer subservient to anyone other than G-d.
Chatzot truly bound Bnei Yisrael to G-d.
When we weave together these two ideas from Rabbi Meir Simchah, we come to a beautiful insight regarding the
mandate to complete the afikoman, Hallel, and the four cups by midnight. Midnight was the moment we were
liberated from Egyptian slavery to the exalted service of G-d, and G-d alone. This is not a mere historical fact, but a
powerful emotional and spiritual transformation as well. The four cups represent the entirety of Jewish history,
past and present. As such, each year we insist on finishing by chatzot as we carve out our own place in that
glorious history.
1
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Shulchan Aruch Orach Chaim 477:1
Talmud, Pesachim 120b
See Talmud Eruvin 21b; Pe’at HaShulchan Hilchot Eretz Yisrael 2:25
Meshech Chochmah to Shemot 6:6-7
Shulchan Aruch Orach Chaim 477:1
Shemot 12:9-10

Did you know?
We hold statutory holiday Community Yarchei Kallah in our Beit Midrash.

15

נרצה: NIRTZAH
Pesach Prospection
Rabbi David Ely Grundland dgrundland@torontotorah.com
Avreich; Rabbinic Assistant, Shaarei Shomayim; 5775-5776

Following the fourth cup of wine, we come to the final section of the Seder: Nirtzah. During this closing part of the
Seder we reflect on what we have been doing throughout the night, and hope for a greater future. We have tried to
connect to the meaning of the Pesach Seder and completely fulfill all of its laws, imbibing the messages of freedom.
But even if we have behaved like kings, do we really feel free? More fundamentally, beyond reclining, what does it
mean to be free? Without answering these questions, how is it possible to claim that the laws of the Seder have
been fulfilled properly and that our service is desirable before Hashem, (the definition of the word Nirtzah)?
Rabbi Nachman of Breslov (The Breslov Haggadah, pg. 134) says that all of the above concerns are real. We may
not feel free, and we can’t know that Hashem will accept what we have done. However, Nirtzah is unique. While the
initial 14 parts of the Seder are active, requiring us to do something, during Nirtzah we are passive – asking that
Hashem do His part and accept what we’ve done throughout Seder night, knowing that we may not have earned it.
Rabbi Avraham Yitzchak Kook (Olat Ra’ayah II pp. 299-300), on the other hand, says that after the Seder we can
affirmatively see whether our Seder has been accepted. He explains that the ultimate freedom is to feel more
connected to the Jewish national vision. If, after spending the night reflecting on national goals and national
freedom, and having engaged in the national practice of the Seder, we feel that connection, we merit Hashem’s
desiring our service.
Both Rabbi Nachman and Rabbi Kook find support in the paragraph of Chasal Siddur Pesach. Rabbi Kook focuses
on the first half, where we explain why Hashem will accept our service: “We have completed the Seder according to
its laws.” We have deepened our link to our national mission. Rabbi Nachman points to the latter half, the prayer
for the service to be accepted: “Just as we have followed the order, so may we also merit to have performed it
appropriately.” A prayer for having fulfilled Hashem’s will is all we have.
However, there a fundamental problem with both approaches and the language of Chasal Siddur Pesach. It is
impossible for us to fulfill all the laws, today; a complete Pesach Seder requires the eating of the Korban Pesach.
(Shemot 12:8, Rambam Mitzvah 56) The Talmud (Pesachim 120a) notes that it is impossible to fulfill this mitzvah
now, and even questions whether that changes the nature of the other obligations of the night. Perhaps, however,
we can respond based on the talmudic dictum (Berachot 6a) that if a person truly wants to perform a mitzvah but
is prevented, we consider it as though he had fully performed the mitzvah. Chasal is a prayer that Hashem will
accept our service as it is, although we understand that we are unable to fulfill the actual Pesach offering. It is a
statement of our trust in Hashem to accept our Seder as is, knowing we have fulfilled what we can, although we
are left yearning for more, knowing that there is still so much lacking.
Thus, the paragraph of Chasal leaves one in a state of desire for a future when all the laws of Pesach can indeed be
fulfilled, and it reminds us that we are not there yet. Rabbi Yehuda Aryeh Leib Alter (S’fat Emet, Shabbat haGadol
5654) highlights this hope for redemption, explaining that we call the Pesach meal “the Seder”, and end with the
paragraph of Chasal which focuses on order, to emphasize that just as there is a set order to the way the world
works, so too there is a set order to the way redemption happens. 1 Thus, Chasal commemorates our previous
redemption and looks forward to the future ones, ending with our exclamation of “Next year in Jerusalem”.
Just as there are several ways of understanding Chasal, several approaches can be taken to understand the call of
“Next year in Jerusalem”:
 It states the desire to be in Jerusalem next year, implying the hope for redemption.
 It can be a passive supplication, praying that Hashem bring us to Jerusalem through miracles.
 Fitting with Rabbi Nachman’s view of Nirtzah, it recognizes that until Pesach is observed and experienced in
Jerusalem, the performance of the mitzvot of Pesach are indeed lacking.
 Fitting with Rabbi Kook’s view of Nirtzah, this line can be read as a declaration that we are connecting to the
ultimate goal of the Jewish nation. This line unites the speaker with the collective desire to return and rebuild
Jerusalem.
 We can add that for us, it reminds us that our generation is unique, having the merit to be able to celebrate
Pesach in Jerusalem.
Nirtzah comes from the root rotzeh or ratzui, meaning “desired”. What happens at the Seder is supposed to be what
Hashem desires, and what the nation of Israel desires. The Seder leaves us with one final question: Who is going to
take advantage of the freedom earned through the Pesach Seder, to act on these desires and ascend to Jerusalem?
Further, the Zohar (Zohar Chadash 3:52a) draws a correlation between the redemption from Egypt and the final redemption:
They both took place through miracles; the redemption from Egypt targeted the single global power, and the final redemption
will target the whole world, ensuring that the whole world will recognize Hashem.
1
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