The Path of Redemption
Passover 5780 / April 2020

THE HADAR INSTITUTE
Hadar empowers Jews to create and sustain vibrant, practicing, egalitarian communities
of Torah, Avodah, and Hesed. Hadar seeks to create learning opportunities for those from
all walks of Jewish life, including public lectures, week-long immersive experiences, online
Torah and Tefillah resources, and our full-time Yeshiva.

THE PATH OF REDEMPTION
Pesah celebrates a story of redemption—but what kind of redemption? For whom? Is it a
personal or national story? Inclusive or exclusive? How does one get to redemption? What
are the decisions and challenges along the way? All these questions and more are discussed
in these pages in essays from Hadar’s distinguished faculty.
We hope you use this resource to enrich your experience of Pesah, prompting questions to
discuss at your Seder and beyond, helping you see this central holiday in new ways.

Hag Sameah,
Jeremy Tabick, editor; and the Hadar Faculty

Graphic Design by Amalya Sherman
www.amalyasherman.com
All artwork used in this publication is licensed for reproduction without attribution.

Contents
When Redemption Comes at Night

2

Rabbi Avi Killip

Redeeming Rufus and Reuven

6

Yitzhak Bronstein

Choosing Revelation

10

Dena Weiss

The Slow Path of Redemption

14

Rebecca Weintraub

שום מה
?מה
עלשום
על--חמץ
?ביעורחמץ
ביעור

16

הרב נדב ברגר
Seder Bingo!

21

Text and Discussion from Project Zug

23

The Multiple Narratives in the Haggadah

28

Rabbi Elie Kaunfer

From Function to Symbol

30

Jeremy Tabick

On Koreykh

38

Rabbi Aviva Richman

Pharaoh: Consumed by the Chaos He Sows

42

Rabbi Shai Held

The Promise of Exile
Rabbi Avi Strausberg

46

When Redemption Comes at
Night
Rabbi Avi Killip

W

e are afraid of the dark.
The psalmist gives
words to this fear of
darkness and night:

יא:תהלים קלט
.אֹור בַ ּעֲדֵ נִ י-חֹ שֶ ְׁך יְ ׁשּופֵנִ י וְ לַיְ לָה-אַ ְך
Rabbi Avi Killip
serves as VP of Strategy
and Programs. She
was ordained from
Hebrew College’s
pluralistic Rabbinical
School in Boston. She
holds a Bachelors and
Masters from Brandeis
University in Jewish
Studies and Women &
Gender Studies.

Psalm 139:11
Surely the darkness shall
envelop me, and the light
about me shall be night.
Nighttime can be scary. Things that
seem easy and doable during the
daytime, can be overwhelming—
even paralyzing—at night.
We usually picture the Israelites crossing the Reed Sea as a
daytime activity. Most of our visual
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midrashim from books and movies
show brightly lit walls of blue water
on either side of a nation trudging,
determined through mud, sometimes singing joyfully along the way.
But the biblical text, which we read
on the seventh day of Pesah, tells
us that this miraculous sea crossing
took place at night.

כא:שמות יד
'הַ ָיּם וַּיֹולְֶך ה-יָדֹו עַל-ַו ֵיּט מֹ שֶ ׁה אֶ ת
הַ ַלּיְ לָה-הַ ָיּם בְ ּרּוחַ קָ ִדים ַע ָזּה ָכּל-אֶ ת
הַ ָיּם לֶחָ ָרבָ ה וַיִ ּבָ ּקְ עּו-ַו ָיּשֶ ׂם אֶ ת
:הַ מָ ּיִ ם
Exodus 14:21
And Moses stretched out his
hand over the sea, and God
led the sea with the strong
east wind all night, and made

the sea into dry land and the
waters split.
Set at night, the story becomes
more intense, more ominous.
When the people see the Egyptians approaching, they begin
to panic. They turn on Moses,
suddenly certain that this whole
journey was a bad idea in the first
place. It wasn’t so bad back there
in Egypt after all. At least we were
alive. At least we were safe.
Knowing that this scene takes
place at night makes the people’s
sudden panic more relatable.
Who hasn’t had the experience of
regretting at night a decision that
seemed so simple in the daytime?
In the middle of the night we
find ourselves wondering, why
did I need to have a baby after all?
Wasn’t I perfectly happy before?
Or: What made me think I was
ready for this big promotion? Why
did we decide to buy or sell that
house? Why did I think I was ready
for a big move like this one? How
will I be able to handle this new
responsibility? At night we ask
ourselves: What made me think
freedom was worth this journey?
Wasn’t I happy back in Egypt?
In the night, we doubt and panic.
And yet, it was during the nighttime that the Israelites were able
to get up and leave Egypt (Deuteronomy 16:1), and it is at night that
they must be brave enough to step
into the sea.

Nights can be scary, but they are
important. The story of the Exodus
teaches us to value our nights, as
much as we value our days. In the
Magid section of the Haggadah,
Rabbi Eleazar ben Azaryah
wonders why we refer to the
Exodus in every Ma’ariv service.
Ben Zoma answers with a verse.
The text, originally from Mishnah
Berakhot (1:5), quotes from

Nights
can be
scary, but
they are
important.
Deuteronomy. “The days of your
life”, the Mishnah tells us, refers
to the daytime, but the additon
of the word “כֹ ּל, all” indicates the
inclusion of the nights too. If we
want to do something all the days
of our lives, we cannot ignore the
nights. After all, half of our lives
will be lived at night. This mishnah
reminds us that what we do with
our night matters.
When someone asks us, “What do
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you do?” we almost always answer
with a description of our daytime
activities. But the answer for nights
could be very different. Many of us
live very different lives at night. We
are with different people. We set
different priorities. We feel differently. Ben Zoma’s insight that “all
of the days of your life” includes
the nights reminds us to value this
time and strive to make the most
of it, just as we would do with our
days.
The journey of the Israelites echoes
this message. We read in Exodus:

כא:שמות יג
וַה' הֹ לְֵך לִ פְ נֵיהֶ ם יֹומָ ם בְ ּעַּמּוד ָענָן
לַנְ חֹ תָ ם הַ דֶ ֶּרְך וְ לַיְ לָה בְ ּעַּמּוד אֵ ׁש
:לְ הָ ִאיר לָהֶ ם ָל ֶלכֶת יֹומָ ם ָולָיְ לָה
Exodus 13:21
And the Lord went before
them by day in a pillar of
cloud to lead them on the
way and at night in a pillar
of fire to give them light, so
that they could travel day and
night.
The Israelites traveled by day
and by night. The journey toward
redemption and the promised land
is a twenty-four hour endeavor. But
the verses teach us more than just
that the Israelites traveled at night,
it teaches us that God was always
with them. When night fell, and
the wilderness grew dark and scary,
God lit the way.

On the night of the splitting of the
sea, God went before the people
in a pillar of fire. Nahshon, the
man who our midrash tells us was
the first to step into the sea, was
not walking into completely black
waters. He was guided by the light
of the pillar of fire God had sent to
lead the way.
Today, we don’t always have a pillar
of fire leading us, reminding us of

God’s love and direction. Sometimes our nights feel dark and
scary. Sometimes we do have to
step into dark waters alone.
Remember the Exodus “all the
days of your life.” At night, when
panic sets in, remember the
Exodus, and remember that God
was with the people even at night.
Today, we don’t have pillars of fire,
but we have Torah. We have this
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story. When we remember the
Exodus at night, we remember that
God will be with us too.
Mah nishtanah ha-layla ha-zeh?
What makes this night different?
The next time night is scary and
you think of turning back; the next
time night feels lonely or unimportant, remember the Exodus,
invite God into the darkness—and
take that first step into the sea.

Visit us online where
our content has been
downloaded over five
million times since 2014.
A hub of Jewish learning, with 3,700
essays, prayers, melodies and more!

Hadar.
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Redeeming Rufus and Reuven
Yitzhak Bronstein

I
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He lives in Washington DC
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Hadar’s growing presence
in the city.

n retelling the story of the
Exodus, it can be deceptively easy
to overlook a basic question: Why
were the Israelites redeemed? The
biblical narrative emphasizes the
“strong hand and outstretched arm”
of God reaching out to liberate the
Israelites, but by what merit did the
intervention occur in the first place?
Let us first turn to one version of
a midrash that implicitly asks this
question.

ה:ויקרא רבה לב
:ַרב הּונָא אָ מַ ר ּבְ ׁשֵ ם ּבַ ר קַ ּפ ָָרא
ּבִ ְׁשבִ יל אַ ְרּבָ עָה ְּדבָ ִרים נִ גְ אֲלּו יִ ְׂש־
, ׁשֶ ּל ֹא ִׁשּנּו אֶ ת ְׁשמָ ם,ָראֵ ל ִמ ִמצְ ַריִ ם
, וְ ל ֹא אָ ְמרּו לָׁשֹון הָ ָרע,וְ אֶ ת לְ ׁשֹונָם
וְ ל ֹא נִ ְמצָ א ּבֵ ינֵיהֶ ם אֶ חָ ד מֵ הֶ ן ּפָרּוץ
.ּבְ ע ְֶרוָה
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Vayikra Rabbah 32:5
Rav Huna said in the name
of Bar Kappara: Israel was
redeemed from Egypt on
account of four things: because
they did not change their
names, they did not change
their language, they did not
slander, and none of them was
found to have been sexually
immoral.
This list is striking in the way it
combines moral virtues (proper
speech, sexual ethics) with behavior
seemingly unrelated to ethical standards (names, language). While it
seems appropriate to include moral
categories to explain why the Israelites deserved to be redeemed, the

inclusion of names and language is
less clear. The midrash then elaborates, specifying how the Israelites
upheld these standards of identity:

 ְראּובֵ ן וְ ִׁש ְמעֹון- ל ֹא ִׁשּנּו אֶ ת ְׁשמָ ן
, ְראּובֵ ן וְ ִׁש ְמעֹון סָ לְ קִ ין,ָנח ֲִתין
קֹורין לִ יהּודָ ה רּוּפָא וְ ל ֹא
ִ ל ֹא הָ יּו
ֵיס־
ְ לִ ְראּובֵ ן לּולְ יָאנִ י וְ ל ֹא לְ יֹוסֵ ף ל
.טֵ יס וְ ל ֹא לְ בִ נְ י ִָמין ֲאלֶּכְ סַ נְ ְּד ִרי
 לְ הַ ּלָן ּכְ ִתיב- ל ֹא ִׁשּנּו אֶ ת לְ ׁשֹונָם
 " ַו ָּיב ֹא הַ ּפָלִ יט:) יג,(בראשית יד
" וְ כָאן,ַו ַּיּגֵד לְ אַ בְ ָרהָ ם הָ עִ בְ ִרי
ֹאמרּו אֱֹלהֵ י
ְ  " ַוּי:) ג,(שמות ה
 ּוכְ ִתיב,"הָ עִ בְ ִרים נִ קְ ָרא ָעלֵינּו
 "ּכִ י פִ י הַ ְמדַ ־:) יב,(בראשית מה
." ּבְ לָׁשֹון הַ ּקֹ דֶ ׁש,ּבֵ ר ֲאלֵיכֶם
“They did not change their
names”—Reuven and
Shimon went down [to
Egypt], Reuven and Shimon
went up [from Egypt]. They
did not call Yehudah “Rufus,”
nor Reuven “Julianus,” nor
Yosef “Lestes,” nor Binyamin
“Alexander.”
“They did not change their
language”—as may be
inferred from the fact that
it is written elsewhere, “And
there came one that had
escaped, and told Abram the

Hebrew” (Genesis 14:13),
while here it is written,
“The God of the Hebrews
has met with us” (Exodus
15:3), and it is written, “It is
my mouth that speaks unto
you” (Genesis 45:12), which
means that he spoke in
Hebrew.

Redemption
belongs
to any
minority
that is
oppressed.
By emphasizing the importance
of preserving distinctive naming
practices and language, the midrash
pushes the reader to ask a question
one layer deeper: Is it really the
case that someone named Reuven

warrants redemption more than
someone named Rufus? Does the
Hebrew language possess moral
significance? What value is underlying this midrash placing Israelite
distinctiveness on a pedestal?1
One way of reading this midrash
is to suggest that these cultural
norms maintained by the Israelites carried some particular value,
and were either the justification for
redemption,2 or at least necessary
conditions for a national redemption to be a possibility. In this
reading, the takeaway is that the
preservation of a distinct Jewish
identity must remain a core value
for perpetuity, just as in the days of
the Egyptian servitude.
Perhaps in this vein, R. Moses
Schreiber (Hatam Sofer), a leading
rabbinic figure in Pressburg (17621839), cites a variation of this
midrash in his ethical will. Admonishing the Jews of his time against
trends of assimilation then influencing European Jewish life, the
Hatam Sofer writes:
Be careful not to change your
Jewish name, language, and
dress, heaven forbid, and the

1 This theme of Israelite distinctiveness as relevant to the Exodus appears during a key moment of the Magid during the Seder. In
expounding the verses of Deuteronomy 26 summarizing the Exodus, the text of the Haggadah reads as follows:  ְמלַמֵ ד.וַיְ הִ י שָ ׁם לְ גֹוי
שֶ ׁהָ יּו יִ ְש ָׂראֵ ל ְמ ֻצ ָיּנִ ים שָ ׁם, ‘And he became there a nation’—this teaches that Israel became distinct there.” A similar sentiment is found in
the 11th century collection Midrash Lekah Tov on this verse, 26:5, which highlights the distinct clothing, food, and language of the
Israelites.

2 There are a number of halakhic texts which stress the importance of maintaining distinctly Jewish practices. For example, see Mishneh
Torah, Laws of Foreign Worships and Customs of the Nations 11:1, which prohibits Jews from adopting non-Jewish hairstyles,
architectural styles, clothing styles, etc.
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sign is “And Jacob arrived
safely (shalem)” (Genesis
33:18).
Here, the use of the word “shalem”
(whole) would seem to imply that
being a complete Jew is dependent on preserving a certain type
of identity. Just as the Israelites
preserved their identity in Egypt
through their names, language, and
dress, the Hatam Sofer is calling
upon the Jews of his day to uphold
the same standards. In this version,
the lesson of the midrash is to take
boundaries seriously. Israel could
not have been redeemed if there
was no Israel. Continuing this
theme, the section of the ethical
will of Hatam Sofer concludes:
And you shall not say the
times have changed, for we
have an Ancient Father, may
His name be Blessed, Who
has not changed and will not
change...
However, I would also like to
suggest another reading of these
midrashim—one that points
towards a very different lesson.
Perhaps Vayikra Rabbah cites the
specific examples of names and
language not to encourage Israelite
distinctiveness, but to highlight
their commonalities and ordinariness. Like any other ethnic
group, the Israelites had distinctive names, language, clothing,

and food. Perhaps the lesson to
be drawn is not about the ways
in which Israelite customs were
particularly significant, but that
they were a people like any other
people who deserve a baseline of
human dignity.

Like any
other
ethinic
group, the
Israelites
had
distinctive
names,
language,
clothing,
and food.
“Beloved is humankind that
is created in the image [of the
Divine],” reads the mishnah
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in Avot (3:14). The Israelites
warranted redemption because
they were a persecuted minority
with a distinct culture. Redemption was not something which
had to be “earned,” but something
which belongs to any minority that
is oppressed. Perhaps most importantly, these midrashim should not
only be understood as an internal
lesson about the threat of assimilation, but can alternatively provide
us with a universal lesson about
liberation. Just like the Israelites
did not need to behave on a superior moral plane in order to warrant
redemption, so too no persecuted
people should be held to such
a standard in order to deserve
redemption.
In this reading, the midrash is an
admonition against a possible
excuse for acting as a bystander in
the face of oppression. There can be
an impulse to rationalize passivity
in the face of another people’s
persecution by pointing to ways in
which they do not deserve redemption. But by highlighting nonmoral
categories of identity like names,
language, clothing, and food, we
can draw a key lesson about liberation—one does not need to earn
the right to liberation. Redemption
is warranted simply by being part
of a group which has the misfortune of being persecuted. Rufus
deserves to be redeemed no less
than Reuven.

This reading of the midrash is
bolstered by other texts highlighting the spiritual depths to
which the Israelites had fallen in
Egypt. The Zohar teaches that not
only were the Israelites not on a
superior spiritual plane in Egypt,

they had been living on the spiritual depths.3 In retelling this
aspect of the Exodus narrative, this
moment should serve to motivate us to work for the liberation
of other peoples. There is no purity
test for liberation. The Isrelites

3 Zohar Hadash Parashat Yitro.
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Jewish communities of which you are a part.
https://www.hadar.org/programs/executive-seminar
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deserved to redeemed despite their
spiritual level, and we must uphold
the same standard (or lack thereof )
in actively working to address the
plights of any and all persecuted
groups today.

Choosing Revelation
Dena Weiss

E
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Midrash and Director
of Fellowship Programs
at Hadar, where
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Midrash, and Hasidut.
Dena earned a BA in
Religious Studies from
New York University
and an MA in Theology
from Harvard
Divinity School.

verybody loves Dayenu. It’s
an opportunity to experience some joyous song in the
middle of the, occasionally heavy,
conversation of the Magid section
of the Seder. It’s an opportunity
for people who don’t read Hebrew
to join in and sing along with a
one word refrain that is easy to
pronounce. But it’s also a beautiful
and powerful poem and a significant
exercise in gratitude. Dayenu invites
us to appreciate our redemption on
a more atomic scale, declaring that
each and every step of our emancipation from Egypt constituted its
own blessing from God and was a
distinct accomplishment for us in
our growth as a people. Every single
step in the process of redemption is
a redemption all its own.
10

However, there is one moment in
Dayenu that always gives me pause. It
highlights a step in our journey to the
promised Land which does not really
seem significant on its own, and yet is
isolated and emphasized as if it were:

 וְ לא נַתַ ן,ִאּלּו קֵ ְרבָ נּו לִ פְ נֵי הַ ר ִסינַי
. דַ ּ ֵיּנּו.ּתֹורה
ָ ַלָנּו אֶ ת־ה
If [God] had brought us
before Mount Sinai, but did
not give us the Torah—that
would be sufficient [reason to
be grateful].
According to the author of Dayenu,
just standing before Mount Sinai
is a critical experience independent
of redemption and independent
of revelation. And the question I

have been asking myself for years
is: Why? What is Mount Sinai if
not the place where the Torah was
given and received? If God were
not going to give us the Torah,
approaching the mountain would
have certainly been a completely
meaningless and unnoticeable
event!

midrashically-grounded analogy:
Bringing Benei Yisrael to Mount
Sinai is the equivalent of God’s
setting up a huppah or purchasing
an engagement ring. From the
perspective of the partner who

Looking at the redemption from
Egypt purely from our human
vantage point, perhaps it would
have been a non-event… for us.
However, for God, bringing us to
the mountain was indeed a significant choice made and an event of
consequence for Him. From God’s
perspective, bringing us to Mount
Sinai would have been worthy of
notice even if the Torah had not
actually been given. Because the
moment of bringing us to the
mountain was the moment when
God decided that He would give
us the Torah, when He decided
to reveal Himself to us in an
incredibly fundamental way. That
decision was momentous to God
even if we were oblivious to it.

The
mountain
was the
moment
when God
decided that
He would
give us the
Torah.

According to the Mishnah (Ta’anit
4:8), giving us the Torah is the day
of God’s wedding to us, יום חתונתו.
Therefore God’s bringing us to
Mount Sinai is the point when He
decided to ask us to marry Him.
To give a somewhat pedestrian, but

receives it, the purchasing of a
ring on its own is not a significant act. The person proposed to
would never say, “If you had bought
a ring, but never gave it to me in
a marriage proposal—dayenu!”

However, from the perspective
of the ring-purchaser, the ring
represents the willingness to ask
the question, to make the commitment; it is a decision-point for
them. So even if something then
happens to the ring or their partner
declines the proposal, purchasing
the ring has emotionally symbolic
weight for the one who buys it. It
represents or embodies the decision to make the leap and pop the
question. Deciding to be vulnerable, deciding to commit is very
difficult and very meaningful,
independent of the outcome of the
proposal itself.
The giving of the Torah, though
the goal of bringing Benei Yisrael
to the mountain, is merely the
culmination of an earlier, fundamental decision that God made
to reveal God’s self to us, to be in
a committed, covenantal relationship. This moment of selection and
this concretization of love is significant even absent the giving of the
Torah itself. Revelation is daring
and so is the resolution to disclose
oneself. On what basis did God
make this defining decision? Why
did God give us the Torah?!
One way of answering this question can be found in a comment
by R. Moshe Hayyim Ephraim
of Sudilkov,1 author of the Degel

1 The Degel Mahaneh Ephraim does not make this comment in relation to the bringing of the people to Mount Sinai, though it is
relevant nonetheless. Interestingly, he relates this idea in the name of “hakham ehad” an anonymous sage. He also teaches a similar idea in
his comments to first verse of Parashat Vayeishev, but there he does not mention having received this insight from an outside source.
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Mahaneh Ephraim, which
provides a touching insight into
why God made this decision and
why He chose us to receive the
Torah:

 פרשת בהר,דגל מחנה אפרים
כי ידוע מן איכות טבע העולם...
כי מי שהוא גר אין לו עם מי
לדבק ולקרב עצמו ולספר לו
כל מאורעותיו וכל לבו שאין לו
 אך-  לא ישראל ולא גוים-חבר
כשרואה חבירו הגר אזי מספר
.כ"א בפני חבירו כל מאורעותיו
וידוע הקב"ה הוא כמו גר בעוה"ז
'שאין לו על מי להשרות שכינ
'כבודו ית' כי זעירין אינון וכו
והוא שהתפל' דהע"ה גר אנכי
בארץ היינו אני ג"כ איני רוצה
להיות תושב בעוה"ז ואני רק כגר
 ולכך אל תסתר ממני- בעוה"ז
מצותיך כמו גר אחד בפני חבירו
....שמספר לו כל לבו
Degel Mahaneh Ephraim,
Parashat Behar
...For it is known from the
quality of the nature of the
world that a person who is
a ger doesn’t have anyone to
be attached to or to bring
himself close to and tell
everything that’s happened
[to him] and all of his heart,
because he doesn’t have a
fellow—neither Jews nor
non-Jews. But, when he sees
his fellow ger then he tells

everything that has happened
[to him] to his fellow.
And it is known that the
Holy Blessed One is like a
ger in this world, since He
does not have anyone on
whom to bestow His Blessed
presence, because we are so
insignificant. And this is
what King David prayed,
I am a ger in the land, that
is “I also don’t want to be

No one
understands
what
it’s like
to be
God.
a resident of this world,
and I am only like a ger in
this world, therefore don’t
hide Your mitzvot from me
(Tehillim 119:19), like one
ger tells his friend his whole
heart.

When the Degel Mahaneh
Ephraim uses the term ger here, he
is referring to geirei toshav, resident aliens who live in Israel and
are integrated into Jewish society,
but are not themselves Jewish.2 The
Degel Mahaneh Ephraim assumes
that these gerim, no matter how
integrated they are into Jewish
community, always feel that they
don’t belong and aren’t really
understood. And though it is true
that God is everywhere and the
whole earth belongs to Him, in a
fundamental way, God is also a ger.
There is no one who understands
what it is like to be God, to be the
most Alone. So God chooses to
give us the Torah, to share with us
His secrets and to disclose what
matters most to Him, because we
were gerim as well. It is not our
greatness that makes God want to
share His Torah with us, it’s our
vulnerability. This also explains
why God gave us the Torah while
we were in the Sinai desert, and not
in the land of Canaan where the
mitzvot were to be fulfilled. God
wanted to share Himself to us as
one ger to another, God wanted to
share His self with us at the time
that we were most suited to understand Him.
This notion is reflected by a statement of Rava:

2 As distinct from geirei tzedek, people who have converted to Judaism, Jews by choice who are fully Jewish and hopefully are and feel fully
integrated into the Jewish community.
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.תלמוד בבלי נדרים נה
 אם אדם משים עצמו:אמר ליה
 תורה- כמדבר זה שהכל דשין בו
…ניתנה לו במתנה
Talmud Bavli Nedarim 55a
[Rava] said to [Rav Yosef ]:3
If a person makes himself
like this wilderness upon
which everyone treads, the
Torah will be given to him as
a gift...
According to this reading, God
didn’t choose Benei Yisrael because
of some merit—ancestral or
otherwise—or because He saw
some current or future greatness
in us. God chose Benei Yisrael
because He identified with us.
God chose to give us the Torah
because we were homeless and
rootless, because we were a wilderness-people, because we were
in-between. When God brings us
to Mount Sinai and chooses to give

us the Torah there, it is a reflection
of what we have in common with
God in that moment. God wanted
to share His Torah with us because
He saw Himself in us. He chose
to be vulnerable with us because
and while we were still vulnerable,
humble, and open.
The Magid section opens with
the statement that we were all
once slaves to Pharaoh in Egypt,
but now we are free people. But
Dayenu comes and stops us in
the middle of that story. Dayenu
catches us in the journey somewhere between captivity and
freedom, when we were transitioning and did not know who we
were and where we were going.
Dayenu teaches us that our time in
Egypt and our time in the desert is
foundational to who we are. God
chose to reveal Himself to us not
when we were secure land-holders,
but when we were strangers and

felt the way that God Himself
feels.
And this interpretation reminds
us that often, in order to deeply
connect to people, we need to look
for what we have in common.
What are our common struggles?
What are our common goals?
What are the universal human
experiences that we can bond
over? Are we portraying ourselves
as perfect or are we portraying
ourselves as ordinary? Are we
willing to acknowledge that we
need other people? Are we willing
to identify ourselves with them and
to build genuine relationships with
one another?
And this interpretation should
inspire us. For, if God can see
Himself in us, surely we can see
ourselves in one another.

3 This statement is part of a larger exchange between Rava and Rav Yosef where Rav Yosef challenges Rava to explain the verse in
Bemidbar 21:19, ּומ ַ ּנחֲלִ יאֵ ל בָ ּמֹות
ִ ּוממַ ּתָ ּנָה ַנחֲלִ יאֵ ל
ִ .
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The Slow Path of Redemption
Rebecca Weintraub

A

s we sit at our Sedarim
reading the story of our
redemption, it is important
to remember that the Exodus was
just the beginning of our journey
toward freedom.

Rebecca Weintraub
is the Alumni
Coordinator at
Hadar. She is in her
last year of rabbinical
school at Hebrew
College in Boston.

Redemption, although desired,
comes with its challenges—change
is never easy, even if it is for the
better. We live in a world of quick
fixes, instant gratification, and the
dream of hitting the jackpot. How
many times have we thought to
ourselves “When I meet my life
partner everything that is terrible in
my life right now will be okay,” or
“Once I get this new job everything
else will fall into place”? We think
of redemption as coming in a single
14

moment. We picture the event,
person, or few minutes that will
change our lives forever.
While we so desperately want to
believe that our redemption will
come in one fell swoop, like the
miraculous splitting of the sea,
Midrash Tehillim teaches us that
our freedom as a people—and
redemption in general—happens
gradually:

יב:מדרש תהלים יח
לפי שהן עכשיו שרויין בצרות
 ואם תבוא הגאולה בבת,גדולות
 אינן יכולין לסבול ישועה- אחת
 שהיא באה מתוך צרות,גדולה
.גדולות

Midrash Tehillim 18:12
Now, since [Benei Yisrael] are
enveloped in great troubles,
if redemption were to come
all at once, they would not
be able to bear it because it
brings with it great troubles.
Even though we pray for, need, and
seek redemption, if freedom arrives
too quickly, it can cause us more
trouble, trouble that we don’t have
the tools or understanding to cope
with yet. Going from one state
immediately into another without
time to reflect and heal can be
detrimental to our development,
setting us further back than where
we started.

This midrash continues by
comparing the redemption of
Benei Yisrael to the daily sunrise.
If the sun were to rise all at once,
we would be blinded by the light,
unable to use it. Rather, the sun
rises gradually allowing our eyes
the time necessary to adjust and see
the world around us. Our redemption and freedom did not come in
the splitting of the sea but rather in
the forty years following.
The forty year journey was a period
of personal transition, allowing
Benei Yisrael the time necessary
to transition from the identity of
being slaves to being free people.
Learning how to be free does not
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come in a single moment. The act
of retelling our story of redemption reminds us how redemption,
like the rising sun, comes gradually,
giving us the time we need to see
the world, and ourselves, in a new
light each and every day.
As we relive our communal journey
toward freedom, let it act as a
reminder that all redemption—
whether big or small—happens
over time.

ביעור חמץ -
על שום מה?

שתי גישות לביעור חמץ
הרב נדב ברגר

“מ
Rabbi Nadav Berger is
the Rosh Beit Midrash
of Hadar in Israel. He is
an alum of Hadar’s Year
Fellowship program in
New York (2009-10). He
has also learned at Yeshivat
Har Etzion and Yeshivat
Ma’ale Gilboa.

צות עשה מן התורה להשבית
החמץ קודם זמן איסור
אכילתו" (רמב"ם הל' חמץ
ומצה ב ,א) .מצוה זו ,בה אנחנו
טורחים לפני הפסח (חלקנו יום,
חלקנו שבוע ,וחלקנו חודש ויותר),
"שׁבְ עַת
מקורה בפסוק מפרשת באִ :
י ִָמים מַ צּוֹת תּ ֹאכֵלוּ אַ ְך בַּ יּוֹם הָ ִראשׁוֹ
ן תַּ ְשׁבִּ יתוּ ְשּׂאֹ ר ִמבָּ תֵּ יכֶם כִּ י כָּל־אֹ כֵל
חָ מֵ ץ וְ נִ כְ ְרתָ ה הַ ֶנּפֶשׁ הַ הִ וא ִמיִּ ְשׂ ָראֵ ל
ִמיּוֹם הָ ִראשֹׁ ן עַד־יוֹם הַ ְשּׁבִ עִ י".
בפסוק זה נצטוינו להשבית חמץ
ב'יום הראשון' ,שהוא לפי חז"ל
ערב יום טוב ,כלומר יום י"ד,
קודם זמן איסור אכילת חמץ1.

היות והפסוק אינו מרבה בפירוט
דיני המצווה ,אין זה מפתיע למצוא
כי נחלקו ר' יהודה וחכמים במשנת
פסחים (ב ,א) כיצד בדיוק יש
'להשבית' – או בלשון חז"ל 'לבער'
– את החמץ" :ר' יהודה אומר :אין
ביעור חמץ אלא ׂשריפה; וחכמים
אומרים :מפרר וזורה לרוח או
מטיל לים" .לדעת ר' יהודה יש
חובה דווקא לשרוף את החמץ
קודם הפסח ,ואילו לדעת חכמים
ניתן לבער אותו בכל דבר – אף
לזרות לרוח או להטיל לים2.
ר' חיים מבריסק בחידושיו על

 1מכילתא דר"י פסחא (בא) ,פרשה ח; ירושלמי פסחים א ,ד; בבלי פסחים ד ע"ב – ה ע"א .פשט הפסוק הוא
כנראה כדברי אבן עזרא" :בהכנס היום הראשון כבר נשבת כל שאר מהבתים" – כלומר ,יש לדאוג לכך
שביום הראשון כבר לא יימצא חמץ (וכן בבכור שור).
 2לא נראה לומר שכוונת חכמים דווקא בשני דרכים אלה ,אלא אף בשריפה ובכל אופן אחר .אכן ,יש
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הרמב"ם (הל' חמץ ומצה א,
ג) הציע חילוק למדני ליסוד
מחלוקתם של ר' יהודה וחכמים.
לפי הסברו של ר' חיים ,לדעת
חכמים מצוות השבתת חמץ היא
למעשה ביטוי אחר של איסור בל
יראה ובל ימצא ,האיסור שיהיה
בבעלותנו חמץ כל שבעת ימי חג
המצות (ראו שמות יב ,יט; יג ,ז).
כלומר ,תנאי הכרחי לקיום המצווה
שלא ייראה או יימצא לנו חמץ
בזמן החג הוא שנשבית אותו קודם
לכן .וכיוון שאין חשיבות מיוחדת
להשבתת החמץ בפני עצמו ,הרי
שחכמים מתירים לעשות השבתה
זו בכל דבר – לזרות לרוח ,להטיל
לים ,וכיוצא בזה (להוריד באסלה
וכד') .בלשונו הלמדני של ר'
חיים ,מצוות השבתת שאור היא
מצווה "בגברא" (=מצווה שנושאה
הוא האדם) – עיקר המצווה הוא
שלפלונית או לאלמוני לא יימצא
חמץ בזמן החג ,ולפיכך ,רשאים
הם לדאוג לכך בכל דרך שיבחרו.
אבל הסבר זה אינו מתאים לדעת
ר' יהודה ,המצריך דווקא לשרוף
את החמץ .לכן מסביר ר' חיים
שלדעת ר' יהודה מצוות השבתת
חמץ אינה רק גלגול אחר של 'בל
יראה ובל ימצא' ,אלא היא מצווה
בפני עצמה – לשרוף את החמץ
קודם חג הפסח .לפיכך היא אינה
מצווה "בגברא" ,אלא היא מצווה
"בחפצא" (=מצווה שנושאה
הוא גוף החפץ) – דהיינו עיקר

המצווה הוא לבצע טרנספורמציה
בגוף החמץ שנצבר קודם הפסח,
ושיישרף כליל ,וייעשה כעפרא
דארעא ממש ,מבלי שיהיה ניכר
בו יותר כל רושם חמץ3.

אחת
המגבלות
של תורת
בריסק
היא חוסר
מוכנות
להתמודד
עם שאלת
ה'למה'.
כדרכו בקודש ,ר' חיים מצליח
לעבות את המחלוקת השולית
לכאורה במשנה ,ולהציגה כשני
מנגנונים הלכתיים שונים לגמרי,
כשכל אחד פועל לפי ההגיון
המשפטי שלו .אבל אחת המגבלות

של תורת בריסק היא חוסר מוכנות
להתמודד עם שאלת ה'למה'– 4
מדוע סובר ר' יהודה שיש מצוות
השבתה 'בחפצא' של החמץ ,אשר
בה לידי ביטוי דווקא בשריפה;
ומאידך ,מדוע סוברים חכמים
שאין כאן אלא מצווה 'בגברא',
לדאוג לכך שלא יהיה לו חמץ?
שאלות אלה מחזירות אותנו לעצם
היסוד של איסור חמץ בפסח ,והן
יכולות לדעתי לחשוף שתי גישות
שונות מאוד למהות האיסור.
בהגדה של פסח אנחנו אומרים:
"מצה זו שאנו אוכלים על שום
מה? על שום שלא הספיק בצקם
של אבותינו להחמיץ עד שנגלה
עליהם מלך מלכי המלכים הקב"ה
וגאלם ,שנאמרַ ' :ויּ ֹאפוּ אֶ ת־הַ בָּ צֵ ק
אֲשֶׁ ר הוֹצִ יאוּ ִמ ִמּצְ ַריִ ם עֻגֹ ת מַ צּוֹת
כִּ י ל ֹא חָ מֵ ץ כִּ י־גֹ ְרשׁוּ ִמ ִמּצְ ַריִ ם וְ ל ֹא
יָכְ לוּ לְ הִ ְתמַ הְ מֵ הַּ וְ גַם־צֵ דָ ה ל ֹא־עָשׂוּ
לָהֶ ם' (שמות יב ,לט)" .כלומר
המחסור בחמץ בפסח הראשון,
פסח מצרים ,היה תוצאה של
החיפזון ,הצורך המיידי לברוח
מפני המצרים .בספר דברים
מפורש שאף איסור חמץ בפסח
הנוהג לדורות הוא תוצאה של
החיפזון בפסח מצרים" :ל ֹא־ת ֹאכַל
ָעלָיו חָ מֵ ץ ִשׁבְ עַת י ִָמים תּ ֹאכַל־ ָעלָיו
מַ צּוֹת לֶחֶ ם עֹ נִ י כִּ י בְ חִ פָּזוֹן יָצָ אתָ
מֵ אֶ ֶרץ ִמצְ ַריִ ם לְ מַ עַן ִתּזְכֹּ ר אֶ ת־י
אתָך מֵ אֶ ֶרץ ִמצְ ַריִ ם כֹּ ל יְ מֵ י
וֹם צֵ ְ
חַ יֶּיָך" (דברים טז ,ג) .לפי גישה זו,
איסור חמץ ,ובכלל זה גם החובה

שגורסים במשנה 'אף מפרר וזורה…' וכו'.

 3כדברי המכילתא שם" :רבי אומר :בדבר שהוא בבל יראה ובל ימצא ,ואי זה הוא דבר שהוא בבל יראה ובל ימצא? אין אתה מוצא אלא בשריפה".

 4אמירה ידועה של בריסק היא שניתן לחקור רק את ה'וואָ ס' (=מה) ,ולא את ה'פאַ ר וואָ ס' (=למה) .נקודה זו הייתה עקרונית לבריסק ,והם היו מזלזלים
בישיבת טעלז משום שהיו נותנים סברות העונות על שאלת ה'למה' .לכן ,כאשר הגרי"ד סולובייצ'יק היה מכנה סברה 'אַ טעלזער סברא' ,לא הייתה בכך
כל מחמאה.
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להשבית אותו ערב פסח ,הוא
מעין שחזור חינוכי של המאורעות
שהתרחשו לעם ישראל בצאתו
ממצרים ,בהם הוכרחו לאפות את
הבצק קודם חימוצו .לאור הסבר
זה ,ניתן להבין את דעת חכמים
שהשבתת חמץ נעשית בכל דבר.
הרי אין בעיה מהותית בחמץ ,רק
שאנו מצווים להעלות כעין הצגה
לשחזר את המצב שנהג בפסח
מצרים ,ולוודא שלא יהיה לנו חמץ
כפי שלא היה חמץ ליוצאי מצרים
– וכנוסח הרמב"ם בהגדה" :ובכל
דור ודור חייב אדם להראות את
עצמו כאילו הוא יצא ממצרים".

ולשאת אותו אפוי מצות ,ועל
כן נשאו אותו בצק ו"משארותם
צרורות בשמלותם על שכמם"
(פס' לד) ,ומהרו ואפו אותו
טרם יחמץ בדרך ,או בסכות
שבאו שם לשעה קלה ,כדברי
רבותינו (מכיל' יתרו בחדש ב).

ממצרים ולא יכלו להתמהמה.
לכן ,הם נשאו את הבצק איתם
בדרך במשארותם ,ואפו אותו
כאשר הגיעו לסוכות ,ולמזלם
הרב לא הספיק בצקם להחמיץ
במשך מסעם לסוכות ,שאחרת
היו ודאי עוברים על מצוות ה'
שלא יימצא להם כל חמץ.

לפי הסבר זה ,איסור חמץ אינו
שחזור של מאורעות פסח מצרים,
אלא הוא איסור העומד בפני
עצמו ,שנאמר לבני ישראל עוד
לפני שיצאו ממצרים ,ואשר
נוהג לדורות בכל פסח ופסח.
אמנם הכתוב אינו נותן טעם
לאיסור .אך ידוע שאיסור חמץ
אמנם אין בכך להסביר את דעת
נהג כמעט כל השנה גבי המזבח
ר' יהודה ,שסובר כי יש מצווה
בבית המקדש" :כָּל־הַ ִמּנְ חָ ה אֲשֶׁ ר
בגוף החמץ להשמידו דווקא על
תַּ קְ ִריבוּ לַה' ל ֹא תֵ עָשֶׂ ה חָ מֵ ץ כִּ י
ידי שריפה .ובאמת ניתן לקרוא את
ָל־דּבַ שׁ ל ֹא־תַ קְ ִטיר
ָל־שׂאֹ ר וְ כ ְ
כ ְ
אותם פסוקים מפרשת בא באור
אשׁית
וּ ִממֶּ נּוּ ִאשֶּׁ ה לַה' :קָ ְרבַּ ן ֵר ִ
אחר לגמרי .בפסוק שצוטט לעיל
תַּ קְ ִריבוּ אֹ תָ ם לַה' וְ אֶ ל־הַ ִמּזְבֵּ חַ
– " ַויּ ֹאפוּ אֶ ת־הַ בָּ צֵ ק אֲשֶׁ ר הוֹצִ יאוּ
ל ֹא־ ַיעֲלוּ לְ ֵריחַ נִ יחֹ חַ " (ויקרא ב,
ִמ ִמּצְ ַריִ ם עֻגֹ ת מַ צּוֹת כִּ י ל ֹא חָ מֵ ץ כִּ י־
יא-יב) .או בלשון המשנה" :כל
גֹ ְרשׁוּ ִמ ִמּצְ ַריִ ם וְ ל ֹא יָכְ לוּ לְ הִ ְתמַ הְ מֵ הַּ
המנחות באות מצה ,חוץ מחמץ
וְ גַם־צֵ דָ ה ל ֹא־עָשׂוּ לָהֶ ם" (שמות
שבתודה ושתי הלחם ,שהן באות
יב ,לט) – ממנו משתמע לכאורה
חמץ" (מנחות ה ,א) .אמנם אין
שאיסור חמץ נובע מן החיפזון של
בכל זה להסביר את הבעיה שיש
עם ישראל בברחם מפני המצריים ,אומר הרמב"ן שאיסור חמץ אינו
בחמץ ,והסיבה להרחקתו ממזבח
נובע מן הלחץ של המצרים ,אלא
מחדש הרמב"ן פשט מדהים:
ה' .דורות מאוחרים יותר ממלאים
נאמר להם כציווי מפורש קודם
"שׁבְ עַת י ִָמים במעט פער זה :חז"ל כינוי את
לכן ,בעודם במצריםִ :
וטעם "ויאפו את הבצק" – שאפו
היצר הרע כ'שאור שבעיסה'5,
ְשׂאֹ ר ל ֹא יִ מָּ צֵ א בְּ בָ תֵּ יכֶם כִּ י כָּל־
אותו מצות ,מפני המצוה שנצטוו
ואפשר שהאיסור קשור אף הוא
אֹ כֵל מַ חְ מֶ צֶ ת וְ נִ כְ ְרתָ ה הַ ֶנּפֶשׁ הַ הִ וא
"שאור לא ימצא בבתיכם כי
מֵ עֲדַ ת יִ ְשׂ ָראֵ ל בַּ גֵּר וּבְ אֶ ז ְַרח הָ אָ ֶרץ" בכך; והרמב"ם טען שהאיסור נובע
כל אוכל מחמצת ונכרתה" (פס'
מעבודה זרה שנהגה בימיהם6.
(שמות יב ,יט) .ובשל ציווי זה היה
יט) .ואמר "כי גורשו ממצרים",
ראוי שבני ישראל יאפו את הבצק אם כן ,ניתן לומר שהציווי לבער
לומר שאפו אותו בדרך ,בעבור
כמצות בעודם במצרים ,אלא שלא חמץ מן הבית בפסח הוא כהוראה
"כי גורשו ממצרים ולא יכלו
להעלות את הבית מדרגת חולין
הספיקו לעשות כן ,כיוון שגורשו
להתמהמה" ,לאפות אותו בעיר

איסור חמץ
אינו שחזור
של מאורעות
פסח מצרים,
אלא הוא
איסור העומד
בפני עצמו.

 5ירושלמי ברכות ד ,ב (ז ע"ד); בבלי ברכות יז ע"א.
 6רמב"ם מורה נבוכים ג ,מו.
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לדרגת הקדושה הנוהגת במזבח
תמיד .לפיכך ,פסח הוא חג
הקדושה הביתית – חג שבו בתי
כל עם ישראל נעשים כמזבח ה'.
אפשר שזו הסברה שבבסיס
דבריו של ר' יהודה .תהליך
העלאת הקדושה הביתית דורש
מעשה אקטיבי להשמדת החמץ
– ואין מעשה מתאים יותר
מאשר שריפה ,פעולה המצויה
גם בהשמדת חומרים אחרים
האסורים מחמת הקודש ,כדוגמת
תרומה שנטמאה ,ערלה ונותר7.
פעולה זו נועדה לכלות את החמץ
כליל ,ודרכה אנו מקדשים באופן
אקטיבי את המרחב הביתי.
שתי גישות אלה הן תפיסות שונות
מאוד של איסור חמץ בפסח ,והן
מעצבות דרכים שונות לביעורו
ערב פסח .דעת חכמים שאיסור
חמץ הוא כמעין שחזור היסטורי
של פסח מצרים ,בו לא היה לעם
ישראל חמץ מפני שהמצריים רדפו
אחריהם .לפיכך ,אין דין מיוחד
כיצד יש להיפטר מן החמץ קודם
הפסח ,וביעורו בכל דבר .לעומת
זאת ,דעת ר' יהודה שהאיסור הוא
בגוף החמץ ,מפני שהחמץ אינו
ראוי למזבח ,והבית חייב להיות אף
הוא בדרגת קדושת המזבח למשך
חג המצות .לפיכך חייבים להשמיד
את החמץ שבבית על ידי שריפה.
מחלוקת זו שבמשנה ממשיכה
מימות התנאים עד לשולחן ערוך.

וכך פוסק המחבר ,ר' יוסף קארו,
בסימן תמה" :כיצד ביעור חמץ?
שורפו או פוררו וזורה לרוח או
זורקו לים ,ואם היה החמץ קשה
ואין הים מחתכו במהרה ,הרי זה

שתי גישות
אלה הן
תפיסות
שונות
מאוד של
איסור חמץ
בפסח.
מפררו ואחר כך זורקו לים" .אבל
דברי הרמ"א שם" :הגה :והמנהג
לשורפו…" (או"ח תמה ס"א).
נמצא שדעת המחבר כחכמים,
וביעור חמץ לדעתו הוא אמצעי
לשחזור ההיסטורי .לעומת זאת,
הרמ"א פוסק שהמנהג כר' יהודה,
ויש לשרוף את החמץ ,שעל ידי
הפעולה בגוף החמץ ,אנחנו מעלים
את הבית לדרגת קדושת המזבח.

 7ראו משנה תמורה ז ,ה.
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בהתאם לזאת ,כתב הרמ"א בסימן
תלד" :ואין לבטלו ביום אלא לאחר
ששרף החמץ ,כדי לקיים מצות
שריפה בחמץ שלו" (או"ח תלד
ס"ב) .הרמ"א מודאג מכך שנבטל
את החמץ בלב לפני שנשרוף
אותו ,ועל ידי כך לא נוכל לקיים
"מצוות שריפה" בחמץ שלנו.
כלומר ,צריך לדאוג שיהיה לנו
חמץ ערב פסח ,שאילולא כן כיצד
נקיים "מצוות שריפה" .ברור כי
לא ניתן לומר כן ,או אף לנקוט
בביטוי כמו "מצוות שריפה",
אלא אם מניחים שיש חשיבות
מיוחדת לביעור החמץ – ולפי
הצעתנו ,ששריפה זו היא שלב
חיוני בתהליך קידוש הבית לפסח.
נמצא שבמאמצינו הרבים לבער
את החמץ מן הבית אנחנו עושים
שני דברים :אנחנו מתכוננים
ל"הצגה" השנתית הגדולה ,בה
אנחנו משחזרים את מאורעות
יציאת מצרים ,גאולת עם ישראל,
ויציאתו מעבדות לחירות ,אשר
במהלכם לא זכה עם ישראל
לאכול לחם חמץ; ולצד זאת,
אנחנו פועלים ברובד א-היסטורי
– מבערים את החמץ מן הבית כדי
לדמותו למזבח ה' ,וכדי להעלותו
לדרגת קדושה המתקיימת
בשאר השנה רק במקדש .במימד
זה ישנה דמוקרטיזציה של
הקדושה ,והנכחת השכינה בלב
כל בית ובית בעם ישראל.
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Seder Bingo!
What are your goals when you sit at the Seder table? Use this BINGO game to help you pay attention
to your experience throughout the night. Take a look at the feelings and descriptions in the board below.
When a particular box comes up for you, grab a piece if matzah (or whatever else you have to hand!) and
cover it. If you get a vertical, horizontal, or diagonal row of 5—you win!

B

I

N

G

0

I am moved to
sing

I feel a
release/relief

I believe in
miracles

I feel the love
of family

I feel moved to
praise God

I am inspired

I have a deep,
genuine
question

I connect this
to something
happening in
my life right
now

I ate matzah

I feel
connected to
someone else
at the table

I feel a little
less lonely

I am hopeful

A taste evokes
something in
me

I feel curious

I feel like
royalty

I know the
bitterness of
feeling stuck in
a narrow place

Something
troubles me

I feel
nourished

Ancient words
feel like my
own

I dream of
Israel

I understand
something
I’ve never
understood
before

I feel the joy of
liberation

I see myself
in this story
differently
than I had
before

I feel empathy
for slaves in
today’s world

I remember
something
vividly
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Project
Zug.
Project Zug facilitates havruta
(one-on-one) online learning in Hebrew
and English between Jews around the
world. Courses run for either 10 or 4 weeks,
and are designed to be studied online or
in-person in a weekly 30-45 minute
session on your schedule.
No prior learning experience necessary!

Learn with Project Zug from wherever you are,
on your own schedule! Don't have someone to
learn with? We will find a learning partner for
you. Whether it's Psalms, Kashrut, or Bob
Dylan, there will be a course that's perfect for
you!
Check out our 30+ courses and learn more at
www.projectzug.org

Can We Serve Two Different Masters?
Text and Discussion from Project Zug
The following study guide is taken from Hadar’s online learning platform, Project Zug. You can use this guide to
spark conversation at your Seder, or study it with a havruta partner at any time before or during the holiday.
This is from a course by Dr. Meir Buzaglo, “The Wisdom of Shabbat: A Modern Israeli Perspective,” making the case
for the deeper meaning that Shabbat entails—even without the legal aspects—and how it serves as an antidote to
many of modern society’s ills. Check out the full course at www.projectzug.org.

Introduction
Throughout the story of Israel’s enslavement in Egypt and departure to freedom, the Torah presents
a struggle, both implicit and explicit, between Pharaoh and God. The Torah suggests that a person
cannot be subject to two different masters. Read the following two texts from the Exodus story and
identify the explicit and implicit signs in them of the tension between Pharaoh and God.

Source Text #1
יז- יד,י-ז:שמות א
) ּובְ נֵי יִ ְׂש ָראֵ ל ּפָרּו וַּיִ ְׁש ְרצּו וַּיִ ְרּבּו7(
.ַו ַּיעַצְ מּו ּבִ ְמאֹ ד ְמאֹ ד ו ִַּתּמָ לֵא הָ אָ ֶרץ אֹ תָ ם
-מצְ ָריִ ם אֲׁשֶ ר ל ֹא-ַל
ִ חָ דָ ׁש ע-) ַוּיָקָ ם מֶ לְֶך8(
.יֹוסֵ ף-יָדַ ע אֶ ת
עַּמֹו הִ ּנֵה עַם ּבְ נֵי יִ ְׂש ָראֵ ל-) ַוּי ֹאמֶ ר אֶ ל9(
.ַרב וְ עָצּום ִמּמֶ ּנּו

Exodus 1:7-10, 14-17
(7) But the Israelites were fertile and prolific; they multiplied
and increased very greatly, so that the land was filled with them.
(8) A new king arose over Egypt who did not
know Joseph.
(9) And he said to his people, “Look, the Israelite people are
much too numerous for us.
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יִ ְרּבֶ ה וְ הָ יָה-) הָ בָ ה נִ ְתחַ ּכְ מָ ה לֹו ּפֶן10(
-הּוא עַל-תקְ ֶראנָה ִמלְ חָ מָ ה וְ נֹוסַ ף ּגַם-י
ִ ִּכ
....הָ אָ ֶרץ-ּבָ נּו וְ ָעלָה ִמן-ׂשֹנְ אֵ ינּו וְ נִ לְ חַ ם

(10) Let us deal shrewdly with them, so that they may not
increase; otherwise in the event of war they may join our
enemies in fighting against us and rise from the ground...”

חַ ּיֵיהֶ ם ּבַ עֲבֹ דָ ה קָ ׁשָ ה-) וַיְ מָ ְררּו אֶ ת14(
עֲבֹ דָ ה ּבַ ּׂשָ דֶ ה אֵ ת-ּבְ חֹ מֶ ר ּובִ לְ בֵ נִ ים ּובְ כָל
.עָבְ דּו בָ הֶ ם ּבְ פ ֶָרְך-עֲבֹ דָ תָ ם אֲׁשֶ ר-ּכָל

(14) ...the various labors that they made them perform. Ruthlessly they made life bitter for them with harsh labor at mortar
and bricks and with all sorts of tasks in the field.

) ַוּי ֹאמֶ ר מֶ לְֶך ִמצְ ַריִ ם ל ְַמיַּלְ דֹ ת הָ עִ בְ ִרּיֹ ת15(
.אֲׁשֶ ר ׁשֵ ם הָ אַ חַ ת ִׁשפְ ָרה וְ ׁשֵ ם הַ ּׁשֵ נִ ית ּפּועָה

(15) The king of Egypt spoke to the Hebrew midwives, one of
whom was named Shiphrah and the other Puah,

הָ עִ בְ ִרּיֹות ְּור ִאיתֶ ן-) ַוּי ֹאמֶ ר ּבְ ַיּל ְֶדכֶן אֶ ת16(
-ּבֵ ן הּוא ַוה ֲִמּתֶ ן אֹ תֹו וְ ִאם-הָ אָ בְ נָיִ ם ִאם-עַל
.ּבַ ת הִ וא וָחָ יָה

(16) saying, “When you deliver the Hebrew women, look at the
birthstool: if it is a boy, kill him; if it is a girl,
let her live.”

הָ אֱֹלהִ ים וְ ל ֹא-) ו ִַּת ֶיראן ָ הַ ְמיַּלְ דֹ ת אֶ ת17(
עָׂשּו ַּכאֲׁשֶ ר ִּדּבֶ ר ֲאלֵיהֶ ן מֶ לְֶך ִמצְ ָריִ ם
הַ יְ ל ִָדים-ו ְַּתחַ ּיֶין ָ אֶ ת

(17) The midwives, fearing God, did not do as the king of
Egypt had told them;
they let the boys live.

Source Text #2
ט-א:שמות ה
-ֹאמרּו אֶ ל
ְ ) וְ אַ חַ ר ּבָ אּו מֹ ׁשֶ ה וְ אַ הֲרֹ ן ַוּי1(
אָ מַ ר ה' אֱֹלהֵ י יִ ְׂש ָראֵ ל ׁשַ ּלַח-ּפ ְַרעֹ ה ּכֹ ה
.ע ִַּמי וְ יָחֹ ּגּו לִ י ּבַ ִּמ ְדּבָ ר-אֶ ת

Exodus 5:1-9
(1) Afterward Moses and Aaron went and said to Pharaoh,
“Thus says the Lord, the God of Israel: Let My people go that
they may celebrate a festival for Me in the wilderness.”

) ַוּי ֹאמֶ ר ּפ ְַרעֹ ה ִמי ה' אֲׁשֶ ר אֶ ְׁשמַ ע ּבְ קֹ לֹו2(
ה' וְ גַם-יִ ְׂש ָראֵ ל ל ֹא יָדַ עְ ִּתי אֶ ת-לְ ׁשַ ּלַח אֶ ת
. ַיִ ְׂש ָראֵ ל ל ֹא אֲׁשַ ּלֵח-אֶ ת

(2) But Pharaoh said, “Who is the Lord that I should heed
Him and let Israel go? I do not know the Lord, nor will I let
Israel go.”

ֹאמרּו אֱֹלהֵ י הָ עִ בְ ִרים נִ קְ ָרא ָעלֵינּו
ְ ) ַוּי3(
נֵלְ כָה ּנָא ּדֶ ֶרְך ְׁשֹלׁשֶ ת י ִָמים ּבַ ִּמ ְדּבָ ר וְ נִ זְּבְ חָ ה
.יִ פְ ָּגעֵנּו ּבַ ּדֶ בֶ ר אֹו בֶ חָ ֶרב-לַה' אֱֹלהֵ ינּו ּפֶן

(3) They answered, “The God of the Hebrews has manifested
Himself to us. Let us go, we pray, a distance of three days into
the wilderness to sacrifice to the Lord our God, lest He strike
us with pestilence or sword.”

) ַוּי ֹאמֶ ר ֲאלֵהֶ ם מֶ לְֶך ִמצְ ַריִ ם לָּמָ ה מֹ ׁשֶ ה4(
הָ עָם ִמּמַ עֲׂשָ יו לְ כּו-וְ אַ הֲרֹ ן ּתַ פְ ִריעּו אֶ ת
.לְ ִסבְ ֹלתֵ יכֶם

(4) But the king of Egypt said to them, “Moses and Aaron,
why do you distract the people from their tasks? Get to your
labors!”
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רּבִ ים עַּתָ ה-ן
ַ ֵ) ַוּי ֹאמֶ ר ּפ ְַרעֹ ה ה5(
עַם הָ אָ ֶרץ וְ הִ ְׁשּבַ ּתֶ ם אֹ תָ ם
.ִמ ִּסבְ ֹלתָ ם

(5) And Pharaoh continued, “The people of the land are
already so numerous, and you would have them cease from
their labors!”

הַ ּנֹ גְ ִׂשים-) וַיְ צַ ו ּפ ְַרעֹ ה ּבַ ּיֹום הַ הּוא אֶ ת6(
.ׁשֹ ְט ָריו לֵאמֹ ר-ּבָ עָם וְ אֶ ת

(6) That same day Pharaoh charged the taskmasters and
foremen of the people, saying,

ֹאספּון לָתֵ ת ּתֶ בֶ ן ָלעָם לִ לְ ּבֹ ן
ִ ) ל ֹא ת7(
הַ ּלְ בֵ נִ ים ּכִ ְתמֹול ִׁשלְ ׁשֹ ם הֵ ם יֵלְ כּו וְ קֹ ְׁשׁשּו
.לָהֶ ם ּתֶ בֶ ן

(7) “You shall no longer provide the people with straw for
making bricks as heretofore; let them go and gather straw for
themselves.

מַ ְתּכֹ נֶת הַ ּלְ בֵ נִ ים אֲׁשֶ ר הֵ ם עֹ ִׂשים-) וְ אֶ ת8(
ְּתמֹול ִׁשלְ ׁשֹ ם ּתָ ִׂשימּו ֲעלֵיהֶ ם ל ֹא ִתגְ ְרעּו
ּכֵן הֵ ם צֹ עֲקִ ים-נִ ְרּפִ ים הֵ ם עַל-ִמּמֶ ּנּו ּכִ י
.לֵאמֹ ר נֵלְ כָה נִ זְּבְ חָ ה לֵאֹלהֵ ינּו

(8) But impose upon them the same quota of bricks as they
have been making heretofore; do not reduce it, for they are
shirkers; that is why they cry, ‘Let us go and sacrifice to our
God!’

בָ ּה-הָ ֲאנ ִָׁשים וְ ַיעֲׂשּו-) ִּתכְ ּבַ ד הָ עֲבֹ דָ ה עַל9(
.ׁשָ קֶ ר-יִ ְׁשעּו ּבְ ִדבְ ֵרי-וְ אַ ל

(9) Let heavier work be laid upon the men; let them keep at it
and not pay attention to deceitful promises.”

Questions
1. How do these verses contrast God and Pharaoh?
2. What do you think the verse means when it describes the midwives as “fearing God”? What makes
them fear God and not Pharaoh?
3. How does Pharaoh relate to God? What do you think about the way he characterizes the relationship
between the Israelites and God?
4. What do you think about the contrast: is it possible to serve God while one is subject to human
authority? How?
5. If indeed serving God is in contrast to serving Pharaoh, what do we learn from that about the nature of
servitude, and in contrast to it, about the nature of freedom?

Source #3 continues on next page...
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Source Text #3
R. Yehudah Ha-Levi, the great 12th century Spanish poet, grappled with the question
of servitude and freedom and its relationship to the service of God, and expressed his
impressions in poetry (you can listen to Etti Ankari’s version here https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=npLcDItUnyM&feature=youtu.be):

) רבי יהודה הלוי (ריה"ל,עבדי הזמן

R. Yehudah Ha-Levi, Slaves of Time

עַבְ דֵ י זְמָ ן עַבְ דֵ י עֲבָ ִדים הֵ ם –עֶבֶ ד אֲדֹ נָי
אֱנֹוׁש- עַל ּכֵן בְ בַ ּקֵ ׁש ּכָל:הּוא לְ בַ ד חָ פְ ִׁשי
.חֶ לְ קֹו "חֶ לְ קִ י אֲדֹ נָי!" אָ ְמ ָרה נַפְ ִׁשי

Slaves of time are slaves of slaves – Only the slave of God is
free: Therefore when each one seeks his portion “My portion is
God,” my soul declares.

1. This poem connects the concept of time and the concept of servitude. What does Ha-Levi assert in the
poem’s first line? What do you think about that claim?
2. What does Ha-Levi assert in the second line? Do you agree with this claim? Why or why not?
3. This poem opposes the prevailing claim in our day that freedom and religion, or freedom and God, are
hostile to one another. Ha-Levi claims that, on the contrary, only the servant of God, the human being
whose master is God, can truly be free.
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A Project Zug Supplement
Source Text #4
A similar feeling is well expressed in the words of the great liberator, Abraham Lincoln:
Abraham Lincoln, Gettysburg Address (1863)
It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task remaining before us – that from these honored
dead we take increased devotion to that cause for which they here gave the last full measure of devotion –
that we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain – that this nation, under God, shall
have a new birth of freedom – and that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not
perish from the earth.
1. Lincoln, like Ha-Levi, sees a connection between awareness of God and a life of freedom. What do you
think the connection is between awareness of God and freedom?
2. In what way does this awareness help establish a society based on the value of freedom?
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The Multiple
Narratives in
the Haggadah
What Story Are We
Trying to Tell?
Rabbi Elie Kaunfer
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he Haggadah is meant to be
a story, literally a “telling.”
But what story are we trying

Rather than one coherent narrative, the Haggadah is a collection
of multiple attempts to tell a story
with a particular narrative arc. The
guideline for this story is found in
Mishnah Pesahim 10:4, and charges
us with telling a story that begins
with degradation (genut) and ends
with praise (shevah).
The Mishnah gives us the arc,
but it doesn’t specify which story
we should tell. The Talmud, on
Pesahim 116a-b, offers two alternatives for the story of the Haggadah.
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Rav argues that the story is about
a journey from idolatry to our
faithfulness to God. The second
approach, attributed to either
Shmuel or Rava (depending on the
manuscript), offers an alternative
version of the same arc, claiming
that we are telling the story of our
journey from slavery to freedom.
I believe there are at least two
other hidden versions of this move
from degradation to praise in the
Haggadah. The first comes in the
opening of the Haggadah. We read:

הא לחמא עניא דאכלו אבהתנא
.בארעא דמצרים
כל דכפין ייתי ויכל כל דצריך ייתי
.ויפסח

 לשנה הבאה בארעא,השתא הכא
.דישראל
 לשנה הבאה בני,השתא עבדי
.חורין
This is the bread of poverty/
affliction which our ancestors
ate in the land of Egypt.
Let all who are hungry come
and eat. Let all who are
needy come and celebrate
Pesah.
Now we are here; next year in
the land of Israel.
Now we are slaves, next
year—free.
After the invitation for all to come
and eat, we see another story of
degradation to praise (although
not explicitly identified as such).
The familiar arc is expressed first
with regard to Land: as a move
from here (diaspora) to Israel.
Then the arc is expressed again as a
move from slavery to freedom. This
contrasts with the disagreement
in the Talmud in two ways. First,
it is not presented as a disagreement at all: It is two sentences that
offer alternative journeys, without
highlighting their differences.
And second, while the debate
between Rav and Shmuel/Rava
was expressed as how to tell the
story of the past, this is a multivocal presentation of the story in
which we are still living out. This
isn’t recalling a journey, it is living a
journey in the present, and looking
toward a time of “praise” which is

only to be found next year, in the
future.
There is another selection from
the Haggadah that plays out the
theme of degradation to praise in
yet another way. The opinion of
Shmuel/Rava is expressed in our
Haggadah in fuller language than
it is in the Babylonian Talmud:

.עבדים היינו לפרעה במצרים
ויוציאנו ה’ אלהינו משם ביד
 ואלו לא.חזקה ובזרוע נטויה
הוציא הקדוש ברוך הוא את
אבותינו
ממצרים הרי אנו ובנינו ובני
בנינו משועבדים היינו לפרעה
 ואפילו כולנו חכמים.במצרים
כולנו נבונים כולנו זקנים כולנו
 מצוה עלינו.יודעים את התורה
.לספר ביציאת מצרים
וכל המרבה לספר ביציאת מצ־
.רים הרי זה משובח
We were slaves to Pharaoh
in Egypt. But YHVH our
God took us out of there
with a mighty hand and an
outstretched arm. And if the
Holy Blessed One had not
taken our ancestors out of
Egypt, then we, our children,
and our grandchildren would
still be enslaved to Pharaoh
in Egypt. And even if we
were all wise, we were all
perceptive, we were all elders,
and we were all learned in
Torah, it would still be our
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duty to tell about the Exodus
from Egypt.
And the more one talks
about the Exodus from
Egypt, behold, this is
praiseworthy.
Here, the arc from degradation
to praise seems straightforward
in the first line: We were slaves
(degradation) and God took us
out (praise)—echoing Shmuel/
Rava’s opinion in the Talmud. But
the paragraph goes on to identify
another form of praise: telling the
story. The more one talks about the
Exodus, the more praiseworthy
(meshubah) one is. This linguistic
connection between the shevah of
the Mishnah and the meshubah of
the act of telling brings the story
into a different focus: The arrival
at the end of the journey is not one
of leaving Egypt or of entering the
land or of committing to God. It
is the act of telling that is the end
of the journey. This brings us to the
present moment. For both Rav and
Shmuel/Rava the entire arc of the
story is firmly in the past. For Ha
Lahma Anya the arc ends in the
future. This section identifies the
praise with the present activity. We
reach praise when we tell the story.
As you gather at your Seder to
share stories this year, ask yourself which narrative speaks to you?
How might you find your way to
shevah (praise) this year?
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tension at the heart of our
Seder practice is functionalism and symbolism.
How much is it supposed to feel
like a unique, ritual evening, unlike
any other night of the year, something which truly merits the Mah
Nishtanah? Or how much is it
more like a high-end dinner party,
fundamentally like other meals we
could put on at other times, but with
added religious meaning? What
aspects of the Seder are present for
functional reasons (like the meal in
Shulhan Orekh), and what aspects

are layered with symbolic meaning
(like hiding the Afikoman)?
One illustration of this tension is the
practice of reclining. The Mishnah
(Pesahim 10:1) describes the participants in the Seder as “reclining.”
But for the Mishnah, this is not
remarkable at all—it is the practice
at all fancy meals, a contemporary
Roman dining custom for guests to
recline while their servants served
them.1 However, so unusual for
us is reclining that that one of our
questions in Mah Nishtanah shows

1 See Tosefta Berakhot 5:5ff, which describes proper dining etiquette, beginning its
discussion with the question: “What is the order of reclining?” Also see e.g. Mishnah
Berakhot 6:6 and Mishnah Sanhedrin 2:1.
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specific surprise at this practice
(“on every other night, we eat
whether sitting or reclining; but
on this night, we all recline”)!2
Some modern rabbinic authorities were aware of this discrepancy
and tried to stamp out the practice
because “free people do not recline
[anymore], and in fact sitting
normally is the true way [for us]
of sitting in freedom.”3 In those
words, you can see an assumed
symbolic meaning: The point of
reclining is to act like free people,
it is a reenactment of our freedom.
Therefore, to the extent that
reclining would no longer carry the
symbolic meaning of “freedom,”
we should replace it with another
practice that does, e.g. “sitting.”
But the Mishnah doesn’t have to
ask that question. In the times of
the Mishnah, it is just a fact that
people recline at a formal meal.
Another example is the four cups
of wine. These cups to us are synonymous with the Seder itself—when
else in the year do we drink a
prescribed four cups? But this
impression is an illusion created by

the way that the Mishnah anchors
its description of the Seder around
them. In fact, three of these cups of

another cup along with the main
course of food and conversation
(Magid and Shulhan Orekh, see
Pesahim 10:7). Finally, the meal
concludes with Birkat Ha-Mazon,
sanctified with wine (10:7).

Leave the
world of
functionality
and move
into
the world
of ritual.

Once we account for the appetizer,
the main course, and dessert, there
is only one cup that is unique to the
Seder! Only the fourth cup, said
over Birkat Ha-Shir (the blessing
said over Hallel) is not already a
standard part of the meal.4 This
is the totally unique part of the
evening: Hallel is only ever said
during the day except at Seder night,
so to accompany this blessing for
this special joy, the Mishnah has an
additional cup of wine.5 Perhaps
one line of Hallel in particular
created this connection: “I will
lift the cup of salvation” (Psalm
116:13). At other times during the
year, this is metaphorical, but on
Seder night, the time celebrating
our salvation, we can literally lift
up our cup while we make the
blessing.

wine are a totally pedestrian part of
any dinner party. The meal begins
with an appetizer course and is
accompanied by the cup that we
also use for Kiddush (see Pesahim
10:4). It then proceeds with

According to the Mishnah, then,

2 This question is not found in any manuscripts of the Mishnah, nor is it mentioned in either Talmud.

3 Ra’aviah (12th-13th century Ashkenaz), as reported in Hagahot Maimoniot, Laws of Hametz and Matzah, the work of 13th century R.
Meir Ha-Kohen. You can learn more about people’s problems with reclining in section IV here: https://www.hadar.org/torah-resource/
category-shifts-jewish-law-and-practice

4 Every recitation of Hallel (Psalms 113-118) or something like Hallel (e.g. the daily Hallel of Psalms 145-150 in Pesukei De-Zimrah) in
our liturgy ends with a blessing that is something like ( מלך מהולל בתשבחותat the end of Hallel) or ( אל מלך גדול בתשבחותYishtabah, at
the end of Pesukei De-Zimrah). This blessing is essentially Birkat Ha-Shir, and apparently—at least at Seder night—came with a cup of
wine.
5 The Mishnah then, at 10:7, goes to clarify exactly this for its audience. “Between these cups (i.e. #1-#3), if he wants to drink—he
drinks”—since these are the normal cups of a meal, you can have as much as you want. “But between the third and fourth [cups]—he
should not drink”—since the fourth cup is beyond the meal and associated with the ritual of Birkat Ha-Shir when the meal is over. I.e.
cup #4 is the only special cup.
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it is not surprising that there are
(three) cups of wine at the Seder,
and there is no reason to investigate the cups’ symbolic meanings.
We don’t today try to understand
the symbolic meaning behind the
arrangement of the plate between
the knife and fork or the fact we sit
at the dining room table on chairs.
Similarly for the Mishnah there is
no reason to find religious significance behind the appetizer, main
course, and dessert wine. The only
unique cup is the fourth, which
accompanies the surprising inclusion of Hallel. Ultimately, then, the
four cups of wine are entirely functional—three for a normal meal,
one for Hallel.
Over time, however, we see that—
just like reclining—these cups
leave the Mishnah’s world of
functionality and move into the
world of ritual. This is the starting
point in the Talmud Yerushalmi
(Pesahim 10:1 / 37c-d) where the
nature of these cups is interrogated
from every conceivable angle: How
much is a cup? Can you drink all
four cups at once? Can you drink
the minimum amount split up
between multiple cups? Can you
fulfil your obligation with wine
that doesn’t belong to you (because
it was grown during the Shemittah
year)? What about spiced wine?
Low quality wine? Does it have
to be red wine specifically? The
very fact that these questions are
considered interesting shows that

we have moved away from casual
meal customs and towards law. For
our shabbat meals, for example, we
don’t have extensive legal discussion on the placement and content

We move
through
the dream
and
emerge
at the end,
awake.

of our silverware. Yes, shabbat
dinner should feel like a high-end
meal and probably has at least a
main course and dessert, so we are
certainly likely to set a place with
fork, knife, and spoon—but that’s
where our concerns end. There is
no text that questions: How many
forks? Should they be placed on
the right or left of the plate? And
so on. But this is the world that the
Yerushalmi inhabits with regard to
the four cups of wine.
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Hand-in-hand with the ritual and
legal development development
of the four cups is an added layer
of symbolic meaning. In the same
sugya that discusses all of those
fine points of law, the Yerushalmi
discusses the significance of the
four cups and the fact that there are
four of them. It provides, fittingly,
four different interpretations of
these cups. Each interpretation
suggests a different way of thinking
about the Seder, a different journey
that we are on, a different set of
meanings we are trying to access or
instil in the participants. We will
deal with each one in turn.
#1 Four Redemptions

 כנגד:רבי יוחנן בשם ר' בנייה
 "לכן אמור לבני.ארבע גאולות
ישראל אני ה' והוצאתי אתכם
[מתחת סבלת מצרים והצלתי
אתכם מעבדתם וגאלתי אתכם
]בזרוע נטויה ובשפטים גדלים
.ולקחתי אתכם לי לעם" וגומר
 ולק־. וגאלתי. והצלתי.והוצאתי
.)ז-ו:חתי (שמות ו
Rabbi Yohanan in the
name of Rabbi Benayah:
Corresponding to the four
redemptions. “Therefore,
say to the Israelites: I am
YHVH, I will bring you
out [from the labors of the
Egyptians and save you from
their bondage; I will redeem
you with an outstretched arm
and through extraordinary
chastisements;] and I will

take you to be My people”—
(i) I will bring you out, (ii)
I will save you, (iii) I will
redeem you, (iv) I will take
you (Exodus 6:6-7).
According to this midrashic
tradition, each of the four cups
correspond to a different verb of
redemption.6 With each cup, we
come closer to being redeemed
from slavery. A Seder where this
is the primary frame of symbolic
reference tells a story beginning

in our slavery and ending in our
freedom. God is the central actor,
who saves us in order to be God’s
people, who removes us from being
slaves to the Egyptians and allows
us to serve God instead. Each cup
in the Seder brings us closer to our
freedom, to our fruition as people
who can serve God over any other
master. The message is: be faithful
to God since God is the one who
brought us out. The cups are the
experiential, ritualized marker of
this message.

This interpretation fits extremely
well with the Haggadah’s framing.
In the traditional text, Moses is
never explicitly mentioned; the
real hero of our story is God. The
redemption that is discussed there
is the historical redemption from
Egypt. Both of these are epitomized by these four verbs.
In truth, though, the story of our
freedom doesn’t really begin in the
book of Exodus. Rather, it begins
in the story of Joseph saving his

6 This also leads you down the path to five cups since there is actually a fifth verb in verse 8: והבאתי, “and I will bring you to the Land.”
This in itself is a fascinating view of the Seder—a story without its ending—played out in “The Journey and the (Elusive) Destination,”
found at https://mechonhadar.s3.amazonaws.com/mh_torah_source_sheets/CJLIParashatVaera5774.pdf. (Although it seems that the
idea of a fifth cup originated in Geonic times independently of the number of verbs in the verses).
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family in Egypt. And this is the
context for the second set of verses:
#2 Four Cups of Pharaoh

 כנגד:רבי יהושע בן לוי אמר
 "וכוס.ארבעה כוסות שלפרעה
 "ואשחט אותם אל."פרעה בידי
 "ואתן את הכוס."כוס פרעה
.)יא:על יד פרעה" (בראשית מ
'"ונתת כוס [פ]רעה בידו" וגו
.)יג:(מ
Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi
said: Corresponding to the
four cups of Pharaoh. “The
cup of Pharaoh in my hand.”

“I pressed them into the
cup of Pharaoh.” “I placed
the cup next to Pharaoh”
(Genesis 40:11). “You will
place the cup of Pharaoh in
his hand” (40:13).
The image of Pharaoh’s cup is
taken from the cupbearer’s dream
that Joseph interprets while
imprisoned. With each cup, we
participate in the cupbearer’s
dream that leads to his ultimate
redemption and restoration to
Pharaoh’s right hand. Maybe, then,
we are the cupbearer in his dream.

Or perhaps we are Joseph interpreting it. After all, Joseph’s
meteoric rise to the viceroyship
begins when he tells the cupbearer
to relate to Pharaoh what he did.
Perhaps the message of this Seder
is that, though we may be imprisoned now, we can dream of being
free like Joseph or the cupbearer—a personal redemption, rather
than a national one.
Or, perhaps, we are really Pharaoh!
Then it would be a Seder of
reversal. Not only are we free from
Egypt, but we have now become
kings in our own right.7

7 Or perhaps the Yerushalmi is referring to a midrashic tradition known from Bereishit Rabbah 88:5 that the details of the cupbearer’s
dream refer to the Exodus. See Korban Ha-Edah and Penei Moshe, commentators in the Vilna edition of the Yerushalmi, Pesahim 88b,
s.v. ke-neged arba kosot shel par’oh.
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This Seder is not so much the
experience of redemption that we
saw above, but rather the dream
of redemption. Our night, already
a time that blurs the boundaries
between dream and reality, takes
on an ethereal quality.8 With each
cup, we move through the dream
and emerge at the end, awake, with
a promised freedom to come.
The third opinion moves us from
our personal freedom now to the
ultimate freedom still to come at
the end of days.
#3 Four Kingdoms

of our Seder with Tzafun, eating
the part of the Afikoman we kept
for the future, and hoping fervently
for the prophet Elijah to come.

The
Seder
is about
our
freedom.

 כנגד ארבעה:רבי לוי אמר
.מלכיות
Rabbi Levi said:
Corresponding to the four
kingdoms.
There are, in the tradition of the
prophet Daniel, precisely four
kingdoms that will rise and fall
before the end of days.9 With
each cup, in this Seder we celebrate the fall of yet another wicked
kingdom, another step closer to the
ultimate redemption: the end of
all tyranny over Jews. The Exodus
from Egypt is but one step in the
larger arc of the world. We start the
Seder with the Exodus and move
to our ultimate redemption at the
end of days, mirroring the structure

The three interpretations so far
are cited in the name of a single
sage, but there is a fourth majority
opinion (in the name of “the
rabbis” in general):
#4 Four Cups of Punishment/
Comfort

 כנגד ד' כוסות של־:ורבנן אמרי
פורענות שהקב"ה עתיד להשקות
את אומות העולם… וכנגד עתיד
הקב"ה להשקות את ישראל
.ארבע כוסות שלנחמות
But the Rabbis said:
Corresponding to the four
cups of punishment that

8 See R. Avi Killip’s essay in this very volume, “When Redemption Comes at Night.”

the Holy Blessed One will
make the nations of the
world drink in the future…
and corresponding to the
four cups of comfort that the
Holy Blessed One will make
Israel drink in the future.
The majority opinion has two
sets of symbols simultaneously:
The cups at the same time represent the punishment for the other
nations—those who have not
accepted God and made Jews’ lives
terrible on earth—in the end of
days, and the comfort for Israel
when they are finally vindicated
in the world to come. This Seder
places us in an us-them opposition, that our redemption was as
much about punishing the Egyptians as freeing our people, that
each cup is both God’s punishment
for our enemies and reward for us.
The Seder is about our freedom,
and the punishment of those who
tried to prevent that freedom—
one that emphasizes our Shefokh
Hamatkha paragraph, calling for
God to bring wrath on the other
nations. It is vengeful and particularistic on the one hand, but also
focusing on the perfect future for
those who have accepted God and
the true path, on the other.
The normal rules would suggest
that when individual sages disagree
with a majority opinion (“the

9 According to Korban Ha-Edah s.v. ke-neged arba malkhuyot, intended here are: Babylon, Persia, Greece, and Rome.
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rabbis”), the majority opinion
should win the argument. That
may also be the function of putting
this interpretation last in the series
of four—by ending with it, the
text emphasizes it. If this were
true, then this may be incredibly
troubling for us, that the main
takeaway the Talmud Yerushalmi
wants us to have is to think of our
Seders as an exercise in vengeance!
There are ways to justify a picture
like this: At the time, our rabbis felt
keenly the persecution of Rome
in their own homeland, perhaps
it is only natural that the time to
celebrate our freedom would take
on vengeful undertones in such
a world.10 Even so, that doesn’t
exactly help us encountering this
text in a world that may feel quite
different to us (although perhaps
not as different as we may hope).
Nonetheless, I think there are
two factors that point against this
interpretation as the favored one.
Firstly, it happened that this was
not the most long-lasting or widespread interpretation to arise from
this passage—the first explanation
takes this crown, the one which is
most consonant with the text of
our Haggadah. Therefore, in the
long arc of Jewish history, this was
not in fact the “majority opinion.”
Secondly, the Talmud itself softens

this interpretation even as it
quotes it. The first three visions of
the Seder all have a one-to-one
correlation between cup and verse
(one verb of redemption, one of
Pharaoh’s cups, one kingdom).
This fourth version, on the other
hand, has an awkward two-to-one
correlation: Each cup is simultaneously the cup of vengeance for our
enemies and the cup of comfort
for us. Why this odd doubling?
Perhaps this was in order that you
shouldn’t walk away from this
passage thinking that the Seder
is all about vengeance; it is also
about comfort in Jewish identity,
the comfort that God provides us
through redemptions, large and
small.
At the end of the day, then, the
Yerushalmi leaves it open to us as
to which of these four visions of
the Seder resonate with us most,
each of which is anchored around
the four cups. And these visions
of the Seder are dramatically
different. Do we emphasize God’s
miraculous role in our historical redemption from Egypt? Or
live through the dream of our
own personal redemption? Do we
consider our Exodus as one step in
a larger project of liberation? Or is
the Seder the time to celebrate our
freedom and the eventual punish

ment of those who tried to prevent
it?
Regardless of which interpretation you may want to take to your
Seder, the Yerushalmi is only able
to anchor the Seder’s meaning
around the cups in this way
because they have become a unique
aspect of the Seder for them. They
have become symbolic instead of
functional. The story of the cups
is one of creating deep meaning
out of something that originally
had very little. Perhaps the most
“authentic” translation of the
Mishnah’s instruction to have four
cups of wine at the Seder to our
world would be the rule: “Make
sure you have a bottle of wine!” But
this would miss the symbolism that
these cups had for the Yerushalmi
and for us, how they punctuate
and define our Seder experience,
and fill the night with layers of
meaning.
As far as we are concerned, the
cups are the Seder, and we are
remade into a people every year
through them. This year, then,
drink your four cups and ask: What
kind of a people do you want us to
be?

10 The Shfokh Hamatkha paragraph was also likely written as a response to the Crusades, its origin being in some early Ashkenazi
Haggadot, and mentioned by the Tosafot (12th century France) on Talmud Bavli Berakhot 14a.
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he step of the Seder called
Koreykh—combining
matzah and maror—is one
of our more puzzling traditions. It
may seem obscure or trivial, but it
represents nothing less than the
miracle that we have a Passover
Seder at all, in light of the fact that
we lack what was at its heart—
the Passover sacrifice. In this vein,
Koreykh represents much more than
early rabbinic culinary traditions
and the proto-sandwich. This “sandwich,” missing its main contents,
becomes a catalyst for a rabbinic
approach to mitzvot that is singularly focused on finding abundance
in lack, and savoring the power of
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every mitzvah rather than being
overwhelmed by chaos and loss.
After eating matzah and maror in
two separate steps of the Seder,
we go ahead and eat them again—
together. This step of the Seder
seems anticlimactic. Each mitzvah
already got center stage, with dedicated attention to their distinctive
tastes and resonances. What is
added by having them share a spotlight? What is the point of bundling
these mitzvot together?
Besides its triviality, the problem
of Koreykh is all the more stark in
light of a principle against bundling

mitzvot together: אין עושין מצוות
,“ חבילות חבילותMitzvot are not
performed in bundles.”1 Thus, the
matzah-maror sandwich is at best
extraneous, and at worst wrong!
What is the point of this bundling
of matzah and maror?
Hillel’s sandwich seems to come
from a straightforward reading
of the biblical text. God dictates
“On matzot and bitter herbs they
shall eat it [the Passover sacrifice]”
(Numbers 9:11). This instruction
links all three ritual food items
together. The Torah might suggest
this combination because it tastes
good, like a hamburger on a bun

with lettuce. Or it may be that this
is a way to eat on the run, grabbing
a sandwich before hitting the road.
The Koreykh comes to reject both
of those interpretations. At face
value, Hillel’s tradition of eating
the Passover sacrifice with matzah
and maror seems to suggest that
these mitzvot are interdependent—
the only way to fulfill any of them
is to fulfill all of them at once.
Taken to the extreme, this would
mean that, without the Passover
sacrifice, there is no mitzvah of
matzah and maror! In the wake of
the destruction of the Temple we
would be staring into a void, left

1 See, e.g., Babylonian Talmud Sotah 8a.
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with no mitzvah to eat anything on
the eve of Passover.
Instead, the Talmud deploys Hillel
to teach the opposite lesson: that
the mitzvot of matzah and maror,
far from being interdependent and
now defunct without the Passover
sacrifice, are actually independently
powerful.

.תלמוד בבלי זבחים עט
 כשם שאין:דאמר רבי אלעזר
 כך אין,מצות מבטלות זו את זו
.איסורין מבטלין זו את זו
 אין מצות:מאן שמעת ליה דאמר
?מבטלות זו את זו

 אמרו עליו על: דתניא,הלל היא
הלל הזקן שהיה כורכן בבת אחת
 על מצות: משום שנאמר,ואוכלן
.ומרורים יאכלוהו
Babylonian Talmud
Zevahim 79a
As R. Elazar said: Just as
mitzvot don’t nullify each
other, so too forbidden foods
don’t nullify each other.
Who taught him that
mitzvot don’t nullify each
other?
It is Hillel, as it is taught:
They said about Hillel the
elder that he would wrap
them [matzah, maror,
Passover sacrifice] into one
unit and eat them, since it
is said “Eat it on matzot and
bitter herbs.”
The Talmud takes for granted that
matzah and maror are unique and
independent mitzvot, and Hillel’s
sandwich then becomes a locus
for magnifying the power of each
separately, rather than a model
where they are interdependent and
meaningless without each other
and without the Passover sacrifice. This leads into a larger theory
of mitzvot, where the identity of
mitzvot in general are so strong,
they aren’t diluted when mixed
with other mitzvot.

We could have looked at the Hillel
sandwich without the meat of the
Passover sacrifice and decided
—עיקר חסר מן הספרthere is no
“there” there—and chucked the
whole thing. Instead, our rabbis see
it as an opportunity to see abundance and strength, and to amplify
the power of each and every
mitzvah.

We
should
savor
the taste
of each
mitzvah.
This remarkable swerve in the
Talmud can be better understood
by reflecting upon the logic of the
analogy between forbidden foods
and mitzvah foods. R. Elazar
extends the same principle to
forbidden foods: when they are
mixed together, they don’t nullify
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each other; each forbidden item
remains in full force. The idea
behind R. Elazar’s position on
forbidden foods is probably rooted
in a robust psychological notion of
taboo. If you think of a food item
as forbidden, as taboo, then it will
be impossible to ignore even if it is
mixed with other items. The taboo
draws your attention.
Going in the reverse logical direction from what the Talmud spells
out: the same psychological attention to taboo for a forbidden item
should apply to mitzvot, but in a
positive direction. In the Talmud’s
view of the Hillel sandwich, it
teaches us that we should hyper-attuned to the taste of mitzvot, just as
we are hyper-attuned to forbidden
items. We should savor the taste of
each mitzvah so strongly we won’t
lose track of its taste even if it is
mixed with others. And we cannot
lose track of mitzvot that come our
way even in the wake of many that
don’t.
In lives where so much constantly
draws our attention, and when we
might often notice absence and
lack more than presence, I invite
us to treat the Hillel sandwich
as an opportunity to savor the
unique power of each mitzvah we
encounter.
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he plagues that God visits
upon the Egyptians confuse
and disturb many contemporary readers. What are all these
“signs and portents” meant to
accomplish? Is this just an extended
revenge fantasy, or is there a deeper
meaning here? What does this
narrative teach us about the nature
of the world?
Imagine living in a world in which
violating the laws of morality leads
inexorably to consequences in the
world of nature. Faced with the fear
and pain of living in what appears to
be a cold, unfeeling cosmos, where
immorality seems to have no inevitable consequence, the possibility of

inhabiting such a morally ordered
world is appealing. But on another
level, faced with the reality of our
own failures and shortcomings, the
thought of living in such a universe
can be, frankly, terrifying. We yearn
for such a world, and yet we can’t
really bear the thought of it.
Large parts of Tanakh describe just
such a world. For the Tanakh, Bible
scholar H.H. Schmid notes, “law,
nature, and politics are only aspects
of one comprehensive order of
creation.” Therefore, “an offense in
the legal realm obviously has effects
in the realm of nature (drought,
famine) or in the political sphere
(threat of the enemy).”1 A violation

1 H. H. Schmid, “Creation, Righteousness, and Salvation: ‘Creation Theology’ as the Broad
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in one sphere, in other words, often
yields consequences in another.
Sometimes the consequence of
sinful action is effected “automatically, by inner necessity.”
What follows upon a human
action is natural, intrinsic. Thus,
for example, the book of Proverbs
teaches that “He who digs a pit will
fall in it, and whoever rolls a stone,
it will roll back on him” (Proverbs
26:27). At other times, however,
God actively intervenes to connect
an action to its consequence. The
story of the plagues is among the
most dramatic examples of active
divine intervention to ensure that
wicked behavior is punished.
Schmid points out that these
two modes of act and effect—
the automatic and the divinely
enacted—are not really contradictory, in that the inner logic of the
created world is attributed to God
in any case. In other words, since
God created the world and established its inner logic, a seemingly
automatic consequence is still
implicitly an act of God.2
But what is God doing in Egypt?
What are these shocking, staggering, overwhelming plagues
meant to signify? Is God just
randomly pulling out all the stops

at God’s disposal to punish an evil
Pharaoh, or is something else less
obvious also at play?
The first chapter of the book of
Exodus presents Pharaoh not
merely as the oppressor of Israel,
but as a cruel tyrant at war with
the forces of life itself. The text tells
us that the Israelites “were fertile
(paru) and prolific; they multiplied (vayirbu) and increased very
greatly” (Exodus 1:7). The reader
cannot but hear the resonances
of God’s blessings to humanity in
Genesis 1: “Be fertile (peru) and
increase (revu), fill the earth…”
(Genesis 1:28). God’s blessings of
fruitfulness and God’s commitment to life are being played out
among the children of Israel,
and seeing this, Pharaoh seeks
to thwart the people’s growth
and, by extension, the divine plan
(Exodus 1:8-22). Pharaoh is firmly
entrenched on the side of death,
while God is lined up on the side
of life. This is expressed beautifully but understatedly in two
opposing phrases in Exodus 1.
Pharaoh expresses anxiety lest
Israel continue to grow in number
(pen yirbeh) (1:10), and moves to
oppress and enslave them. But
the more he oppresses the Israelites, the text tells us, the more

they grow (ken yirbeh) (1:12).
Citing a talmudic teaching, Rashi
comments: “The holy spirit says
thus: ‘You say, lest they grow (pen
yirbeh), but I say, the more they
grew (ken yirbeh).’” The rhyming
contrast captures much of what it
is at stake in the first four parshiyot
of Exodus: pen yirbeh versus ken
yirbeh, an Egyptian ruler bent
on death and destruction on the
one hand, and the God of Israel,
committed to life—and, as will
soon become clear: to the liberation of God’s people—on the
other.
How problematic a figure is
Pharaoh? The Bible imagines him
as both a historical figure and a
mythological one3—his arrogance
and murderousness represent
an assault on creation itself. The
prophet Ezekiel imagines Pharaoh
brazenly announcing, “My Nile
is my own; I made it for myself.”
Tellingly, God refers to Pharaoh,
whom God is about to slay, as “the
mighty sea monster” (ha-tanim
ha-gadol) (Ezekiel 29:3; cf. 32:2).
This starkly mythological image
has a very clear meaning: In a
variety of (starkly mythological)
biblical texts, God establishes the
world by slaying the sea monster,
who symbolizes the forces of

Horizon of Biblical Theology,” in Bernhard W. Anderson, ed., Creation in the Old Testament (1984), pp. 102-117. Passage cited is on p.
105

2 Schmid, “Creation,” p. 106. A version of this insight will later be critical to Maimonides’ understanding of how a non-interventionist
God nevertheless “acts” in the natural world.

3 Terence E. Fretheim, “The Plagues as Ecological Sings of Historical Disaster,” Journal of Biblical Literature 110/3 (1991), pp. 385-396.
See esp. p. 385n4.
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evil and chaos which threaten to
overrun God’s plans for a good,
ordered world.4 Pharaoh is thus
a living embodiment of everything that works to undermine the
world. As Bible scholar Terence
Fretheim puts it, “Egypt is considered a historical embodiment of
the forces of chaos, threatening
to undo God’s creation.”5 This
is likely also why Exodus imagines God defeating Pharaoh by
splitting water (Exodus 14:2122)—just as God created the world
in part by splitting water (Genesis
1:6-7). The defeat of Pharaoh
is a victory of creation, and for
creation. It represents the triumph
of life over the forces of death.
How is all this related to the
plagues? God wants life to thrive
and proliferate, and God’s blessings begin to be fulfilled among
the Israelites. With his genocidal
edicts, Pharaoh declares himself
an enemy of life and creation.
Fretheim astutely analyzes what
happens next: “God is portrayed in
these texts as active in judgment,
that is, in the interplay of Pharaoh’s
sin and its consequences… but
in effect God gives Pharaoh up
to reap the ‘natural’ consequences

of his anticreation behaviors.” In
other words, Fretheim writes, “the
consequences are cosmic, because
the sins are creational.”6 God
acts—forcefully and seemingly

The defeat
of Pharaoh
represents
the triumph
of life over
the forces of
death.

without restraint—and yet there
remains an intrinsic link between
the kind of violations Pharaoh
commits and the kind of fallout he
faces. God uses the forces of nature
to enforce the moral law.

4 See, for example, Psalm 74:13-14.

5 Terence E. Fretheim, Exodus (1991), p. 166.
6 Fretheim, Exodus, p. 111.
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The plagues are comprehensive in
their scope; they devastate every
aspect of creation. God is both
undoing creation—the culture of
death, God seems to be warning,
will reap death—and demonstrating that God, and God alone,
is ultimate Master over it. Recall
Ezekiel’s portrayal of Pharaoh,
insolently insisting that he made
the Nile for himself. How does
God respond? By turning the Nile
into blood. Pharaoh makes the
ultimate anti-religious declaration—everything I have, I made for
myself. God now starkly reminds
him that he did not create the
world and does not ultimately
control it. Describing the first
plague, the text tells us that Aaron
is to take his staff and hold out his
arm over all of the “gatherings”
(mikveh) of water in Egypt, leading
them to become blood (Exodus
7:19). The text underscores the
connection between creation and
the plagues. Bible scholar Ziony
Zevit draws our attention to the
the Hebrew word for “gatherings,” mikveh, and reminds us that
we have seen it before, when God
splits the waters on the third day
of creation (Genesis 1:10-11).
This obvious linguistic connection,

he argues, “indicates the cosmic
import of the plague.”7
The two final plagues provide the
best evidence, I think, for seeing
the plagues as God’s undoing,
or dismantling, of creation. In
Genesis, the process of creation
gets started with God’s creation of
light (Genesis 1:3). In the penultimate plague, God brings darkness
over Egypt (Exodus 10:21-23),
symbolically returning it to a state
of primordial chaos. Here nature
comes to reflect morality: moral
darkness yields natural darkness.
Perhaps worried that we will miss
the connection, Exodus offers
another subtle allusion to Genesis.
Just as God had separated light
from darkness in the creation
story (Genesis 1:4), so here also
God separates light from darkness: Whereas the Egyptians are
engulfed in deep darkness, “all the
Israelites enjoyed light in their
dwellings” (Exodus 10:23).8
The last plague is the death of
the firstborn, and it will soon be
followed by the drowning of all the
Egyptians at sea. This constitutes,
Zevit suggests, an “obverse echo” of

the optimism of Genesis 1. There,
of course, God had brought forth
human life and blessed it; here
God brings forth only death and
devastation.9
“At the end of the narrative in
Exodus,” Zevit remarks, “Israel
looks back over the stilled water of
the sea at a land with no people,
no animals and no vegetation, a
land in which creation has been
undone.”10 For Zevit, the main
point of all this is to demonstrate to Israel that God—and not
Pharaoh or anyone else—is lord of
all creation. That is undoubtedly
part of what takes place here, but
we should not miss the point with
which we started: Pharaoh has
sown death and destruction, and he
reaps what he sows. The “symbiotic
relationship of ethical order and
cosmic order”11 is real and deep;
according to the Torah, the implications of that connection cannot
be escaped.
Is this interpretation of the
plagues obviously correct? I am
honestly not sure. It explains many
aspects of the plague narratives
but certainly not all. I am not sure

such a complex and multifaceted
narrative can be given a simple,
unequivocal interpretation.12 But
something important does seem
to be going on here: The forces of
death and devastation are met with
death and devastation, the forces of
chaos are met with chaos, and are
consumed by the ultimate biblical
symbol of chaos—raging water.
We ourselves inhabit a world that
seems to run very differently. Ours
is a world both far more and far less
frightening than that of Exodus—
far more, in that life can all too
often seem utterly random; far less,
in that the connection of action
and consequence in our world is far
looser than in Exodus, and we do
not always face the consequences
of our actions (or inaction). We
have moved to a world in which
God’s presence is subtle and elusive
rather than thunderous and unmistakable. There are vexing questions
here about what has been lost
and what gained as a result of this
transformation. But one thing, it
seems to me, does remain clear: To
worship the God of the Torah is
to serve a God who lines up on the
side of life.

7 Ziony Zevit, “Three Ways to Look at the Ten Plagues,” Bible Review ( June 1990), pp. 16-24. Relevant passage is on p. 22
8 Cf. Zevit, “Three Ways,” p. 23.
9 Zevit, “Three Ways,” p. 23.
10 Zevit, “Three Ways,” p. 23.
11 Fretheim, Exodus, p. 106.

12 For an important scholarly interpretation of Exodus which expresses skepticism about the plagues as a case of un-creation or anticreation, see William H.C. Propp, Exodus 1-18 (1999), pp. 345-346.
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he year I spent living and
traveling in New Zealand
was a year in which I lived
entirely on what I could carry on
my body. All of us backpackers,
bouncing at once together and
separate from hostel to hostel,
were reduced to the same couple
of unwashed t-shirts and pants,
essentialized versions of ourselves,
stripped of what made us distinguishable from one another. It was
a year of living in an exile of sorts,
a chosen exile, but exile nonetheless far from my family, from my
friends, from a version of myself that
I thought I knew.
But, this is not how we normally
understand exile. For hundreds of
thousands of people, exile brings
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with it the very real experience of
immense suffering and loss. When
we think of exile, we think of the
involuntary exile of many forced to
leave their homes driven by violence
and compulsion. We think of being
strangers in a foreign land, a choice
not of our choosing. This is closer
to the exile of Egypt. We may have
gone down to Egypt voluntarily,
seeking food in a time of famine,
but once there, we found ourselves
enslaved at the hand of Pharaoh.
In the Book of Genesis, God tells
Abraham,

יד-יג:בראשית טו
ַו ּ֣י ֹאמֶ ר לְ אַ בְ ָ ֗רם י ֨ ָֹד ַע ּתֵ ֜ ַדע ּכִ י־גֵ ֣ר ׀
יִ הְ יֶ ֣ה ז ְַרע ֲָ֗ך ּבְ ֶ֙א ֶרץ֙ ֣ל ֹא ל ֔ ֶָהם ַועֲבָ ֖דּום
וְ עִ ּנ֣ ּו אֹ ָ ֑תם אַ ְר ַּב֥ע מֵ ֖אֹות ׁשָ ָנֽה׃

ֲׁשר ַיעֲבֹ֖ דּו ָ ּ֣דן אָ ֑ ֹנכִ י
֥ ֶ וְ גַ ֧ם אֶ ת־הַ ּג֛ ֹוי א
וְ אַ ח ֲֵרי־כֵ ֥ן יֵצְ ֖אּו ּבִ ְרכֻ ׁ֥ש ּג ָֽדֹול׃
Genesis 15:13-14
And God said to Abram,
“Know well that your
offspring shall be strangers
in a land not theirs, and
they shall be enslaved and
oppressed four hundred
years; but I will execute
judgment on the nation they
shall serve, and in the end
they shall go free with great
wealth.
For four hundred years, we would
be strangers in a foreign land. We
would be enslaved and oppressed,
separated not only from our land

but also from God. And then we
would go free with great wealth.
Yetziyat miztrayim, the Exodus
from Egypt, marks the redemption
from exile, or at least this particular
exile.
While we may have been redeemed
from our exile in Egypt, that was
just the first of what would become
a series of exiles in which the
Jewish people found themselves
wanderers in a strange land. The
Jewish story is a story of exile. For
many of us, as we make our permanent homes in the Diaspora, we
hold a tension between rootedness
in our home communities and a
religion whose holidays and liturgy
is structured around a continued
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sense of exile. Three times daily, we
pray,

עמידה של חול
 וְ שא.ְּתקַ ע ּבְ ׁשופָר ּגָדול לְ חֵ רּותֵ נּו
 וְ קַ ּבְ צֵ נּו יַחַ ד.נֵס לְ קַ ּבֵ ץ ָּגלֻּיותֵ ינּו
 ּבָ רּוְך אַ ּתָ ה.מֵ אַ ְרּבַ ע ּכַנְ פות הָ אָ ֶרץ
:שראֵ ל
ָ ִ ְמקַ ּבֵ ץ נִ ְדחֵ י עַּמו י,'ה
Weekday Amidah
Sound upon the great shofar
for our freedom and raise
the banner to gather our
exiles, and gather us together
from the four corners of the
earth. Praise are you, God,
who gathers the dispersed of
God’s people Israel.
If exile is not a one-off thing from

which we were redeemed in Egypt,
but rather part and parcel of what
it means to be Jewish, then what is
the meaning of this exile? Why did
God bring us to Egypt to suffer in
exile for hundreds of years only to
redeem us with God’s strong arm?
Is exile only a means to an end, the
end being redemption, or could
there be something redemptive
about the experience of exile itself ?
One of my favorite teachings
comes from the Mishnah of Pirkei
Avot. Rabbi Nehorai teaches,

יד:משנה אבות ד
ּתֹורה
ָ ֱהוֵי גֹולֶה לִ ְמקֹום
Mishnah Avot 4:14
Exile yourself to a place of
Torah.
It is striking that Rabbi Nehorai
chose to use the word exile here.
The exile we know is an exile of
loneliness, an exile that we would
never choose for ourselves but that
is chosen for us, something that
is altogether uncomfortable and
foreign. And yet here we’re being
told that part of learning Torah is
deliberately seeking out an experience of exile. What is this exile
that Rabbi Nehorai encourages us
to seek out? What do we gain from
it? The experience of removing
ourselves from our home, away

1 Yehuda Amichai, Open Closed Open.

from the familiar comforts of
friends, family, and beloved objects,
strips us to our core. We are left
vulnerable. In this exile, we are
exposed to new Torah and, for
once, we are in a position where we
open to receiving it.
The year that I spent backpacking
around New Zealand was perhaps
one of the most formative periods
of my life. Still today, I identify myself as a “backpacker,” as
someone who once carried all
my possessions on my back, who
wandered from place to unknown
place, as I explored a foreign land.
That period of exile helped shape
me into who I am today. In a part
of the world with few Jews, it
awakened in me a desire to live
deeply in Jewish community. It
taught me that sometimes my
own company was enough, that I
had it in me to get myself where I
needed to go and to be okay with
doing it alone. Most of all, it challenged me to see myself as distinct
from my possessions. My identity
wasn’t bound up in the style of my
clothing, in the books on my bookshelf, or in the objects that defined
me. It was something that I carried
inside me, something invisible that
translated into the way I saw the
world and interacted with those
around me.
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This year, when we sit our Seders,
we will celebrate our redemption.
We will praise God’s strong arm
and give thanks for our freedom.
But, the experience of exile will
stick with us. May this experience
of exile teach us the importance of
seeking out new experiences and
the willingness to push ourselves
beyond our boundaries. May we
lean into the discomfort of what
it means to be a stranger and may
this open for us pathways of new
Torah.
Long after our backpacks have
been set aside, we remain backpackers. Generations after we have
been redeemed, we are a people
shaped by our experience in exile.
As the poet Yehudah Amichai
wrote in his poem on Israeli travel,

מה נשאר? המזוודות על הארון
.זה הדבר שנשאר
What remains? The suitcases
on top of the closet, they are
all that remains.1
Long after we return home, those
suitcases connect us to all of the
places we have been and serve as a
reminder of a future exile that may
await.

