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Pesach Greetings
Rabbi Dov Linzer

President, Norman and Tova Bulow Rosh HaYeshiva

Dear Friends,
Pesach is fast approaching even as we are confined to our homes and separated from our extended families.
I wanted to take a moment to express my thanks to you for all of your hard work during this challenging
time.
The core theme of Pesach is that of freedom, and the central mitzvah of the night of the Seder is that
of telling the story of redemption. Telling the story is not just recounting the story of freedom, it is the
ultimate expression of what freedom means. To tell a story is to have control over one’s life, it is the ability
to see oneself as an actor, not just as someone acted upon. A story has a beginning, a middle and an end, it
has an arc; it is about a directed life, not one of monotony where every day looks like every other. The ability
to tell a story reflects and creates the reality that one is the master of her own fate.
The Israelites were commanded to exert this control even when they were still slaves in Egypt. They were
given the mitzvah of sanctifying the new moon, so that it would be they – and not Pharaoh - who would
give structure and meaning to their calendar and their time. They were given the mitzvah of slaughtering
the korban Pesach and putting the blood on the doorframe so it would be they who would act, even in
ways that seemed insignificant, to help protect themselves and their community. And they were given the
mitzvah of telling the story to their children, so that they could own and frame what happened during this
time, they could tell the arc of the story, and they could tell their role in the story.
Our freedom has been greatly curtailed in these recent weeks and might remain so for some time. But
that need not mean that we must be passive, that we must be slaves to our circumstances. There are still
things that we can do and a story that we can tell. About the heroic and self-endangering work that the
health care professionals did every day; how we assisted them by staying at home, by wearing masks, and
taking all possible precautions; how we assisted others by shopping and running errands for them; how
we prayed for those who are ill, how we reached out to friends and family, and finally, how we took control
of our time by structuring our day and finding the proper balance between work, Torah, and mitzvot along
with recreation and self-care.
When our child asks us, “What is the story of the coronavirus? What did you do during that time?” This is
the story that we will tell him or her. A story of confinement and of freedom.
This publication is a gift to the larger community from the students, alumni and faculty of Yeshivat Chovevei
Torah and Yeshivat Maharat, and from members of the International Rabbinic Fellowship, with Torah to
share over the course of the holiday and beyond. May it enlighten your holiday, and may we merit sharing
Torah together in the future in gatherings small and large.
- Rabbi Dov Linzer, Erev Pesach 5780
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A Seder Supplement
in the Age of Coronavirus
Rabbi Avraham “Avi” Weiss
Founding President, Yeshivat Chovevei Torah
Co-founder, Yeshivat Maharat
The Seder this year will be observed during the corona storm. When lifting the seder plate at the outset
of maggid, we will not say “ke’ha lachma anya” – this is LIKE the bread of affliction we as slaves consumed
in Egypt, but ha – this IS the bread ofaffliction, as we are, in the very present, at this very moment, living
through dark times.
What follows are suggestions that relate aspects of the seder to today’s COVID-19 crisis. It is a template
meant to inspire thought where everyone can join in, sharing their own interpretations that reflect this
year’s events.
KADESH
As we conclude the Kiddush, we recite the shehechiyanu blessing. In the midst of the spiraling death count,
we thank God for the gift of life. We remind the Lord of His words in Deuteronomy – “Behold I place before
you life and death, choose life.” We choose life. We implore God to help us, help us live through this plague.
URCHATZ
During these days we are instructed to wash our hands over and over and over. As we do so at the seder
this year, we can recite the following prayer:
In these difficult times, I commit myself, dedicating my hands to doing good for the world; giving
charity; using my hands to help others in physical need; writing words that can make a difference;
raising our hands to reflect the words of the Psalmist, S’eu yedeichem kodesh - lift your hands in
holiness.”
YACHATZ
As we break the matza, we think of those whose lives have been split asunder; stricken with this terrible
disease. We think of those who are sick; family members quarantined who cannot visit their hospitalized
loved ones; the bereaved for whom there is less closure without a funeral, without normal shiva visitations.
FOUR QUESTIONS
Along with the traditional ones, we are also sadly reminded how this Pesach is different from others:
• On all Pesachs, we remember threats that came from visible human enemies, from Pharaoh to Hitler and
beyond. COVID-19 is a humanless enemy – an invisible threat.
• On all Pesachs, we’ve gathered at the seder table with our families and with those in need; tonight, we
come together at our tables in small groups and some are sitting alone.
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• On all Pesachs, we are careful to eat food certified kosher for Passover. The decree of this hour demands
even more. Each box and package must be cleaned and wiped so we are protected from the contagion.
• On all Pesachs, the holiday coincides with the spring season -- allowing us to enjoy God’s natural world in
a time of rebirth. But on this Passover, even as spring arrives, we’ve been forced to remain indoors, unable
to breathe in the rejuvenating air of spring.
LEANING
As we eat and tell the story, we recline on our sides, symbolic of freedom. This year, as we lean, we remind
ourselves that only by leaning on each other will we make it through.
THE FOUR CHILDREN
Perhaps it can be suggested this year that they represent four different stages in life. As infants, we don’t
know how to ask questions (she’eino yodeah lishol). As young children, we ask questions simply (tam). As we
grow into our teen years and beyond, we are sometimes mischievous and rebellious in the questions we
ask (rasha). As seniors, we are blessed with the wisdom of life experiences (chacham).
This year we acknowledge that society has been sensitive to the older, more vulnerable population. Over
the millennia there have been societies who, in crisis, have sacrificed the less fit. We have so far by and large
passed the test of community as our world has done much to protect the elderly and infirmed. Let us hope
that our community continues to protect those chachamim and zekeinim, those most in need.
MAGGID
For me, the Haggadah text that jumps out these days are the Biblical words describing God’s listening to our
anguished cries in Egypt when their pain reached the heavens (va’nitzak, va’yishma). The Psalmist similarly
writes, “I am with you in your distress – Imo Anochi Be’tzarah.” This verse not only refers to acknowledging
God after we’ve been saved, but the belief that even beforehand, even when we are still suffering, God is
with us. As God listened to our cries in Egypt, we respectfully ask today – Are You, O Merciful God, listening
now?
DAYENU
Just like in the famous song where we articulate thanks each step of the way, today we have the chance to
offer thanks to the heroes who have stepped up for all of us. Some suggestions:
• If we were only blessed with truckers who deliver food to our grocery stores, and clerks who shelve them
and workers who carry them to our homes – dayenu.
• If we were only blessed with police and firefighters who walk the streets to protect us, risking their lives
to save us – dayenu.
• If we were only blessed with hospital custodians, pharmacists, EMTs, nurses and doctors on the front lines
who administer to the sick, doing all they can to heal them – dayenu.
RABBAN GAMLIEL’S PESACH
Here, we recall the Angel of Death passing over our homes in Egypt, sparing those inside. During these days,
too, it’s critical to stay home, “blocking” the virus from entry.
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TZAFUN
We eat the afikoman, symbol of redemption, whose time is tzafun – literally, hidden. One of the great
challenges of COVID-19 is the fear, the uncertainty, yes, the hiddenness – we just don’t know when we will
be free of its horrors.
ELIJAH THE PROPHET
In these times, we are told not to open the door for anyone. Yet, there is one exception--the mystical figure
of Eliyahu HaNavi. As he enters our homes, he is our sole guest, and hope that next year or even sooner, we
will be able to welcome him in together with our families and friends.
HALLEL
Min ha-meitzar, from distress will come relief. During these difficult times, our communities have rallied and
come closer. When it’s over, we pray, we will be stronger than ever. As Leonard Cohen wrote: “There is a crack
in everything, that’s how the light gets in.”
NISHMAT
This prayer accentuates the holiness of every human being – a necessary prerequisite to redemption.
Nishmat Kol Chai teaches that we’re all in this together. This virus knows no color, no nationality, no ethnic
group, no border. May we transition from reactively to proactively recognizing our commonality, this year
and beyond.
CHATZI HALAYLA
Night is the metaphor for despair. Midnight represents its peak. As we acknowledge how we have overcome
midnights throughout history, we know, we just know, that with God’s help this night of night will also be
overcome.
CHAD GADYA
The opening words of this last song of the seder may be a play on the word aggadata – life is an Aggadic
tale that is hard to understand. But just like we sing playfully the story of Chad Gadya, often, too, in the
direst of circumstances, we must remember to laugh. And the memes, videos and jokes that are going
around can serve to balm our emotions at this tragic time.
HATIKVAH
My parents would always end the Seder by singing the Hatikvah as an expression that the redemption,
especially with the establishment of the State of Israel is already upon us. The words ring powerfully these
days – od lo avda tikvateinu – we will forever be hopeful, we will overcome.
Yes, with patience, trust and will, we’ll make it. Patience, no matter how long it takes; trust in God, in our
healers; and personal resolve, as the rabbis say, ein davar she’omed bifnei haratzon – nothing stands in the
way of the will.
On this Passover, too, we pray that we will begin the journey from twilight to dawn, from darkness to light.
Lu yehi – if only.
Rav Avi wishes to thank Rabbi Aaron Frank and Rabbi Ezra Seligsohn for their input and encouragement.
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Chaos in Seder
Rabba Sara Hurwitz
Co-founder and President, Yeshivat Maharat

We emerged just a few weeks ago from the chaos of Purim. Purim is the quintessential holiday of chaos. As
Rabbi Tzadok Hakohen of Lublin explains, unlike all other holidays on the Jewish calendar, Purim is picked
randomly by a goral by a lottery (Resisei Layla, 18).
And how chaotic our lives have been since just before Purim. The effects of Covid-19 have thrown our lives
into disarray. With each passing day as we learn about more loved ones who are ill or have died, our lives
are thrown even deeper into chaos.
And, now, as Pesach comes, I am seeking some order.
Pesach is the quintessential holiday of order. Seder, means order, and the meal is a compilation of rituals
that have precise measurements, precise timing, and precise ways in which we perform them. Even the
structure of the seder is ordered- there are four sections, each made up of a question, story, thanks, and
praise. From kiddush, right down to chad gadya, the story of seeing that God is the ultimate source in a
seemingly chaotic world, there is order.
And yet, with all the attempted order, if your seder is anything like ours has been in past years, you know
how disordered it can be. Little kids may be running around; someone inevitably spills wine or grape juice
everywhere, someone falls asleep before the end; and in my house, little toy frogs get launched around the
table at random moments.
And, in fact, many of the rituals, on deeper inspection do not fit the framework of “order.” One of these
disordered moments is the often overlooked ritual of yachatz- that moment when we break the middle
matzah- half to be eaten after making motzi-matza, and half will become the afikomen. The truth is,
breaking the matzah at that moment makes no sense. The entire section related to matzah comes after the
maggid section- shouldn’t we break the matza right before we wash and eat? In fact, this was the minhag
of many, including even Rambam () רמב”ם הלכות חמץ ומצה פרק ח הלכה ו.
So, why break the matza early on in the seder? There are many answers to this question. But for me, the
point is that as soon as we settle into the seder, we interrupt the logical order, and introduce brokenness.
Introduce chaos. It seems that the authors of the haggadah knew all too well, what we have come to
inherently understand this year. Chaos is inevitable.
And so the task ahead, I believe, is embracing both ethics: of striving for seder- finding order when possible
AND equally leaning into the chaos, represented by the brokenness of yachatz. In the midst of ordered,
organized rituals, we must recognize that there is much loss in the world, and give space to acknowledge
that brokenness. We must also embrace the unknown, that which we cannot control. We cannot control
who ultimately will succumb to the virus. We cannot control how others choose to react to this new reality.
And I work on accepting this, allowing disorder to wash over me, all the while seeking ways that I can bring
order into our lives. The ways in which I can control our environments, how we can keep ourselves as safe
as possible by staying home, and by social distancing. How we can control finding small ways to bring
joy to our Pesach celebration. How we can practice radical empathy for those in need, and also be kind to
ourselves.
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One final thought. The Gemara in Pesachim (115b) explains that yachatz is associated with lechem oni, with
poor man bread. We break the matza right before we recite: “ha lachma anya/This is the poor’s man bread”
The gemara says: “ma darko shel ani beprusa...just as a poor person eats a broken piece of a loaf, so too
matzah must be eaten as a broken piece.”
Our world is broken. Many of us are broken. This year, may we have the humility to scoop up the crumbs,
and pray that we are able to withstand the disorder and chaos; And, at the same time, may we seek ways to
find order, joy and empathy in the days ahead.
Chag Kasher v’sameach. And please, stay safe.

Telling the Story From the Beginning and the End
Rabbi Jeffrey Fox
Rosh HaYeshiva, Yeshivat Maharat

The Rabbis describe the narrative arc of the seder as,
“שבַח
ֶ ׁב
ְּ מסַי ֵּם
ְ בג ְנּות ּו
ִּ תחִיל
ְ מ
ַ - we begin [the telling of
the story] with degradation and we conclude [the
telling of the story] with praise” (Mishna, Pesachim
10:4). As any good storyteller knows, your opening
line, or the hook, draw in the listener. What is the
beginning of the story? What is the  גנות- the low
point - of Jewish history?
The Talmud (Bavli, Pesachim 116a) debates this very
question:
?מאי בגנות
 מתחלה עובדי עבודת גלולים היו אבותינו:רב אמר.
 עבדים היינו:ושמואל אמר.
What is the shame?
Rav said, “Our ancestors were idolaters (Joshua 24).”
Shmuel said, “We were slaves to Pharaoh (Deut 6:21).”
This disagreement between Rav and Shmuel has
practical implications for how we conduct the Seder
every year. When telling the story of the Exodus from
Egypt, do we start from the book of Shemot or from
the book of Bereishit? While this debate might be read
on its surface as simply about Seder night, I would
like to argue that a much deeper debate occurs at
the same time. At some level, Rav and Shmuel can be
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understood to debate where Jewish history “really”
begins. Does our story begin as a nation in Egypt or
as a family in Israel?
If we start the story with Avraham leaving his
idolatrous home and seeking God in the world, then
the narrative we tell is about ethical monotheism.
If the story begins with an oppressed people in the
crucible of Egypt who were delivered by the “strong
arm and the outstretched hand” of God, we frame
the narrative as one of the divine redemption of
an enslaved nation. Both of those stories are true.
However, which version we choose to tell on Seder
night and to pass down to the next generation is not a
simple matter. Is Judaism ultimately about cultivating
theological purity leading to refined moral behavior
that was workshopped within the framework of a
family - Bereishit? Or perhaps Judaism is really a call
for redemption by an Omnipotent creator who gifts
a nation with a complex tapestry of laws - Shemot.
The Haggada requires us to recite both paragraphs
but privileges Shmuel’s answer by putting it first.
How we choose to tell the story of our People
reflects our ideal image of the People. When we tell
a story of redemption from slavery, we are offering a
model to the world of what redemption might look

like. A story that moves from idolatry to monotheism shall go and say: ‘Come ye, and let us go up to the
reflects a more inward direction about our view of mountain of the Lord, to the house of the God of
the Jewish People
Jacob; and God will teach us of God’s ways, and we
will walk in God’s paths.’ For out of Zion shall go forth
How we each choose to tell our own personal story
the law, and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem.
also reflects how we want to be perceived in the
4 And God shall judge between the nations, and
world. When you first meet someone, do you share
shall decide for many peoples; and they shall beat
your family makeup before or after your professional
their swords into plowshares, and their spears into
commitments? Are you a doctor who lives with pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against
your two children or a mother of two who practices nation, neither shall they learn war any more.
medicine? Of course our identities are always multiIsaiah’s vision is quite inspiring: something that we
faceted and which piece we choose to foreground
can all daven for in hopes that one day truly nations
might change in different scenarios.
will no longer learn war anymore. We recount this
The debate between Rav and Shmuel is mirrored by prayer every time the Torah is taken out of the Aron
another, much earlier, debate between Isaiah and in shul. Ezekiel’s vision for the end of days, however,
Ezekiel. These two prophets deeply disagree about is much less peaceful. He describes the end of days
what the end of history will look like. If the Talmud as a war of nations. That Gog from Magog will march
debates the beginning of the story of the Jewish on the Jewish People, killing many of us, only to
People, the Navi debates the eschaton, or the end of ultimately be thwarted by Divine might.
Jewish history. Both Isaiah and Ezekiel outline
יחזקאל פרק לח
visions for a time known as “ אַחֲרִ ית הַיָּמִים- the end of
days” (See Isaiah 2:2 and Ezekiel 38:16). However,
ו ִה הֲלֹוא-ְ אדֹנ ָי י
ֲ תּ לְגֹוג ֹכּה אָמַר
ָ ְיד לָכ ֵן ה ִָּנבֵא בֶן אָדָם וְאָמַר
these two prophecies represent the “end of days” in
ת
ָ  טו ּובָא.תדָע
ּ ֵ בטַח
ֶ ָשׂרָ אֵל ל
ְ ִ מּי י
ִ ַ שבֶת ע
ֶ ׁב
ְּ בּּיֹום הַהּוא
ַ
opposing ways.
תְּך ֹרכְבֵי סּוסִים
ָ ִבּים א
ִ ַמּים ר
ִ ַ תּה וְע
ָ ַמּקֹומְָך מִי ַּרְ ּכ ְתֵי צ ָפֹון א
ְ מ
ִ
שׂרָ אֵל ּכ ֶע ָנ ָן
ְ ִ מּי י
ִ ַ ת ע ַל ע
ָ  טז וְעָלִי.כֻּלָּם ָקהָל גָּדֹול וְחַי ִל רָ ב
In Isaiah’s vision, the nations of the world come up
הבִאֹותִיָך ע ַלאַרְ צ ִי
ֲ ַ תהְי ֶה ו
ּ ִ באַחֲרִ ית הַיָּמִים
ְּ האָרֶ ץ
ָ לְכ ַּסֹות
to the “Mountain of God” to encounter the Divine
יח וְהָי ָה...שי בְָך לְע ֵינ ֵיהֶם ּגֹוג
ִ ׁ ק ְד
ָּ ה
ִ ב
ְּ אתִי
ֹ דע ַת הַּגֹוי ִם
ּ ַ מע ַן
ַ ְל
presence at the Temple in Jerusalem. At that moment
ו ִה-ְ אדֹנ ָי י
ֲ שׂרָ אֵל נְאֻם
ְ ִ בּיֹום ּבֹוא גֹוג ע ַל אַ ְדמַת י
ְ בּּיֹום הַהּוא
ַ
“Torah will proceed forth from Zion.”
תּי אִם ל ֹא
ִ ְבּר
ַ ד
ּ ִ באֵׁש עֶבְרָ תִי
ְ בקִנְאָתִי
ְ  יט ּו.באַפִּי
ְּ מתִי
ָ ח
ֲ תעֲלֶה
ַּ
בּּיֹום הַהּוא יִהְי ֶה רַ ע ַׁש גָּדֹול
ַ
ישעיהו פרק ב
 ב.שלִָם
ָ ׁ בּן אָמֹוץ ע ַל י ְהּודָה ו ִירּו
ֶ שע ְי ָהּו
ַ ְ ׁ שר חָז ָה י
ֶ ׁא
ֲ דבָר
ָּ ה
ַ א
ההָרִ ים
ֶ ברֹאׁש
ְּ ו ָה-ְ בּית י
ֵ באַחֲרִ ית הַיָּמִים נ ָכֹון יִהְי ֶה הַר
ְּ וְהָי ָה
בּים
ִ ַמּים ר
ִ ַ הלְכּו ע
ָ ְ  ג ו.מ ּג ְבָעֹות ו ְנָהֲרּו אֵלָיו כָּל הַּגֹוי ִם
ִ שׂא
ָ ּ ִ ו ְנ
לֹהֵי יַעֲקֹב וְיֹרֵ נּו-ֱבּית א
ֵ ו ָה אֶל-ְ וְאָמְרּו לְכּו ו ְנַעֲלֶה אֶל הַר י
ו ָה-ְ תצ ֵא תֹורָ ה ּו ְדבַר י
ּ ֵ מצִּּיֹון
ִ חתָיו כִּי
ֹ ְבאֹר
ְּ מ ְדּרָ כ ָיו ו ְנֵלְכ ָה
ִ
תּתּו
ְ ִ בּים וְכ
ִ ַמּים ר
ִ ַ ח לְע
ַ בּין הַּגֹוי ִם ו ְהֹוכ ִי
ֵ שפַט
ָ ְ ׁ  ד ו.שלִָם
ָ ׁ מִירּו
שׂא גֹוי אֶל ּגֹוי
ָ ּ ִ תּים וַחֲנ ִיתֹותֵיהֶם לְמַזְמֵרֹות ל ֹא י
ִ ִחַרְ בֹותָם לְא
חמָה
ָ ְמל
ִ חֶרֶ ב וְל ֹא יִלְמְדּו עֹוד.
Isaiah Chapter 2

שמַי ִם וְחַי ַּת
ָ ּ ׁה
ַ דג ֵי הַי ָּם ו ְעֹוף
ּ ְ מפָּנ ַי
ִ  כ ו ְרָ ע ֲׁשּו.שׂרָ אֵל
ְ ִ ע ַל אַ ְדמַת י
שר
ֶ ׁא
ֲ האָדָם
ָ א ָדמָה וְכֹל
ֲ ה
ָ ה ֹרמֵׂש ע ַל
ָ שדֶה וְכ ָל הָרֶ מֶׂש
ָׂ ּ ה
ַ
מדְרֵ גֹות וְכ ָל חֹומָה
ַּ ה
ַ ההָרִ ים ו ְנָפְלּו
ֶ א ָדמָה ו ְנֶהֶרְ סּו
ֲ ה
ָ ע ַלפְּנ ֵי
ו ִה-ְ אדֹנ ָי י
ֲ  כא וְקָרָ אתִי עָלָיו לְכ ָל הָרַ י חֶרֶ ב נְאֻם.תּּפֹול
ִ לָאָרֶ ץ
שם
ֶ ֶׁ בדָם וְג
ְ ב ֶדבֶר ּו
ְּ תּי אִּתֹו
ִ ט
ְ ַפ
ּ ש
ְ ִ ׁ  כב ו ְנ.תהְי ֶה
ּ ִ באָחִיו
ְּ חֶרֶ ב אִיׁש
אגַפָּיו וְע ַל
ֲ מטִיר עָלָיו וְע ַל
ְ ַׁשֹוטֵף וְאַבְנ ֵי אֶלְ ּג ָבִיׁש אֵׁש וְגָפְרִ ית א
תּי
ִ ְ תּי ו ְנֹו ַדע
ִ ש
ְ ׁד
ּ ִ ת ַק
ְ ה
ִ ְ תּי ו
ִ ְדל
ּ ִ ַ ת ּג
ְ ה
ִ ְ  כג ו.שר אִּתֹו
ֶ ׁא
ֲ בּים
ִ ַמּים ר
ִ ַע
ו ָה-ְ בּים וְיָדְעּו כִּי אֲנ ִי י
ִ ַלְע ֵינ ֵי ּגֹוי ִם ר.

1 The word that Isaiah the son of Amotz saw
concerning Judah and Jerusalem. 2 And it shall come
to pass in the end of days, that the mountain of the
Lord’s house shall be established as the top of the
mountains, and shall be exalted above the hills; and
all nations shall flow unto it. 3 And many peoples

14 Therefore, son of man, prophesy, and say unto
Gog: Thus saith the Lord God: In that day when My
people Israel dwells safely, shalt thou not know
it? 15 And thou shall come from thy place out of
the uttermost parts of the north, you, and many
peoples with thee, all of them riding upon horses,
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a great company and a mighty army; 16 and thou
shalt come up against My people Israel, as a cloud
to cover the land; it shall be in the end of days, and
I will bring thee against My land, that the nations
may know Me, when I shall be sanctified through
thee, O Gog, before their eyes...18 And it shall come
to pass in that day, when Gog shall come against the
land of Israel, saith the Lord God, that My fury shall
arise up in My nostrils. 19 For in My jealousy and in
the fire of My wrath have I spoken: Surely in that day
there shall be a great shaking in the land of Israel;
20 so that the fishes of the sea, and the fowls of the
heaven, and the beasts of the field and all creeping
things that creep upon the ground, and all the men
that are upon the face of the earth, shall shake at
My presence, and the mountains shall be thrown
down, and the steep places shall fall, and every wall
shall fall to the ground. 21 And I will call for a sword
against him throughout all my mountains, saith
the Lord GOD; every man’s sword shall be against
his brother. 22 And I will plead against him with
pestilence and with blood; and I will cause to rain
upon him, and upon his bands, and upon the many
peoples that are with him, an overflowing shower,
and great hailstones, fire, and brimstone. 23 Thus
will I magnify Myself, and sanctify Myself, and I will
make Myself known in the eyes of many nations;
and they shall know that I am the Lord.
The two competing prophecies of Isaiah and Ezekiel
can be understood as echoing the debate of Rav
and Shmuel. If the story begins with Avraham in
the idolatrous home of his father Terach (Rav), then
it ends with Isaiah’s vision of Torah coming forth
from Jerusalem. If our collective narrative begins as
an oppressed people suffering at the hands of the
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wicked Egyptians who must be punished for their
behavior (Shmuel), then the conclusion is a war to
end all wars.
The beauty of the Tanach and the Hagadda is that
the answer is both/and instead of either/or. We
don’t often think of the Tanach as a pluralistic work,
but there are occasions in which this divine work
codifies multiple competing ideas. The pluralism
of the Tanach and the Haggada reminds us to pray
for Isaiah’s vision and also prepare for Ezekiel’s
eventuality.
What are the implications for our Sedarim? One of
the most effective tools for the transmission of
values from one generation to the next is the family
dinner table. The Rabbis understood the power of
sharing the family’s story while sitting around a
table that has been set in advance and has snacks
and enough food for everyone. The core Mitzvah on
Seder night is “ת לְבִנ ְָך
ּ ָ ה ּג ַ ְד
ִ ְ  ו- and you shall teach your
children.”
The Hagadda, like the Tanach, codifies both starting
points of the story. We are never really forced to
make a decision between Rav and Shmuel, Bereshit
and Shemot, or Slaves and Idolaters. Instead, the
Rabbis stitched the two stories together to force us
to grapple with both narratives. As you sit down at
your seder this year - even if sitting alone or with
just one or two other people - I invite you to ask
this not-so-simple question: Where does your story
begin and where do you imagine that journey taking
you? Next year, may we all be blessed to ask this
question, in person, to our friends and family.

Who are the Main Characters
of the Hagaddah?
Rabbi Dov Linzer
President, Norman and Tova Bulow Rosh HaYeshiva
First published on the YCT Torah library Posted on April 5, 2012
The central mitzvah of the Seder night is sippur
yitziyat Mitzrayim, telling the story of the exodus
from Egypt. The simplest way to do this would be
to open Shemot and read the narrative directly from
the Torah. This experience would certainly be more
engaging than reading the story in the Haggadah –
there is greater detail in the Torah, the plot is more
dramatic, and, as one of my students recently pointed
out, there are the characters, the actors who make
the story interesting. But this is not the approach of
the Haggadah.
Some of the earlier rabbis even espoused the
opinion that one should ignore the story and spend
the evening intensively studying (la’asok b’) the laws
of the Paschal sacrifice. The Mechilta, a collection
of Tannaitic writings on Shemot, contains an early
second-century quote from Rabbi Eliezer: “How
do you know that, if it is a group of all sages or of
Torah students that they must study in the laws of
the Pesach until midnight? Therefore it says: ‘What
are these testimonies…’” For Rabbi Eliezer, rigorous
Torah study, indicated by the verb of la’asok, is the
core mitzvah of the evening.

in the house of Beitos ben Zonim in Lod, and they
were intensively studying (oskim b’) the laws of
Pesach the entire night until the rooster crowed.
The tables were removed from in front of them, and
they gathered and took themselves to the study hall.”
Here, the sages are doing the classic Torah learning
of the beit midrash, delving into the particulars
and subtleties of the laws. And thus, when morning
comes, what is there to do but continue? They get
up and go to the beit midrash. For them, the mitzvah
of Pesach night is no different than the rest of the
year; only the topic changes.

The Haggadah rejects the elitism of these two
approaches. Almost no space is given to discussing
the laws of the Pesach or any other halakhot. There
is only the briefest of responses to the chakhamwith
no echo in the rest of the Haggadah. Perhaps even
the law that we teach the chakham, “One does not
eat a dessert after the Paschal sacrifice,” serves to
redirect this too narrow approach. The reason that
we do not eat anything after the Paschal meat is
so that “the taste remains in our mouth.” Perhaps
we are saying to the chakham, “You ask, ‘What are
the laws?’ But there is more than laws, more than
However, this type of discussion is restrictive and too
‘the what.’ There are the reasons, the ta’am, ‘the why.’
easily becomes elitist in nature. It is the answer only
This reason, this ta’am, of the mitzvah has to remain
to the questions of the chakham (the wise son or
with you. Your religious life has to extend beyond
the sage): “What are these laws? Let me understand
the beit midrash.”
their details and nuances.” It is a talmud Torah
reserved for the few, for “sages or Torah students.” The Haggadah also tells the story of the gathering of
It works for those that have the capacity, interest, sages differently. In its version, the sages, including
and education for this form of study. Everyone else Rabbi Eliezer, were not discussing halakha. They
remains excluded.
were simply telling the narrative of the Exodus. Even
these great sages understood the mitzvah this night
Rabban Gamliel’s approach is similar. As the Tosefta
is to tell the story, to present a larger narrative that
(Pesachim,10:12) relates, “There is a story regarding
gives meaning and direction to our religious lives.
Rabban Gamliel and the elders who were reclining
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Where did this all begin, how did we get here, where story” is a line that immediately grabs our attention.
are we going? These are big religious questions that Who doesn’t love a good story?
we can all ask and, on this night, we must ask.
But such an approach is too easy. It doesn’t demand
The events of the following morning reflect this more anything of us. We can be totally passive; we can
inclusive approach. Rather than taking themselves just relax and enjoy. We might be temporarily
to the study hall, the sages are reminded by their inspired by the story of the Exodus, but if we don’t
students to say the morning Shema. In this, they are put ourselves into it, we won’t be transformed. This
reminded not to become so engrossed in their study is why the simple telling of a story is also given
that they forget the basic affirmation of faith that short shrift in the Haggadah. “We were slaves to
everyone does each morning; they cannot sequester Pharaoh in Egypt and God took us out from there”:
themselves in the study hall and in their narrow no detail, no engaging plot, no characters. True, the
discourse. On the Seder night, the next morning, and story in Shemot is much more interesting. But the
throughout the year, they must be part of the larger Haggadah is informing us that this, also, is not the
religious faith of the people.
mitzvah of the night.
Rabban Gamliel’s position of the mitzvah of the
evening is also transformed. Both the Mishna and the
Haggadah quote Rabban Gamliel as stating that one
only fulfills his or her obligation by explaining the
symbolism of the three foods of the night: “Pesach,
for what reason?… Matzah, for what reason?…
Marror, for what reason?” In contrast to the focus
on the laws of the Paschal sacrifice that we find in
the Tosefta, the Rabban Gamliel of the Haggadah
requires us to discuss the sacrifice in a way that is
accessible to all. These are not the technical “what”
questions that are the purview of the sages and
their students: “What foods are considered marror?
How much marror must one eat? Must one lean for
marror?” Rather, here we find the “why” questions
of religious meaning that we all must ask: “Why do
we eat marror? What is the message? How is this
relevant?”

The real mitzvah is neither la’asok, to do intensive
study of halakha, or li’saper, to merely tell a story.
Rather, it is to do as the Mishna in Pesachim instructs:
doresh me’Arami oved avi, to explicate the verses of,
“A wandering Armenian was my father…” We are
to start not with the Biblical telling of the story in
Shemot but its re-telling in Devarim. Our mitzvah is
not to tell, but to retell, a story, or more accurately,
to re-retell a story. Through retelling we make the
story our own. We decide what to emphasize and
what to leave out; we tell it in a way that makes us
a part of the telling.

The retelling we do this evening takes a particular
form. The key word here is doresh. We engage
in classic rabbinic talmud Torah, not the more
exclusivist intensive study of halakha but the Torah
she’b’al peh that is our communal heritage. This is
the taking of Biblical verses, the Torah that God has
The Haggadah, then, transforms both Rabbi Eliezer given us, and explicating them, interpreting them,
and Rabban Gamliel and presents two alternatives asking what each phrase means. How should it be
to studying halakha on the Seder night:
understood? How is it relevant? It is the bringing of
the fullness of our selves – our experiences, values,
1. Don’t talk about halakha; tell the story.
worldview, questions, critical thought, and faith –
2. If you do talk halakha, don’t talk about the what. into conversation with God’s Torah. What results is
a Torah she’b’al peh, a Torah that is both God’s and
Instead, talk about the why.
our own.
This is the corrective to the chakham. But the
Haggadah also serves as a corrective to the other That is why the characters of the Haggadah are not
extreme, to those who would be content just Moshe, Aharon and Pharoah. The characters of the
listening to a story. The easiest and most universal Haggadah are Rabbi Eliezer, Rabbi Tarfon, Rabbi
approach is that of the tam, asking, “What is this Akiva, and all those who were a part of explicating
about?” and sitting back to listen. “Let me tell you a the Haggadah, all those who found themselves in
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the story. The key question this night is, can we engage and retell the story in such a way that we, too, will
become characters in the Haggadah?
On the Seder night, we do not just learn halakha or tell a story. We bring these two approaches together,
telling a story through the lens of Torah she’b’al peh. The sages among us are asked to weave their narrower
Torah into a larger narrative of religious meaning, and those of us who would normally be happy just to sit
back and listen are pushed to become active participants in the telling and meaning-making. This night,
we must all make the story our own. Only in this way will it gain real traction and translate into our lives.
Only in this way will we, too, become part of the story.

Passover in the Time of COVID-19
Doesn’t Have to be Lonely
Rabbi Adam Scheier

Senior Rabbi, Congregation Shaar Hashomayim, Westmount, Quebec
First published in the National Post and Montreal Gazette - April 7, 2020
Lately, I’ve felt like the Beatles’ Father McKenzie, “Writing the words of a sermon that no one will hear;
no one comes near.” Our synagogues are shuttered, our schools have closed, and we are sequestered in
our homes.
Truthfully, the sermons and lessons have been heard, through online outreach through pre-recorded services,
live video classes, and more. We have learned to reconstitute our congregation as a virtual community.
For the time being, our sanctuary is not the centre of our worship; now, we connect through laptops and
phones — the Temple of Zoom, as some have coined.
The holiday of Passover presents a new challenge. We’ve learned, over these past weeks, to adapt and
deliver our faith offering directly to our members’ homes; what, though, can we do with the Passover
seder, which relies on a dynamic now verboten: the intermingling of multigenerational families around the
Passover table?
For many, Passover will be lonely. The seder — the experience that includes a series of texts, rituals and
foods — is based on the verse in the Book of Exodus, “And you shall tell your child on that day.” This simple
commandment has evolved into a tradition of large family gatherings, with a plethora of guests and an
elaborate meal. But this year, we will sit alone, each household celebrating by itself.
Once, I was alone for the seder. It was a few hours after my newborn daughter arrived home, 14 years ago.
She is our firstborn, and I could not wait to sit with my family — now we were three — and tell my daughter
the story of the Jews.
Even though a one-day-old child wouldn’t understand a word, I wanted to share my own Passover memories:
the taste and texture of my great-grandmother’s kneidlach, the perfumed smell of grandparents’ homes, the
sound of my grandfather enthusiastically singing the songs.
I wanted to tell my newborn child how much the Jewish people have sacrificed for this holiday: the stories
of secretive seders while hiding from the Roman oppressors who had decreed such gatherings illegal; of
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hidden matzo ovens in Poland, where bakers would prepare the ritual unleavened bread even as the German
occupiers patrolled right outside; of the Union soldier who, during the American Civil War, was invited as a
guest to a Confederate family’s seder; of the sacrifice and resourcefulness of those who celebrated Passover,
at the risk of their lives, while imprisoned and impoverished in the concentration camps.
I couldn’t wait to share this Passover meal with my child. But do you know what one-day old children do?
They sleep. And my wife, one day removed from delivery, took our child to bed. There is a classic Jewish
saying: Man plans, and God laughs. I sat alone at the table. I sang the songs, read the texts and ate the food.
And it was really special.
As I sat alone, I imagined my ancestors joining me — those I hadn’t seen or embraced in years suddenly
found seats around my table. I imagined what my future seders might be like, and how I would tell our story
to my children — and maybe, one day, grandchildren. I was alone, but certainly not lonely.
This year, there will be no robust Passover seders, the kind that created such strong memories for me. Ah,
look at all the lonely people. But my experience taught me that it doesn’t have to be lonely. Even on one’s
own, a seder can be filled with learning and song and food and positivity; it can lead us to better appreciate
those whom we miss, and to remember those who sometimes return to us when we have a quiet moment
to reflect.
Next year, we will be together again. And when future generations tell the story of Passover, perhaps they
will recount that one Passover when we were isolated from each other, but managed to keep it together.

A Letter to Eliyahu Hanavi
Rabbi Yonah Berman
Director of Professional Rabbinics and Mashgiach, Yeshivat Chovevei Torah
First published in the Times of Israel, April 7, 2020
Dear Eliyahu,
I am writing to you because you play such an
important part in our Seders, and I’m worried what
you are going to say when you join us this year.

that the redemption, with God’s help and our hard
work, is just around the corner.
You may be confused or even upset as you visit
our homes this Passover. Families seem to have
forgotten to join together, and many are celebrating
Seders all by themselves. You may, in fact, be the
only guest many will share their Seders with, and all
of us, you are likely to be the only non-immediate
family member at the table.

Ever since that time you questioned our People for
not living up to our side of the covenant with God
(1 Kings 19:10), it has been your role to witness
every occasion on which we do live up to our
responsibilities. And so you join our families at every
Brit Milah and every Pesach Seder, as we celebrate
our timeless commitment to God and God’s covenant Please do not worry. You see, our extraordinary
with the Jewish People. Your presence is a reminder community has taken superhuman steps this year to
that we are living up to our side of the bargain, and save lives by not joining together as we normally
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would. We are in the midst of a time when gathering
together endangers ourselves and others, so we
have chosen to celebrate the covenant with God
differently than usual in order to save lives. God’s
covenant with the Jewish People is based on life
and we affirm that covenant this year by affirming
our commitment to the preservation of life.

your song and so many other songs as we recount
the Exodus story late into the night. And wherever
we are, you will be with us: in hospital rooms and
around emptier-than usual tables, your presence
brings us hope and a closeness to God and to all
Jews past, present and future.

This year brings us unique opportunities as we
create new rituals and tell new stories that we will
be able to share with others in the future, even as
we remember those who have passed on, and miss
those from whom we are physically distant.

Love,

It is our sincere hope that next year we will
You have seen other Seders during difficult times in celebrate together with you in a rebuilt Jerusalem.
the past. You were there, during the Shoah, as our But if not, we pray that our efforts now allow us to
grandparents prayed that the Chametz they had to join together with our families and friends as we
eat would allow them to live long enough to eat celebrate in good health, speedily in our days.
Matzah in the future. Remember?

But don’t worry. And maybe even be a little proud
of us for how hard we are trying. We will still sing

The Jewish People
This letter is based on prayers said by Jews as they ate
Chametz on Pesach during the Shoah, and is dedicated
to all who are on the front lines fighting COVID-19.

The Evolution of the
Mitzvah of Matzah
Rabbi Dov Linzer
President, Norman and Tova Bulow Rosh HaYeshiva
First published on the YCT Torah library March 19, 2010
While we rule that it is a mitzvah d’oraitta to eat
matzah on the seder night, it is far from clear as far
as the simple sense of the verses are concerned. It is
interesting to see how Hazal interpreted the verses
to come to this conclusion.

matzah and marror (Bamidbar 9:11) even though
one can eat chametz and has no other mitzvah to
eat matzah at that time. There is one set of verses
that implicitly connects these two mitzvot (Devarim
16:2-3):

Regarding matzah, the verses talk of two mitzvot:
(a) to eat matzah and marror with the korban pesach
(Shemot 12:8) and (b) to eat matzah for all seven
days (Shemot 12:8; 13:7). The independence of
these two mitzvot from one another can be seen by
the fact that the pesach sheni, the make-up pesach
sacrifice broug a month later, was to be eaten with
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You shall therefore sacrifice the Passover
to the Lord your God, of the flock and the
herd… You shall eat no chametz with it;
seven days shall you eat matzah with it,
the bread of affliction; for you came out of
the land of Egypt in haste…
In these verses the seven days of eating matzah is
connected to the eating on matzah together with
the korban pesach – “seven days you shall eat matzah
with it,” i.e., with the korban pesach. Another way of
reading this verse is not a connecting of the seven
days of matzah to the first night, but a collapsing of
those seven days into the eating of the first night.
The Mekhilta of Rabban Shimon ben Yochai (12:18)
picks up on this, and uses these words – “on it” to
teach that the mitzvah of matzah applies only on
the first night. However, those words also imply
that matzah is eaten only together with the korban
pesach. The Mekhilta in the end strikes a balance
between the verses – the verse “on it” teaches that
the mitzvah is the first night, and the verse “seven
days you shall eat matzah” teaches that it is an
independent mitzvah that night, not connected to
the korban pesach.

rabbinic mitzvah, since there is no korban pesach.
Similarly, the Tosefta (Pesachim 2:22), views matzah
and marror only as part of the korban pesach, and
quotes R. Shimon who exempts women from all of
them, since – according to him – women are exempt
from the korban pesach. [The Gemara (Pesachim 91b)
reinterprets this statement in line with its position
that matzah is an independent mitzvah.]

The Tosefta ends by stating that matzah, marror,
and the korban pesach can be done separate of
one another. This does not mean that they are
independent mitzvot. Rather, this is the middle
position rejected by the Mekhilta. At the time
of the Temple, when there is a korban pesach, the
mitzvah of matzah can be done even if one is not
eating the korban pesach since at least it is “on it,”
and connected in some virtual way to the korban.
This position is also that of a braitta, which states
that when a man is uncircumcised, although he
cannot eat the korban pesach, he still eats matzah
and marror. The inclusion of marror (which no one
suggests is an independent mitzvah) and the need
to derive from a verse that one still eats matzah and
marror, make it clear that these mitzvot exists only
in connection with the korban pesach, and are not
Thus, matzah is established as a mitzvah independent
fully independent mitzvot.
of the korban pesach. However, a middle position
is possible – that matzah can be eaten separately Now, together with establishing the mitzvah
from the korban pesach but only when there is a of matzah as an independent mitzvah of the
Beit HaMikdash, so it is connected in a virtual way seder night, also came the transforming of the
to the korban pesach. The Mekhilta suggests and in mitzvah of the seven days of eating matzah. This
the end rejects this, quoting a snippet of a verse: “‘In mitzvah, mentioned several times in the Torah,
the evening you shall eat matzah’ (Shemot 12:18) was understood by Hazal to be an option, not an
– the verse has established it as an independent obligation. Indeed, if there were a general obligation
obligation.” This is clearly not the simple sense of to eat matzah all seven days, there would be little
the verse. The verse states “On the fourteenth of the need to have a separate mitzvah to eat it that night.
month in the evening you shall eat matzah until the Thus, in the Gemara (Pesachim 120a), the gemara
twenty-first of the month in the evening.” However, quotes a braitta which first establishes that there
but focusing a few words in the middle, Hazal is no mitzvah to eat matzah all seven days (based
established the independent identity of the mitzvah on the fact that one verse only states six days, not
of matzah.
seven days, of eating), and then goes on to establish
that there is a mitzvah to eat it on the seder night.
It is worth noting that there were those who disagreed,
We have thus fully collapsed the seven day mitzvah
and who were of the opinion that matzah exists as
into a mitzvah of the first night.
a mitzvah only together with the korban pesach. The
Gemara (Pesachim 120a) quotes the opinion of Rav This collapsing of the mitzvah of matzah into the
Acha bar Yaakov that matzah nowadays is only a first night is nothing less than the transformation of
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mitzvah of sippur yitziyat mitzrayim is dependent on
the mitzvah of matzah. If matzah is biblical, so is the
mitzvah of sippur yitziyat mitzrayim, and if matzah
is rabbinic, then there is only a rabbinic mitzvah to
say the hagaddah. This is learned from the verse
“because of this” (Shemot 13:8) – ba’avor zeh – “‘this’,”
says Rava, “means because of matzah and marror.”
What is noticeably absent is the mention of the
korban pesach. The mitzvah of the hagaddah survives
because we have connected it to the mitzvah of
matzah and not to the mitzvah of the korban pesach.
In other words, because matzah has taken the
place of the korban pesach. This is made clear in
the passage in the hagaddah (from the Mekhilta):
“Perhaps from Rosh Chodesh? The verse teaches, “on
that day.” If “on that day,” (Shemot 13:8) perhaps from
the day before? The verse teaches, “because of this.”
“Because of this” I only said at a time when matzah
and marror are present before you. Why would I have
said “the day before”? Because it was the day of the
bringing of the korban pesach. And, indeed, one of the
passages of the mitzvah of sippur yitziyat mitzrayim
is explicitly connected to the bringing of the korban
In this way, also, the korban pesach has been replaced pesach (Shemot 12:25-27). Nevertheless, we learn
by the mitzvah of matzah. Thus, whereas in the Torah from this verse that the mitzvah of the hagaddah
the mitzvot of the night centered around the korban is linked to the matzah, and thus still is applicable
pesach, for us, the mitzvot of the night – and in today. Matzah is the focus, not the korban pesach.
particular, the other mitzvah d’oraitta of sippur yitziyat
mitzrayim, the telling of the story of the Exodus – This focus on matzah, and the connection of the
center around the matzah. Take the statement of hagaddah to it, is made complete by the statement
Rabban Gamliel in the mishna (Pesachim 116b) that of Shmuel(Pesachim 115b):
one who does not say “pesach, matzah, and marror,”
 ג) לחם עוני (כתיב) לחם,אמר שמואל (דברים טז
that is – who does not connect the story to the
שעונין עליו דברים תניא נמי הכי לחם עוני לחם
mitzvot of pesach, matzah, and marror – does not
שעונין עליו דברים הרבה
fulfill his or her obligation. This puts all the mitzvot
Shmuel said: “‘Bread of affliction’” (Devarim
on equal footing, and implicitly highlights the korban
15:3) – bread that one says over it many
pesach, to which matzah and marror are attached.
things.” We taught similarly: “”Bread of
However, today, when we say this and explain the
affliction’ – bread that one says over it
significance of these foods, we do not lift up or even
many things. Another interpretation:
point to the shank bone, lest one suspect we are
‘Bread of affliction’ – it is written ‘poor
bringing sacrifices outside of the Temple (Pesachim
person’ – what is the manner of a poor
116b). The focus of the hagaddah and the mitzvah
person? With a broken piece. Here too
of sippur yitziyat mitzrayim, then, naturally shifts to
with a broken piece.”
mitzvah of matzah.
Chag haMatzot into Chag haPesach. The Torah clearly
recognizes two periods, “Pesach” – the 14th of
Nissan, the time of the brining of the korban pesach
(Bamidbar 33:3, and see Tosafot Rosh Hashana (13a),
s.v. di’akrivu), and “Chag HaMatzot” – the seven day
period from the 15th of Nissan through the 21st of
Nissan (Shemot 23:13; 34:10. And see Vayikra 23:56 which juxtaposes the two). Now, according to the
simple sense of the verses, Pesach is celebrated by
the bringing of the korban pesach, and Chag HaMatzot
is celebrated by eating matzot all seven days. This
exactly parallels Chag HaSukkot, which is celebrated
by sitting in a sukkah all seven days. Chag HaMatzot,
thus, should have significance independent of the
seder night. But by focusing the mitzvah of matzah
of the first night, we have eating of matzah for the
duration of Pesach into an extension of the real
mitzvah, the eating of matzah on the seder night
[and thus, in a way, fulfilled the verse “seven days
you shall eat on it matzot.”]. We have made the
focus of the chag to be the seder night, and have
transformed Chag haMatzot into Pesach.

The hagaddah’s connection to, and even dependency The matzah is the bread that we say many things
on, the mitzvah of matzah is expressed halakhically over – it is the focal point of the hagaddah. It is for
as well. The Gemara (Pesachim 116b) states that the this reason that we begin the hagaddah with “ha
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lachma anya” – this is the bread of affliction, this is the bread over which the hagaddah will be said. [Notice
also the end of that passage – yasei vi’yifasch, let him come and eat/celebrate the Pesach – implicitly
identifying the matzah with the korban pesach.] And thus, at yachatz, we break the matzah right before
magid, so this bread over which we say the hagaddah will also be lechem ani, a poor person’s bread, a
broken piece of bread.
In the absence of the korban pesach, the mitzvah of matzah moved to the forefront. It was understood to be
an independent mitzvah, and took the place of the korban pesach as the centerpiece of the seder. The entire
hagaddah now revolves around the matzah, the lechem oni/lechem ani. In the absence of the korban pesach,
rather than shifting our attention to the seven days of Chag HaMatzot, we have continued to focus on our
attention of the seder night, and Chag HaMatzot has been transformed into Chag haPesach.

COVID-19 and the Challenge of
Spending Pesach Alone
Dr. Michelle Friedman
Director of Pastoral Counseling, Yeshivat Chovevei Torah

The COVID-19 pandemic has upended many of our lives and required us to distance ourselves from family
and friends. This comes right upon Pesach, a time when typically we gather with friends and family to
celebrate freedom, eat, discuss and give thanks right in our own homes. Maybe you were planning to travel
or to get together locally with folks dear to you. Almost all of these plans are cabashed this year. And for
people who will be on their own, this is an especially daunting situation, as we are in a year when Pesach
is a 3 day yom tov.
Please know that you are not alone experiencing significant stress, feeling waves of anxiety about the
general uncertainty of this time and specifically the potential loneliness in the upcoming chag.
You may also feel other painful feelings, such as anger and frustration that you have been a good person
and a good Jew and it is so unfair that you are alone and not in a serious relationship now when you really
need a partner. You might feel so angry that you are thinking about chucking the whole holiday and binge
watching TV or just staying in bed.
I’d like to make a few suggestions:
1. Most importantly, do not try to avoid or judge whatever you are feeling. The more we avoid anxiety, fear,
shame or whatever the emotion, the scarier it becomes. The more we feel shame that we aren’t in a place
we hope we would be at this point in life (with a committed life partner, with kids), the more we suffer..
This is the time when we need to take a PAUSE and reflect about what just happened that led to this
anxious feeling.
2. Now that you’ve taken a pause, IDENTIFY what you are feeling. Ask yourself, “What makes me the most
upset?” Be curious about what made you uncomfortable. Think of this wave of anxiety as an opportunity to
learn more about yourself and whether there was another feeling behind that first feeling. I’ll use anxiety
as an example. Some common emotions that can make us anxious are:
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a. Disappointment. These last few weeks have been filled with many, many disappointments and loss.
For example, you may automatically think, “Why is this happening to me?” Try not to personalize this
loss as punishment for something you did wrong, but rather allow yourself to feel the sadness that
comes with this loss. Reach out to a friend who will empathize and not judge your sadness. Talk about
your plan for your Yom Tov
b. Anticipation anxiety. Anticipation anxiety is the anxiety that we feel prior to whatever it is that we
fear. You might be really anxious about what it will be like being with yourself for the seder. The more
you plan for your seder – choosing a Hagadah that you like, making a simple meal, setting a nice table
-the more in control you are likely to feel. However small the routine, it is important. You are an adult
who can pull this together.
3. CHECK your thinking. Ask yourself, “What am I worried will happen?” When we are stressed it’s sometimes
hard to think clearly and our brains can jump to assumptions. Check to see if you are thinking in all-ornothing terms such as “everyone,” “no one, “always,” “never.” Are you thinking of the extremes, like the worst
case scenario? ( I will always be alone ,this is my fate, etc) If so, see if you can find a more helpful and
middle ground using facts that you know. Pay attention to “always” and “never” words and challenge them.
Do you know the future? No! You only know what’s going on right now. Make an active choice to use
words that are nuanced and allow for future opportunity. Words like “sometimes,” “possibly,” “some people”
are usually more accurate at describing situations. Try and describe what you are feeling using these less
extreme words.
4. LEARN from what you are feeling now and as you go through Yom Tov. Take note of who and/or what
in your life you are worrying about. Often we worry about those who are important and meaningful to
us. Notice that you have them in your life and how much you care about them. We also worry a lot about
ourselves – we tend to ruminate and regret. Notice when you slip into regret and rumination and think of
those states as a kind of bondage, a servitude to old habits of mind that you want to release yourself from.
Think of where else you feel your freedom is limited – what does Yitziat Mitzrayim mean to you this year?
Perhaps you might journal a bit before the holiday and then after. Keep a written journal as we approach
the chag and hold on to your mental notes so you can jot them down Saturday night or Sunday
5. Set up a schedule- assign yourself a “seder” for davening/meditation/ reading/Haggadah reading. Allow
yourself to be creative, even playful. Plan to meet up with friends using social distance guidelines to
discuss your seder experience.
7. CREATE a phrase or a mantra that you can repeat to yourself to provide comfort. This phrase should
resonate with you and soothe you. Some phrases that others have used include, “I am not alone”, “This too
shall pass”, “I have overcome worse” or “This will only make me stronger”. Phrases might resonate with the
holiday “ this is my Yitziat Mitzrayim” or “this is the birth of a new freedom for me.” Some find it helpful to
write the phrase on a piece of paper and to carry it with them.
8. REMIND yourself that emotions come and go. This wave of anxiety, disappointment, uncertainty of faith,
anger or whatever else you are feeling is like a wave in the ocean- it may be stronger than others, but like
every other wave, this feeling will pass. Finally, we respect that you know yourself best. We understand that
some people have mental health conditions that make a solo 3 day yom tov dangerous to their health. If
this is you, please speak to your halachic advisor and to your psychiatrist/psychologist/therapist and get
their advice in making decisions that keep you safe and well.
Wishing you a joyous Pesach!
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How Early Can I Start the Seder?

Rabbi Barry Dolinger

Rabbi, Congregation Beth Sholom in Providence, Rhode Island

“And they shall eat the flesh in that night, roast with
fire, and unleavened bread; and with bitter herbs
they shall eat it . . . For I will go through the land of
Egypt in that night, and will smite all the first-born in
the land of Egypt, both man and beast; and against
all the gods of Egypt I will execute judgments; I am
the LORD.” (Shemot 12:8, 12:12)
“And thou shalt tell thy son in that day, saying: It is
because of that which the LORD did for me when I
came forth out of Egypt.” (Shemot 13:8)
Every year, thousands of Jews eagerly look at the
calendar to see the earliest time the Seder can
begin. The motivations are often quite positive.
Children can only remain awake and attentive until
a certain hour, and many parents sincerely desire to
pass on the central notion of God’s involvement in
and redemption of the Jewish people from as early
an age as possible. This sensibility among parents
echo’s the Divine command and later rabbinic
enactments meant to foster that command. For one,
the commandment of the seder as literally ordained
in the Torah is a commandment to teach children,
from which we derive that everyone is obligated in
the telling. Based on the importance of this charge,
numerous customs have developed intended to
capture the attention of children at the seder.
These include the removal of the table, the hiding/
stealing of the afikoman, unusual dippings, candy,
nuts, and more, all hoping to pique the curiosity of
children at the table and perhaps cause them to
speak up with questions. Sociologically, it’s also
worth noting that the demanding schedules and
pressures of modernity render many too tired to
fully appreciate the seder when it is late; an earlier
seder could mean a more attentive and meaningful
experience. To what extent can these bona fide
desires be accommodated?
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While the command for the initial Paschal sacrifice
was clear that korban Pesach had to be eaten
at night, accompanied by matzah and maror, the
subsequent commandment of a generational
retelling is less explicit. The verse says, “And
thou shalt tell thy son in that day saying . . . .” The
scriptural mention of “that day” immediately begs
the question, “which day?,” and evokes curiosity over
whether “day” is intended to include a specific date,
refer to the daytime as opposed to the nighttime, or
perhaps exists as a generic reference to the date of
a child’s genuine curiosity.
This ambiguity is the subject of an early discussion
in the Mechilta of Rabbi Yishmael commenting
on the verse, and was seen as so essential that it
made its way into the text of our Haggadah as a
prelude to the beginning of magid, the actual telling
of the story.
And thou shalt tell thy son. Perhaps I could infer that
I may do so from the beginning of the new month?
Therefore, the Torah specifies ‘in that day.’ If it is ‘in
that day’, perhaps I could do so while it is still light
out? Therefore, the Torah specifies ‘for the sake of
this’ – at the time that matzah and maror are before
you on your table.
Linking the command of Chapter 12 with Chapter
13, the Mechilta understands that the commanded
props of redemption must be physically present for
the telling of the story, and it’s no accident that they
are commanded to be eaten only during the night,
the time when the redemption’s actualization began.
In fact, it may very well be that the Haggadah’s
interpretation of the verse is that we were taken out
and fashioned into a people specifically to be able
to perform the commandments (such as matzah and

maror) in their divinely appointed time. With this
reading, classically and paradoxically, we are free in
order to be commanded, and so the symbolic telling
of the story of our freedom must occur during the
time of the obligation of the night’s commandments,
namely the consumption of the Paschal sandwich,
its bread and condiments; fulfillment of the retzon
Hashem (divine will) is the higher order motivation
for human freedom broadly speaking and the
creation of a free Jewish nation in particular. With
this as our starting point, it seems that there’s little
room to start the seder any earlier than nightfall.
Later, the Tosafot in their commentary to the Talmud
in Masechet Pesachim raise and press the issue,
reinforcing the view of the Mekhilta. The first Mishna
in the famous tenth chapter of Pesachim states:
On the eve of Passover, close to Mincha, a person
should not eat until it becomes dark. Even the
poorest among the Israelites should not eat unless
he reclines, and should not consume less than four
cups of wine, even if he receives food from the
charity collection
The Ba’alei Tosafot are bothered by several aspects
of the phraseology. For one, it seems obvious that
the Rabbinic decree on the eve of the holiday (meant
to increase appetite and the desire formatzah)
should cease once it becomes dark and the time for
eating matzah has arisen. Deepening the question,
they note that the Talmud omits this phrase when
discussing similar rabbinic bans pertaining to
Shabbat and Yom Tov in general.
Quoting primarily the answer of Rabbi Yaakov from
Corbeil, Tosafot note that, regarding Shabbat and
Yom Tov, one may pray, recite Kiddush, and eat the
meal while it is still light out, so long as it is after
plag hamincha, one and one quarter proportional
hours before halachic sunset. On Passover, however,
the foods are connected to the Paschal sacrifice
which may only be eaten when it is actually dark;
hence, the Mishna specifies nightfall to clarify the
point. Some have noted that, if one examines the
words of Rabbi Yaakov from Corbeil exactingly, he
only specifies that matzah and maror need to be
eaten at night. The Maharil, among others, reasoned
that perhaps Rabbi Yaakov’s interpretation left room

for the notion that Kiddush, at the very least, could
potentially be recited earlier.
Still, Rabbi Yosef Karo ruled in his authoritative
Shulchan Aruch that Kiddush on Passover can occur
only once it is dark, but adds that all efforts should
be made to prepare in advance lest the children fall
asleep. The commentaries alert us to additional
lines of reasoning about why even Kiddush, the very
beginning of the Seder, needs to occur at nightfall.
Many sages quote the opinion found in the Terumat
Hadeshen; kiddush is the first of the four cups, linked
to freedom and the telling of the Exodus, and can
therefore only occur after nightfall. Moreover, Rabbi
Karo adds in his Beit Yosef that, since Matzah is the
bread for the meal, the halachic principle that “one
cannot satisfy the Kiddush obligation except in the
place that they eat the meal” implies that Kiddush
cannot be recited until the time when Matzah can
be eaten; the halachic principle isn’t only based on
location but has a temporal element as well. These
opinions and their varied numerous reasons are
quoted as authoritative by Rabbi Yisrael Meir Kagain
in his popular magnum opus, the Mishna Berura, as
well as by the vast majority of halachic legal decisors.
In spite of the vast number of authorities who rule
like the Shulchan Aruch, there are still prominent
decisors who suggested that certain parts of the
Seder could be done earlier in cases of pressing
need. For one, Rabbi Ovadia Yosef, may his memory
be for a blessing, ruled that, though the common
practice is and should be like Rabbi Yosef Karo’s
ruling, in a case of pressing need, one can rely on the
interpretation of the Maharil, who interpreted the
Tosafot to suggest that Kiddush and perhaps even the
beginning of the Haggada need not be delayed until
nightfall. In his commentary to Masechet Pesachim,
Rabbi Moshe Sofer, one of the great leaders of early
19th century European Jewry, explains that the
Mishna’s prohibition specifically says that a person
can’t eat until nightfall, but that Kiddush and the
beginning of the seder could start after sunset, so
long as one engaged in telling some of the story
after nightfall and the matzah and maror were eaten
after dark. When the Mishna says “eat,” it is referring
to the commanded eatings of the night, and not the
entire order of the Seder. As a result, karpas and
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any other customary eatings that occur to aid in the telling of the story (but not as commandments per se)
could be eaten earlier as well. The other elements of the Passover story do not need to occur during the
nighttime specifically, merely once the holiday has begun. Possibly, even “sunset” is not specific in Rabbi
Sofer’s formulation, as the thrust of his argument suggests that it is possible to recite Kiddush whenever it
is normally possible to recite Kiddush, which could even include plag hamincha. At the end of his comment,
Rabbi Sofer emphatically adds that it is in fact desirable to start early for the children, that this is easy to
understand, and people should not work to reject or prevent such an understanding of the halacha.
To conclude, there are multiple competing values in the question presented. On the one hand, there
is a tremendous biblical and rabbinic value placed on a meaningful Seder experience, particularly for
children and the next generation. Arguably, this is yet more important in an era when Judaism faces
tremendous difficulties, demographically, ideologically, and otherwise. On the other hand, there is a strong
and multifaceted legal history mandating the performance of the entire Seder at night. At its core, this is
based on the notion that the commandments regarding the commemoration of the Exodus are per force
the very cause for which we were redeemed. As such, the Seder in its whole must be performed at night.
While the vast majority of legal decisors and codes rule in accord with this opinion, one of the greatest
decisors in recent memory gave room and another strong encouragement for those who might need to
begin parts of the Seder earlier.

Coronavirus Seder Planner: Feeling
Together While Keeping Apart
Rabbi Mishael Zion
Author; Educator; Community Entrepreneur;
Director, Mandel Program for Leadership in Jewish Culture

Rabbi Noam Zion

Author; Senior Research Fellow at the Shalom Hartman Institute

First published in the Times of Israel April 3, 2020
The best-selling Haggadah father and son team
of “A Different Night” and “The Israeli Haggadah”,
separated on Passover due to Coronavirus, offer tips
for a socially distant Seder night.
This night is truly going to be different from all
other nights.
As Passover sets in this year, World Jewry faces a
unique challenge: in order to stay alive, we need
to stay apart. Thousands of people used to being
guests at the Seder, will become Seder leaders for
the first time. Parents and grandparents, used to
passing on the traditions, stories and recipes of
their families as they host and lead the Seder - will
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find themselves in physical isolation from their
loved ones. Meanwhile a global pandemic doesn’t
lend itself to a celebratory mood. How do we make
a meaningful and memorable evening out of this
challenging situation?
For us, this is no theoretical question. We live three
Jerusalem blocks from each other - but we won’t
be able to be together. Social distancing mandates
that Noam and wife Marcelle will have no guests something that hasn’t happened in their 45 years of
marriage. Meanwhile Mishael will lead seder with
just his wife and four daughters for the first time.

But a crises-laden Passover has never stopped the
Jewish people before. Having written best-selling
Passover Haggadahs in both English and Hebrew,
we decided to put our heads together and offer
some useful tips with which to take on Coronavirus
Passover 2020.

set the table in similar ways, sing the same sounds.
Call your parents or relatives to learn those family
tunes, recipes and jokes without which the seder is
simply not the same. Prepare a printable Haggadah
for those who are alone this year - with pictures,
blessings and ideas from the rest of the family so
they feel connected. Send each other pictures of
We hope these tips will help your family as we all
your various tables. Call before the seder to hear
tackle this international human challenge.
how they are doing, and call afterwards to hear how
1. MAKE A PLAN: As simple as it sounds, any good it went.
seder requires a plan, especially in this new reality.
5. HOW IS THIS NIGHT DIFFERENT? The Talmud
Build a menu - not only of food but of activities,
encourages us to make each passover seder unique,
ideas and traditions. Make sure young children
connected and relevant to the lived experience
get a good nap. Prepare any foodstuffs you can in
and interests of its participants. The Coronavirus
advance, ready to serve for easy transfer to the table.
seder shines a new light on many age old Passover
And involve children and teens in building the plan.
traditions, and presents a great way to engage
The more they feel engaged, the better the outcome
children of all ages. Hand-washing and Plagues
for all.
never felt more relevant. But get creative: Challenge
2. FIRST ZOOM OUT: This year more than ever your children to create a Coronovirus Seder plate it’s important to have a wide family Passover meet- with all the accoutrements required to one day tell
up - by videoconferencing. Plan to celebrate online their children about this strange night. Make a list
together, either on Seder night itself or before the of Ma Nishtana - What’s Different this year. Create a
holiday begins. But keep it focused: Sing some Seder midrash on the Four Children and their responses
favorites, perhaps hear Kiddush from the oldest to COVID19. Or create a song to name all the things
family member, and have the youngest show off their you are thankful for despite this crises.
Ma Nishtana. The traditional blessing for children
6. DON’T FORGET THOSE IN NEED: The Seder
will surely feel timely. Our suggestion here - keep
opens with a declaration that “All who are in need
the Zoom session short, before the energy is lost.
should come and join”. It might be harder for us to
End with a round of “Next Year in….” hopeful wishes.
invite guests this year, but this Passover more than
3. THEN ZOOM IN: No matter who is with you at ever is a time to help fulfil the needs of those in
your actual Seder table, that is the place to give our families, communities and cities. Discuss with
most of your focus on Seder night. Young families those at your table how we can open doors for those
should make sure to create their own intimate in need, or consider where to donate money that
Seder experience with the parents and children otherwise would have gone on travel expenses or
around the table. You can always check back in with gifts for hosts.`
grandparents for tips on where to find the afikoman.
And for older couples without the extended family,
use the time to share old Passover stories from your
childhood home, or recall traditions that might have
been forgotten over the years. In between readind
the Passover Haggadah, you can quiz each other
about Seders past.

We are used to Passover night being a night of
joyous liberation. But the first Seder night in Egypt
was truly a night of danger and trepidation. God and
Moses commanded families to stay inside and share
an intimate meal, expressing their faith that family
and ritual would serve as safeguards, so that their
homes would indeed be Passed-over.

4. FEEL TOGETHER DESPITE THE DISTANCE: As we huddle in our homes this Passover night, the
Families that were meant to celebrate together can story of the Exodus will take on new meanings. We
still create a connected Seder. Serve the same menu,
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have faith that we will make it out of this narrow space. But in order to embark on that journey in the
future, on this night we must stick to the safety of home and family, and anchor ourselves in tradition and
creativity, so that we can soon embark again on the road to a better, healthier reality. This year - physically
distant, next year – healthily together.
Noam Zion and Rabbi Mishael Zion are father and son. Noam is co-author of “A Different Night: The Family
Participation Haggadah” and together they wrote “HaLaila Hazeh: The Israeli Haggadah” and “A Night to
Remember: The Haggadah of Contemporary Voices”. A free PDF version of “A Different Night” and a “Coronavirus
Passover Companion” are available at haggadahsrus.com.

Sunrise in Bnei Brak
Rabbi Jay Kelman
Founder of Torah in Motion

First appeared on the Torah in Motion website May 10, 2011
“It happened that Rabbi Eliezer, Rabbi Yehoshua, Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah, Rabbi Akiva and Rabbi Tarfon
were reclining in B’nei Brak discussing the Exodus all night until their students arrived and said to them,
‘Rabbis, the time for reciting the morning Shema has arrived’”.
“Talmud Torah k’neged kulam”, the mitzvah of learning equals all others and may be interrupted only if
there is an immediate and pressing need. On what basis did the students abrogate to themselves the right
to interrupt their teachers? Even if it is true that it was proper to stop the story of the Exodus in order to
say the morning Shema—a questionable assumption—it surely did not have to be said right then and there.
One may recite the Shema up to three hours after daybreak and, while it may be optimal to do so right at
daybreak, surely this does not warrant interrupting one’s teacher.
From the above incident it would appear that there is a tension—if not an outright contradiction—between
the mitzvah of sippur yetziat Mitzraim, retelling and reliving the Exodus, and that of the recital of the
morning Shema. Once morning arrives, there is no longer any merit in recounting the story of the Exodus.
Interestingly, the Haggadah emphasizes what is most obvious. While there is a mitzvah to recite the Shema
both morning and evening, was it really necessary to state that, after staying up all night, it is the morning
Shema one should recite?
So much about Pesach is connected to nighttime. “In the evening you shall eat matzah”; the Four Questions
emphasize that it is this night that is different from all others. And clearly, the mitzvah of sippur yetziat
Mitzraim is fulfilled only at night. Unlike Shabbat, one may not start Pesach early; and with the clocks now
moved ahead in March, the start of the seder is often past the normal bedtime of our children.
Our descent into Egypt began at night. “And G-d spoke to Jacob in a vision at night and said, ‘Jacob, Jacob…
do not be afraid to go to Egypt’” (Breisheet 46:2-3). It was at this moment that the covenant that G-d made
with Abraham—“Know that your descendants will be strangers in a foreign land” (Breisheet 15:13)—was
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about to begin. This covenant was entered into, unsurprisingly, at night: “Look at the sky, and count the
stars” (15:5).
That exile is associated with night is self-understood. Night represents fear, the unknown, darkness and
despair. It is the time when one feels most vulnerable, and for good reason.
Yet in our way of thinking, exile marks the first necessary step in the redemptive process. “It was midnight,
and G-d killed every firstborn in Egypt” (Shemot 12:29). The korban pesach, which demonstrated the
ability of the Jews to defy their oppressors, can only be eaten at night. As we near the end of the seder,
we sing “Vayehei b’chatzi halayla”, and it was at midnight, recounting the many miracles that were
performed at night. “It is a night of watching for G-d to bring them out of Egypt” (12:42) is the model for all
of Jewish history.
The tension between exile and redemption means Jewish history, unlike that of other nations, does not
follow a linear path of ascent to power and descent onto oblivion. Even in the darkest periods of night, the
seeds are planted for redemption. And even as redemption begins, there are still periods of night to set
us back.
The Torah commands us to recite the Shema—and thereby remember the Exodus—morning and evening, in
times of both fear and hope. The Shema begins with the command to “love the Lord your G-d”. While we
must demonstrate love of G-d at all times, it is at “the time of morning Shema”, as the darkness dissipates,
when it is easiest to do so.
It was the generation after the destruction of the Temple. Roman persecution was at its height, and the
future looked bleak. Darkness was all around. The greatest rabbis of the day gathered at the home of Rabbi
Akiva in B’nei Brak. They understood that even in darkness, the message of the Exodus must resonate
through the night; so much so that they did not know at what point the night leads to day. They understood
that night leads to morning, but they also knew morning leads to night. Only those young in years have the
naive ability to see only hope in the future. Only youth have the necessary chutzpah to say that the night is
over, there is no time to waste, let’s build that better future.
It is no coincidence that this story took place at the home of Rabbi Akiva; he is the symbol of Jewish hope.
It was Rabbi Akiva who could laugh at the sight of foxes playing on the destroyed Temple Mount, and it was
Rabbi Akiva who had the superhuman power and faith to recite the Shema as he was being martyred. And
it is his model that the students followed.
As we mature, we acknowledge that reality tempers the idealism of our youth. Yet Pesach is a holiday that
focuses on the children, on the hope for a better tomorrow. Only with that youthful, perhaps unrealistic,
idealism and enthusiasm—at whatever age—will we merit the complete redemption. When idealism and
realism merge as “the day will soon come that is neither night nor day…that bright as day will shine the
darkness of the night” (Haggadah, Nirtzah). May that day come soon.
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Questions for your Seder
Rabbi Eitan Cooper
Assistant Rabbi, Beth Sholom Congregation; Talmud Torah, Potomac, Maryland

The seder is a time to tell our people’s story
(“Haggadah” comes from the Hebrew word “ ”להגידto
tell”). But it is also a time to ask questions. Consider
using the questions below to connect and explore
the themes of Pesach.

 כורךKORECH This practice reminds us of what
Hillel did during the times of the temple, thousands
of years ago. What are some other traditions your
family has that help you remember what their lives
were like?

 קדשKADEISH To make something holy is to make  שלחן עורךSHULCHAN ORECH This food came from
it different. How will this night be different for you? G-d, but also from the many people who helped
make it--farmers, factory workers, delivery people
 ורחץURCHATZ We have washed our hands so
and family members who cooked it. How can we
frequently... what do you want to wash away now?
show our gratitude?
 כרפסKARPAS Salt water symbolizes tears, or an
 צפוןTZAFUN The taste of matzah, the last thing we
outpouring of emotion. How can this seder be one
eat this evening,sticks with us. In this way, the
that will encourages the sharing of our emotions?
Afikoman transitions us from the meal back to the
 יחץYACHATZ The broken middle matzah reminds us seder. In truth, our lives are full of transitions. How
that this is the Jewish people’s “bread of affliction.” can we manage them? Survive them?
What is still broken for us as a people? How can we
 ברךBARECH Blessings help us acknowledge G-d’s
work to fix it?
presence in our lives. In what ways do you feel G-d’s
 מגידMAGGID We retell this story every year in the presence this evening?
same way. What is something you never noticed
 הללHALLEL We praise G-d through singing psalms.
until now?
Which line in the text speaks to your experience this
 רחצהRACHTZAH Purifying our hands reminds us of evening? How do you want to praise G-d?
our holy, special status as a people-selected by G-d,
 נרצהNIRTZAH “Next year in Jerusalem.” We say it
freed from Egypt. What makes you special?
every year, even if it seems impossible. Then again,
 מוציא מצהMOTZI-MATZAH The quality of the bread life is full of surprises. In what ways can we embrace
is sacrificed because we rushed to freedom. What the unpredictability of life?
other worthy pursuits in your life result in necessary
sacrifices?
 מרורMAROR As you eat the maror, pay attention to
the feelings of bitterness. Hold on to this feeling and
consider that our ancestors felt it all the time. How
can this inform your actions as a free person?
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Renewing Our Citizenship: Questions,
Stories, and the Passover Seder
Rabbi Josh Feigelson, PhD
Executive Director, Institute for Jewish Spirituality
Published on huffpost.com, March 31, 2015
Here’s an aphorism you’re likely to hear this time of
year: ‘The Passover seder is the longest-running
symposium on the meaning of freedom in the
history of the world.’ That’s true, but it’s insufficient.
Because the seder isn’t just an intellectual
exercise, though many of us delight in the life
of the mind on this night. And it isn’t a night
of nostalgia, though for many this night invokes
powerful memories of childhood.

When we develop what Alexis de Tocqueville
called the habits of the heart of citizenship in a
democracy, we cultivate the “way of being in the
world,” that Palmer is talking about. Such an ethos
of responsibility must be developed and maintained
through educational and social processes that both
form and sustain us. It has to be nurtured, shaped,
and tended to — not only when we’re children, but
throughout our lives.

At its core, I would suggest that seder night is our
annual practice of renewing our citizenship in the
Jewish people, and thereby renewing the Jewish
people itself. And in that sense, it is a vital paradigm
not only for Jews, but for our larger American and
human communities.

How does that kind of citizenship formation happen?
On its most basic level, it happens when we actively
compose the story of our own lives in genuine
conversation with the story of our fellow citizens,
our history, and our future. And that is precisely what
the seder is meant to do.

Citizenship is a word we need to reclaim. Today
we largely use it in connection with debates about
immigration, which are linked to discussions
about rights and entitlements. But this is only one
part of citizenship. Another part has to do with
our responsibility for other citizens, and for the
civilization we share.

Palmer identifies five habits of the heart as essential
to sustaining a democracy, each of which forms a
core element animating the seder:

In his book Healing the Heart of Democracy, educator
and activist Parker Palmer defines the term this way:
“Citizenship is a way of being in the world rooted in the
knowledge that I am a member of a vast community
of human and nonhuman beings that I depend on for
essentials I could never provide for myself.” Palmer’s
definition focuses on a simultaneous sense of both
radical humility and profound solidarity toward
one’s fellow citizens, which is not only intellectual,
but bodily and spiritual.

We must develop an appreciation of the value of
‘otherness.’ Tonight we welcome the stranger to our
table, for we were strangers in Egypt.

We must understand that we are all in this
together. We all went out from Egypt, and had
our ancestors not been liberated, we too would be
slaves to Pharaoh.

We must cultivate the ability to hold tension in lifegiving ways. The Haggadah is replete with multiple
answers, multiple narratives, multiple ways of telling
our story. This is a night of holding tensions.
We must generate a sense of personal voice and
agency. We are commanded on seder night to make
this story our own, to see ourselves as personally
leaving Egypt.

27

We must strengthen our capacity to create community.
Even the very first seder in Egypt was commanded
to be experienced not as individuals and not as a
nation, but with neighbors in our homes.

community, with an understanding of both the
right to ask questions, and the responsibility to
help themselves and others work on their own
questions and the questions they (and we) share as
a community. (My thanks to Luz Santana and Dan
On seder night, we narrate our own story in
Rothstein of the Right Question Institute for these
conversation with the story of the others who are
insights.)
present — physically at our seder table, and more
broadly in our memories and imaginations. We not So on seder night, it isn’t enough simply to imbibe
only take in the story; we not only ingest the story the story of the ancient Israelites; we have to make
(by eating the symbolic foods of the night); we their story our own. And the way we do that is
ultimately make that story our own.
through asking our own questions of the story, and
imagining ourselves into the community across time
Yet there’s an additional and crucial dimension to
and space who have asked, are asking, and will ask
note here about how that story-weaving happens.
their questions of that story too.
The rabbis of the Talmud realized that it wasn’t
enough to tell the story; rather, the story must be To return to the beginning: The seder is the world’s
told in answer to a question. Even if you’re having longest-running symposium on freedom. But
a seder by yourself, the rabbis instruct that you more than that, the seder is the world’s longestmust still ask a question to open the evening running community-weaving, citizenship-renewing
of storytelling.
experience. The seder reminds us—because we
need reminding—that citizenship is not only about
Why this requirement? Because the ability to
important individual rights, but also our shared
ask good questions, and then to have genuine
stories, relationships, commitments, and mutual
conversations about them, is the root of citizenship.
responsibility. The seder invites and challenges us to
Unsurprisingly, it turns out that students who ask understand ourselves, individually and collectively,
their own questions about their learning ultimately as part of a timeless story extending back millennia
show higher levels of not only content mastery, to ancient Egypt, and forward to a future of
but overall engagement and participation. That redemption, freedom, and responsible citizenship
is, students who ask their own questions develop for all.
a deeper sense of citizenship in the classroom
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Oedipal Fathers and Wicked Sons
Rabbi Zachary Truboff
Director, English speaking program at Bina L’Itim
Published in the Times of Israel, April 14, 2017
Among turn of the century Jewry there was perhaps
no more beloved figure than Shalom Alecham’s
Tevye the Milkman. Tevye’s jovial personality in the
face of the harsh realities of shtetl life endeared him
to many. His humorous exploits ranged from
attempts to get rich to an aborted journey to the
holy land. However, the central theme in the Tevye
stories is the tension between him and his daughters.
The great popularity of Tevye was driven by the way
Shalom Aleichem insightfully depicted the many
conflicts between tradition and modernity. Tevyeh
represented an older more conservative generation
struggling to make sense of a brave new world while
holding fast to tradition. It was their children,
nevertheless, who ran towards the opportunities
that modernity presented them and did so in a
manner that often caused great disappointment and
sadness to their parents. In Fiddler on the Roof, the
most famous adaptation of the Tevye stories, three
of his daughters consciously reject the norms of
traditional religious life causing great upheaval
within the family. Who they each choose to marry
reflects ideologies and aspects of modern life that
were unavailable to their father. Tzeitel, the eldest
daughter, refuses her arranged marriage to an older
widower and instead chooses to marry for love.
Hodel, the middle daughter, marries an ardent
communist who works for the eventual revolution
and equality of mankind. Chava, the younger
daughter, falls in love with a non-Jew and marries
outside the faith.
In the late 19th and early 20th century, the cultural
phenomena described by Shalom Alechehm
exploded within the Jewish community. Children
who grew up in deeply pious homes frequently
turned their backs on their religious upbringing in
order to embrace the freedoms of modern life.
Nowhere was this tension more apparent than in

the Zionist enterprise. Zionism offered the
opportunity for young Jews to liberate themselves
from what they perceived as an oppressive and
backward tradition in order to build a new and often
secular Jewish identity for themselves in the
Promised Land. A powerful example of the way in
which Zionism rejected the past can be found in the
writings of Hebrew poet David Shimoni. Subversively
rewriting the verse from Mishlei (1:8), “Listen, my
son, to the advice of your father, and do not abandon
the teaching of your mother,” he writes:
“My son, do not listen to your father’s
advice, Nor heed your mother’s teachingBecause the father’s advice is only jots and
tittles… And the mother’s teaching is,
“slowly, slowly, slow.” But spring storms
clamor, fierce and wild: Listen, man, to the
song of the child!”
It was in this historical context that Sigmund Freud
articulated his most important theory about the
conflict between parents and children based on the
Greek myth of Oedipus. Oedipus is ordained by fate
to kill his father and marry his mother. Even though
both he and his parents attempt to avoid this destiny,
the tragic outcome is inevitable. Freud’s analysis is
primarily about the psychodynamics of child
development and family life, but it also has great
cultural significance as well. Ever since the
Enlightenment, a central tenet of modernity has
been the idea of Progress; the new must replace the
old. Traditions which had been authoritative in the
past were now discredited and viewed as relics of a
bygone era. In traditional society, parents and elders
were to be venerated, but modernity espoused a
rebellious youth culture. In response, the older
generation saw itself as having no choice but to
impose its values on the younger one, leading to
profound intergenerational conflict.
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Judaism, however, presents an alternative model to
the Oedipal conflicts that plague modern life. The
paradigmatic example of which can be seen at the
Pesach seder, a ritual which requires parents to tell
the story of the Exodus to their children. It is this act
more than any other which enables the mesorah to
be passed down and creates a sense of shared
identity that reverberates throughout generations
past, present, and future. The Jewish parent is not
meant to be a coercive patriarch who violently
ensures Jewish continuity. Rather, he or she is
perceived as a teacher, who has significant moral
and religious obligations to their children. The seder
night is meant to embody this model as parents act
in various ways to arouse their children’s curiosity.
Children are not passive participants in what is
taking place. The parent must engage the children
in dialogue and inspire their questions. The role of
teacher is without a doubt hierarchical as the
teacher knows more than the student, but the
teacher must also be willing to grant freedom to
their students. Just as God must withdraw to make a
space for creation, so too must the parent pull back
and enable the child’s freedom to ask questions at
the seder (Kedushat Levi, Vaykira). Though the parent
child relationship may start as hierarchical, over
time it gradually shifts. Teachers learn from the
students as much if not more than their students
learn from them. At its best, the parent child
relationship at the seder becomes a fulfillment of
the rabbinic dictum that one who makes for
themselves a teacher ultimately acquires for
themselves a friend (Pirkei Avot 1:6).
Though this depiction of the seder may be beautiful,
one still must question whether it is fully accurate.
A closer look at the seder reveals that it too is not
without its Oedpial conflicts. Does not the father’s
exchange with the wicked son represent all of
Freud’s concerns? The wicked son rebelliously
challenges his father and seemingly denies the
relevance of the seder by asking the following
question, “What is this service to you?!.” The father
angrily responds with what might even be interpreted
as an act of violence. He “blunts his teeth” and tells
the wicked son that if he had been in Egypt, he
would not have been redeemed.
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This back and forth may be unsettling but, it holds
special significance for the modern orthodox
community which struggles with its own Oedipal
conflicts that have intensified in recent years. Caught
between those who desire to change communal
practice in order to accord with the times and those
who demand fealty to tradition and deference to
rabbinic authority, the modern orthodox community
often feels as if it is coming apart at the seams.
Though both sides may be sitting at the same seder
table right now, there is no guarantee that they will
continue to do so in the generations to come.
Like Tevyeh and his daughters, our current moment
often leaves many in the modern orthodox
community alienated from those who would be
closest to us and as a result, the Jewish family and
the Jewish people are deeply damaged. In a beautiful
essay, Rav Shagar notes many of these problems and
attempts to offer a solution which he locates within
the heart of the seder experience. He explains that
traditional Jewish identity subsumes the “I” within
the “We”. Each member of the Jewish people sees
themselves as connected to, responsible for, and
part of the other. However,
“…at a time when the ”you” is not already
present underneath the surface of the “we”
there is a need to develop a dialogue with
the “you.” It is necessary for speech to be
liberated. This liberation is embodied in
the ability for parents and children to speak
to each other, something that is not
possible for speech at the current moment…
This can be aroused from the question:
“Who is this person who is so close to me
yet so far from me?” This question may be
asked from a place of alienation, but it is
able to function as a springboard for deeper
recognition and intimacy (A Time for
Freedom, p. 130).”
What exactly does it mean to liberate speech so that
parents and children may encounter each other, and
what insights might this offer to the modern
orthodox community? While Rav Shagar does not
fully clarify his words, it would seem that first and
foremost, liberated speech requires parents and
children to directly engage each other even at times
when they viscerally disagree. The haggadah in fact

already hints to this in the exchange between the
father and the wicked son. It would have been all
too easy for the father to throw his son out of the
seder, as the Talmud itself notes that this has often
been the response to a chutzpadik question asked in
the beit midrash (Menachot 37a). Rather, the father
gives his son an answer. A harsh answer, but an
answer nonetheless. The son too must be given
credit as well. He could have easily chosen not to
attend. The very fact that he has come to the seder
demonstrates his desire to be part of the Jewish
family, even if he has yet to find his exact place
within it.
There is a deeper level to the kind of liberated
speech described by Rav Shagar and it too can be
found in the context of the seder. Parents tell their
children the story of the Exodus through the vehicle
of talmud torah, whose central feature is the asking
of questions. Perhaps by asking the right questions,
the space between parents and children can be
bridged. Talmud torah is often known for its
combative tone as chevrutah partners vigorously
duel to prove their interpretation of the text is
correct. In times such as our own when we already
feel alienated from each other, such an aggressive
approach can lead to further polarization and
disconnect. Instead, we need to recover a language
that enables us to ask questions that open up the
other as opposed to shutting them down. Krista
Tippet, a journalist who has spent years interviewing
artists, writers, and religious thinkers beautifully
describes what is necessary in order for us to ask
better questions. Similar to Martin Buber’s philosophy
of I and Thou, she sees each conversation as an
encounter full of radical possibilities. She explains
that the first step is listening, something that appears
to be a lost art in today’s day and age.
“Listening is more than being quiet while
the other person speaks until you can say
what you want to say… It involves a kind of
vulnerability- a willingness to be surprised,
to let go of our assumptions and take in
ambiguity. The listener wants to understand
the humanity behind the words of the
other, and patiently summons one’s best
self and one’s best words and questions.”

Deep listening requires us to acknowledge the
image of God standing before us embodied in the
other and leads us to ask questions that can open
new paths of connection. The reality she explains is
that
“Questions elicit answers in their likeness…
it’s hard to meet a simplistic question with
anything but a simplistic answer. It’s hard
to transcend a combative question. But it’s
hard to resist a generous question. We all
have it in us to formulate questions that
invite honesty, dignity, and revelation.
There is something redemptive and lifegiving about asking a better question
(Becoming Wise, p. 29).”
Though Krista Tippet is not Jewish, there may not be
a more beautiful way to describe the power of
Talmud torah than to see it as an activity that brings
forth redemptive questions. If parents and children
are able to approach each other not as opponents
who threaten each other’s existence but as
individuals, then such questions are possible. Such
questions can transform the whole nature of the
relationship and allow for dialogue and even
intimacy where none existed in the past.
On Shabbat HaGadol, the Shabbat preceding Pesach,
the haftarah is read from the book of Malachi. The
connection between the holiday and the haftarah
hinges on Biblical description of the prophet Eliyahu
as a harbinger of redemption. According to Malachi,
Eliyahu’s job is not to bring the Jewish people to the
Holy Land or to punish their enemies. Rather, he
engages in the far more difficult task to “bring
together parents with children and children with
parents.”(Malachi 3:24) A few days later, Eliyahu is
then invited to our Pesach seder to assist in making
that possible. According to the Talmud, it is said that
Eliyahu will answer all the difficult halachic
questions that remain unanswered since the times
of Chazal. Maybe, this will be achieved not through
providing solutions but by helping us ask better
questions. It is incumbent on all parts of the modern
orthodox community to try to do just that. It may not
be easy and like the attempts to fix any damaged
relationship within a family, it may not be successful.
But there is no doubt that it is worth the effort.
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Becoming Children Once Again:
A Closer Look at the Wicked Child
at the Seder
Rabbi Michael Billet
Judaic Studies Faculty, Kinneret Day School, Riverdale, New York
The Rasha asks the following question - מה העבודה הזאת לכם, What is this work to you? The Haggadah
informs us that we are to “knock out the teeth” of the רשע, and tell him that if he had been there, he would
not have been redeemed.
Doesn’t this seem harsh? How are we to understand the answer we give to the ?רשע
I would like to suggest the following: Many think that the  רשעtotally removes himself from the Jewish
people. However, another approach is that the reason why he removes himself, is because he doesn’t see
himself as doing anything important. He thinks - what is so special about me? Therefore, we tell him, that
if you continue to think that way - you will not have been redeemed from slavery.
There are many people in our communities who feel like this רשע. They feel like they have no part in Jewish
life. They are no longer engaged in a Torah life. However, I still believe that these people are looking for
someone to turn to. They are asking questions, but sometimes we ignore or remove them because “they are
different from us”.
The answer that we give to the  רשעis הכה את שניו- we are to “knock out his teeth”. What does this mean?
Sometimes when a child (or anyone for that matter) asks a question, we are often too quick to dismiss him.
The “teeth” or his words get in the way or who this child truly is. Therefore, we are too “knock out his teeth”
- look beneath his words and discover who this person really is inside. The Gra tells us that the  גמטריהof
the word  רשעis 570. The  גמטריהof the word ( שניוhis teeth) is 366. When we “knock out” the teeth from the
 רשע- we move beyond his “teeth” - meaning, we take 570 (Gematriya of  )רשעand subtract 366 (Gematriya
 )שניוwe get 204 which is  גמטריהof ( צדיקrighteous person). If we can look past “the teeth” of the  רשע- we
might be able to see that there is a  צדיקhidden inside of him. The rasha still comes to the Seder table - they
are looking for something, but perhaps don’t know yet what that is.
In some way on the night of the Seder we all become children. We once again become בנים אתם לה’ אלוקיכם,
Hashem’s children. On the night of Pesach, we emerged from slaves to a nation.
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Why is Eliyahu Invited to Our Seder?
Rabbi Marianne Novak
Instructor and Curriculum Developer, Florence Melton
Adult School of Jewish Learning

There is a certain kind of relief when at our Passover
Seders, after saying Grace After Meals and pouring
the third cup and possibly also at this time pouring
the cup for Eliyahu, we rise from our reclining
positions, open our doors to let in some fresh air and
sing the traditional song about Eliyahu HaNavi,
Elijah the Prophet. While this break is most welcome,
the bigger questions are, ‘Why do I invite Eliyahu to
the Seder? And given his history, what is his purpose
at my Seder? (Do I really want a guy like Eliyahu
having carte blanche to enter my home and partake
of the wine, albeit the cup left for him, at my
Seder Table?) Why do we then ask God to ‘pour out
his wrath’?
Before looking at the mechanics of the Seder at this
point, it is important to do a little review of who
Eliyahu was in Torah text and how he transforms in
the Rabbinic imagination such that he is included
in the Haggadah and Seder ritual.
The first place we find Eliyahu is in the book of
Kings. After King Solomon’s demise, the Jewish
kingdom has been split in two; the Land of Israel
and the Land of Judah, each with its separate king
and monarchy. Israel, the northern Kingdom was
led by the King line of Yerav-am and the
Kingdom of Judah followed the Solomonic line of
King Rehav-am.

In I Kings 18, Eliyahu shows up, somewhat out of the
blue (possibly a marker for how his character later
appears in history), to tell King Ahav the following:
חאָב֑ חַי ה’ אֱל ֹקי
ְ ַב֑י גִלְעָד֑ אֶל־א
ֵ ש
ָ ׁת
ֹּ מ
ִ ב֑י
ִּ ש
ְ ׁת
ִּ ה
ַ מר֑ אֵל ִּי ָ֑הּו
ֶ ו ַ ֹיּא
ט֑ר
ָ מ
ָ ט֑ל ּו
ַ אֵלֶּה
֑ ה
ָ שנ ִ֑ים
ָ ּ ׁה
ַ תּי לְפָנ ָ֑יו אִם־יִהְי ֶ֑ה
ִ מ ְד
֑ ַ ָ ש֑ר ע
ֶ ׁא
ֲ ֑שׂרָ אֵל
ְ ִי
( ּכ ִ֑י אִם־לְפִ֑י ְדבָרִ ֑י׃
Elijah the Tishbite, an inhabitant of Gilead, said to
Ahav, “As the LORD lives, the God of Israel whom
I serve, there will be no dew or rain except at
my bidding.”
Ahav is told by Eliyahu, God’s servant, that there will
be no rain except when I, Eliyahu, decide it should
come. Eliyahu is right in understanding that from
our tradition, if the people do not follow the word of
God, the result could be a drought. (see Deuteronomy
11:13-21, Second Paragraph of the Shema prayer).
However, Eliyahu doesn’t cast the directive as going
through God but going through him- ‘. ..except at my
bidding...  … ּכ ִ֑י אִם־לְפִ֑י ְדבָרִ ֑י׃Eliyahu doesn’t tell Ahav
of a way to gain favor back with God but tells
him simply, I, Eliyahu will decide and you must go
through me.

Immediately after this incident, God sends Eliyahu
away on a somewhat solitary journey to Wadi Cherith.
God, although grateful for Eliyahu’s loyalty, senses
that perhaps his zealotry and his personification of
himself as the source of God’s power might lead to
The Kings of Israel by and large did not follow Torah,
some disastrous results. God needs allies on earth
and each King was more corrupt and more enmeshed
especially at this time in history, but they must be
with idol worship than his predecessor. As the navi
allies who will affirm God’s mission on earth instead
opens in I Kings 17, Ahav and his evil wife Ezevel
of undermining it.
rule over the northern kingdom, practicing idol
worship, specifically the worship of Baal. Ezevel also In his solitude, Eliyahu’s food runs out and God tells
campaigns to kill and rout out all true prophets of him to go to Zarpata where a widow would feed him.
the true God of Israel.

The widow was without food yet she followed בּנ ֵ֣י
ְ ֙תָך
ְ באֹ֗ות ּכ ִֽי־ע ָזְבּ֤ו בְרִ ֽי
ָ ְ מר֩ ַק ּנֹ֨א ק ִּנ ֵ֜אתִי לַה’ ׀ אֱל ֹקי צ
ֶ ו ַ ֹיּא
Eliyahu’s specific directions and miraculously she ת֤ר
ֵ ָּ ח֑רֶ ב וָֽאִו
ָ ב
ֶ ת֣יָך הָרָ ֔סּו וְאֶת־נְבִיאֶ֖יָך הָרְ גּ֣ו
ֶ ח
ֹ ב
ְּ ְ שׂרָ אֵ֔ל אֶת־מִז
ְ ִי
had enough food to last a lifetime. Soon after the
תּֽה׃
ָּ ח
ְ ש֖י לְ ַק
ִ ׁ ְב ְקׁשּ֥ו אֶת־נַפ
ַ ְ ד֔י ו ַי
ִּ ב
ַ ְאֲנִי֙ ל
woman’s son fell ill and Eliyahu called out for God
He replied, “I am moved by zeal for the LORD, the
to heal the boy and he was healed. (I Kings 17:24)
God of Hosts, for the Israelites have forsaken Your
תּה
ָ ָ֑תּי ּכ ִ֛י אִ֥יׁש אֱל ֹקים א
ִ ְ דע
֔ ַ ָ תה֙ ז ֶ֣ה י
ּ ָ ַ שה֙ אֶל־אֵ֣ל ִּי ָ֔הּו ע
ָ ּ ׁ ִהא
ָֽ ת֤אמֶר
ּ ֹ ַ  וcovenant, torn down Your altars, and put Your
מֽת
ֶ ֱבפִ֖יָך א
ְּ ’ ּו ְדבַר־הprophets to the sword. I alone am left, and they are
out to take my life.”
And the woman answered Elijah, “Now I know that
you are a man of God and that the word of the LORD Eliyahu characterizes the situation from his point of
is truly in your mouth.”
view only. Hinting, that only he, Eliyahu, alone is
loyal to God. The Jews have betrayed God and there
Eliyahu now is filled with God’s spirit and believes in
is no hope for them in Eliyahu’s estimation.
his power to perform miracles. He is called a man of
God and when he speaks his words are seen as truly The rabbis of the Midrash however are uncomfortable
coming from God. And it is with this power and with not only Eliyahu’s zealotry and violence but his
confidence that three years later God tells Eliyahu to insistence that there is no hope for the Jewish
go before Ahav and tell him that God will now bring people. True prophets, like Moshe, worked hard to
rain upon the earth.
get the people to repent. They plead with God the
destruction of the people of Israel.
Eliyahu arranges to meet with Ahav and have a
powerful showdown with the prophets of Ba’al at In Shir HaShirim Rabbah 1:6:1, the Midrash
Mount Carmel. Eliyahu succeeds in bringing fire elaborates on this interaction between God and
down from Heaven to consume his sacrifice and Eliyahu reflecting these concerns.
proves the emptiness of Ba’al worship. The prophets
... ו ַ ֹיּאמֶר:) יד,שנֶּאֱמַר (מלכים א יט
ֶ ׁ ,באֵלִי ָּהּו
ְּ ו ְ ִדכ ְוָתֵיּה ּכ ְתִיב
of Ba’al are executed, the people of Israel declare
בּנ ֵי
ְ ַקנֹּא קִנ ֵּאתִי לַה’ אֱל ֹקי [ישראל] [צבאות] כִּי ע ָז ְבּו בְרִ יתְָך
their faith in the One True God, and by the end of the
 אֶת.בּרִ יתֶָך
ְ מּא
ָ ש
ֶ ׁ ,בּרִ יתִי
ְ ,בּרּוְך הּוא
ָ ה ָקּדֹוׁש
ַ  אָמַר לֹו,שׂרָ אֵל
ְ ִי
day, the rains have come. Eliyahu has succeeded in
 וְאֶת.בּחֹותֶיָך
ְ ְ מּא מִז
ָ ש
ֶ ׁ ,בּחֹותַי
ְ ְ  מִז, אָמַר לֹו,חתֶיָך הָרָ סּו
ֹ ב
ְּ ְ מִז
his mission!
 אָמַר,ת מָה אִיכְפַּת לְָך
ּ ְ ַ וְא, אָמַר לֹו נְבִיאַי,בחָרֶ ב
ֶ נְבִיאֶיָך הָרְ גּו
Until the morrow, when Ezevel, furious at uprooting חמִי מַה
ֲ תּא
ָ .תּּה
ָ ח
ְ שי לְ ַק
ִ ׁ ְב ְקּׁשּו אֶת נַפ
ַ ְ ב ִדּי ו ַי
ַ ְלֹו וָאִוָּתֵר אֲנ ִי ל
of Ba’al worship,,threatens to kill Eliyahu. Eliyahu , מָה הּוא רְ צָפִים,עגַּת רְ צָפִים
ֻ שתָיו
ֹ ׁא
ֲ ַבּט וְהִנ ֵּה מְר
ֵ ַּ מּן ו ַי
ָ ת
ּ ַ ּכ ְתִיב
then goes into exile. He arrives at a dry bush, without שאָמַר
ֶ ׁ בכ ָל מִי
ְּ  רְ צֹוץ פִּּיֹות, רֹוץ פֶּה,חמָן
ְ ַ בּר נ
ַ שמּואֵל
ְ ׁ בּי
ִ ַאָמַר ר
food, water or hope. (I Kings 19:4)
בּנ ַי
ָ  ֵדּילָטֹורְ י ָא ע ַל. ..
]ח֑ד
ָ ֶרתֶם אחת [א
ֹ֣ תחַת
ּ֖ ַ שב
ֶ ֵ ׁ ב֕א ו ַּ֕י
ֹ ָּ ד֣רֶ ְך יֹ֔ום ו ַי
ּ ֶ ֙בר
ָּ מ ְד
ִּ ב
ַּ הלְַ֤ך
ָ וְהּֽוא־
ש֔י ּכ ִֽי־ל ֹא־
ִ ׁ ְת֤ה ה֙ ַק֣ח נַפ
ּ ָ ַ שאַ֤ל אֶת־נַפְׁשֹו֙ לָמּ֔ות ו ַ ֹ ּי֣אמֶר ׀ רַ ֗ב ע
ְ ׁ ִּ ו ַי
תֽי׃
ָ ב
ֹ א
ֲ מ
ֵ טֹ֥וב אָנֹכִ֖י

...As is written about Elijah: (I Kings 19:14) And he
said, I have been very jealous for the Lord, the God
of hosts; for the children of Israel have foresaken
Thy covenant.

He himself went a day’s journey into the wilderness.
He came to a broom bush and sat down under it, and The Holy one replied to Elijah: This is MY covenant.
prayed that he might die. “Enough!” he cried. “Now, O Is it yours?
LORD, take my life, for I am no better than my fathers.”
Elijah: Thrown down Thine altars.
God hears his cries and an angel brings him food.
The Holy one: These are MY altars. Are they yours?
The angel appears to Eliyahu again to give him and
to help him prepare for a journey of 40 days and 40 Elijah: And slain Thy prophets with the sword
nights to the Mountain of Horeb, otherwise known
as Har Sinai. Once he arrives, he goes into a cave and The Holy one : They are MY prophets. What concern
is it of yours?
God asks him why he is here. (I Kings 19:10)
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Elijah: And I alone remain and they seek my life, to
take it away.

the evil king of Israel dies and his successor, Ahaziah
is injured. Ahaziah asks his messengers to go ask the
god of Ekron, the Baal- Zevuv (The Lord of the Flies)
See what is written in that context: And he looked
if he would recover. Eliyahu receives prophecy from
and behold there was at his head a cake baked on
an angel of God that king Ahaziah will die.
the hot stones (retzaphim) (I Kings, 19:6). What is
Eliyahu tells this information to the Ahaziah’s
meant by retzaphim? R. Samuel bar Nachman said:
messengers who then relay the information back to
Retz peh, ‘silence (break/smash) the mouth’- silence
the King. The King’s captain summons Eliyahu but,
the mouth of him who spoke slander of My children...
(II Kings 1: 10)
In the rabbinic imagination of this scene, God scolds
שים֒ וְאִם־אִ֤יׁש אֱל ֹקם֙ אָ֔נ ִי
ִ ּ ׁמ
ִ ח
ֲ ה
ַ ש֣ר
ַׂ בר֮ אֶל־
ֵּ ו ַיַּע ֲנ ֶ֣ה אֵל ִּי ָ֗הּו ו ַי ְ ַד
Eliyahu and reminds him that his role as prophet is
ת֤רֶ ד אֵׁש֙ מִן־
ּ ֵ ַ ש֑יָך ו
ֶ ּ ׁמ
ִ ח
ֲ תָך֖ וְאֶת־
ְ א
ֹ מ֔י ִם וְתֹאכַ֥ל
ַ ש
ָ ּ ׁה
ַ ת֤רֶ ד אֵׁש֙ מִן־
ֵּ
to instruct the Jewish people and help them to
שֽיו׃
ָ ּ ׁמ
ִ ח
ֲ אתֹ֖ו וְאֶת־
ֹ ת֥אכ ַל
ּ ֹ ַ מ֔י ִם ו
ַ ש
ָ ּ ׁה
ַ
repent and choose God. God appreciates Eliyahu’s
zeal and fortitude but he is worried that such zeal Elijah replied to the captain of the fifty, “If I am a
when misplaced could lead to even greater man of God, let fire come down from heaven
destruction for the Jewish people. aAs the narrative and consume you with your fifty men!” And fire
continues, God takes Eliyahu up to Horev, much like came down from heaven and consumed him and his
He took Moshe, in a way to teach him a Torah of fifty men.
loyalty and zeal but without such violence towards
Eliyahu proceeds to then rain fire down the sky
and lack of hope for the Jewish people. Again God
and kill 100 additional messengers. In the very next
asks Eliyahu why he is there and he again repeats
chapter, we are told that God is preparing to take
the same rejoinder: (I Kings 19: 14)
Eliyahu to heaven not necessarily killing him. (II
בּנ ֵ֣י
ְ ֙תָך
ְ באֹ֗ות ּכ ִֽי־ע ָזְבּ֤ו בְרִ ֽי
ָ ְ מר֩ ַק ּנֹ֨א ק ִּנ ֵ֜אתִי ה’ ׀ אֱל ֹקי צ
ֶ  ו ַ ֹיּאKings 2:1-12)
ת֤ר
ֵ ָּ ח֑רֶ ב וָאִו
ָ ב
ֶ ת֣יָך הָרָ ֔סּו וְאֶת־נְבִיאֶ֖יָך הָרְ גּ֣ו
ֶ ח
ֹ ב
ְּ ְ שׂרָ אֵ֔ל אֶת־מִז
ְ ִי
מ֑י ִם ו ַּ֧י ֵלְֶך אֵל ִּי ָ֛הּו
ָ ש
ָ ּ ׁה
ַ סע ָרָ ֖ה
ְ ב
ַּֽ אֵל ִּי ָ֔הּו
֣ העֲלֹ֤ות ה֙ אֶת־
ַ ב
ְּ ה֗י
ִ ְ ו ַי
תּֽה׃
ָּ ח
ְ ש֖י לְ ַק
ִ ׁ ְב ְקׁשּ֥ו אֶת־נַפ
ַ ְ ד֔י ו ַי
ִּ ב
ַ ְ)אֲנִי֙ ל
ה ּג ִלְ ּג ָֽל׃
ַ ש֖ע מִן־
ָ ׁ וֶאֱלִי
He answered, “I am moved by zeal for the LORD, the
When the LORD was about to take Elijah up to
God of Hosts; for the Israelites have forsaken Your
heaven in a whirlwind, Elijah and Elisha had set out
covenant, torn down Your altars, and have put Your
from Gilgal.
prophets to the sword. I alone am left, and they are
out to take my life.”
While Eliyahu will no longer be on earth, it is not
completely clear from the narrative that he is truly
God listens and sets up a way for Eliyahu to protect
dead. None of the traditional biblical language used
himself and set up the ruling governments. God also
to explain death--such as sheol or being gathered to
sets up a successor to Eliyahu in Elisha. All these
his kin, are used here. Elisha watches his mentor
directives hint that God, despite trying to curb his
being taken away in a very unusual manner. (II Kings
violent nature at the incident at Horeb, has created
2: 11-12)
safeguards in case Eliyahu goes back to his warring
ways including taking him, as Ovadiah stated before, ב֔ר וְה ִּנ ֵ֤ה רֶ ֽכ ֶב־אֵׁש֙ וְסּ֣וסֵי אֵׁ֔ש ו ַיַּפְרִ ֖דּו
ֵּ הלְכִ֤ים הָלֹוְך֙ ו ְ ַד
ֹ מּה
ָ ה
ֵ֣ ה֗י
ִ ְ ו ַי
‘. ..the spirit of the LORD will carry you off, I don’t
מֽי ִם׃
ָ ש
ָ ּ ׁה
ַ סע ָרָ ֖ה
ְ ב
ַּֽ ה֑ם וַּיַ֙עַל֙ אֵ֣ל ִּי ָ֔הּו
ֶ שנ ֵי
ְ ׁ ב֣ין
ֵּ
know where… ש֣ר לֹֽא־אֵ ָד֔ע
ֶ ׁא
ֲ אָך֙ עַ֚ל
ֲ ש
ָׂ ּ ִֽ ח ה’ ׀ י
ַ וְרּ֨ו-- a place
somewhat suspended from earth and heaven, a As they kept on walking and talking, a fiery chariot
place where God could send Eliyahu into action with fiery horses suddenly appeared and separated
one from the other; and Elijah went up to heaven in
when needed.
a whirlwind.
But as we begin the second book of Kings, it seems
ָ ׁ ָשׂרָ אֵל֙ ּופָ֣ר
ְ ִ ב֗י רֶ ֤כ ֶב י
ִ ָב֣י ׀ א
ִ ָמצַעֵק֙ א
ְ ש֣ע ֹראֶ֗ה וְהּ֤וא
ָ ׁ וֶאֱלִי
that Eliyahu is back to his old tricks, killing anyone ש֔יו וְלֹ֥א
ֽים׃
ִ
ע
ְָר
ק
ִם
ַ֥י
נ
ש
ְ
ׁ
ִ
ל
֖ם
ֵ
ע
ְָר
ק
ַי
ִּ
ו
֔יו
ד
ָ
ָ
ג
ב
ְ
ּ
ב
ִ
ק
֙
ֵ
ֲז
ח
ַֽי
ַּ
ו
ֹ֑וד
ע
רָ אָ֖הּו
he perceives as his enemy or an enemy of God. Ahav
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Elisha saw it, and he cried out, “Oh, father, father!
Israel’s chariots and horsemen!” When he could no
longer see him, he grasped his garments and tore
them in two.

Eliyahu as one bringing the punishments and the
fire but rather as one who will foster peace in the
microlevel in families so that peace can arrive on
the macro-level with the complete redemption.

Eliyahu, becomes in our tradition, suspended
between heaven and earth. His job as agent of God
is not over, not only in the rabbinic imagination but
in the prophetic literature as well. Eliyahu completely
transforms from one who would kill anyone not
loyal to God to one who will be seen as kind and
loving. Eliyahu will no longer give up hope in the
Jewish people from repenting from their evil ways,
as the agent of God that shows up every time the
Jewish people actively affirm covenant. Eliyahu
changes from being the only one who believes in
God to one who will usher in the Moshiach, the
Messiah and the Messianic age.

This part of the prophets is read before Pesach in
the Haftarah for Shabbat Ha-Gadol. The Eliyahu who
then arrives at our Seder is one who has been
transformed into a peace seeking, kindly elder who
will lead us with love and reconciliation when the
Messiah comes. His in limbo status as alluded to in
the prophetic narrative is now used to paint an
optimistic future.

We see the beginnings of Eliyahu’s radical makeover
in the prophet Malachi where he states:
Malachi 3:22-24
שׂרָ אֵ֔ל
ְ ִ בחֹרֵ ב֙ ע ַל־כָּל־י
ְ שר֩ צ ִּו ִ֨יתִי אֹותֹ֤ו
ֶ ׁא
ֲ ד֑י
ִּ ב
ְ ַ ש֣ה ע
ֶ ׁמ
ֹ זִכְרּ֕ו ּתֹורַ ֖ת
טֽים׃
ִ ָפ
ּ ש
ְ ׁמ
ִ ק֖ים ּו
ִּ ח
ֻ
Be mindful of the Teaching of My servant Moses,
whom I charged at Horeb with laws and rules for all
Israel.

This transformation is echoed over and over again
in the Rabbinic literature. No longer do we see
Eliyahu as the raging, fire breathing zealot but as a
wise old man who gives good advice about life,
Halakha, relationships and Moshiach. Talmud Bavli,
Sanhedrin 98a reflects the new Eliyahu. He
encounters Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi and advises
him about how to find the messiah:
אמר ליה אימת אתי משיח אמר ליה זיל שייליה לדידיה
והיכא יתיב אפיתחא דקרתא ומאי סימניה יתיב ביני עניי
סובלי חלאים וכולן שרו ואסירי בחד זימנא איהו שרי חד
ואסיר חד אמר דילמא מבעינא דלא איעכב

Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said to Elijah: When will
the Messiah come? Elijah said to him: Go ask him.
ה ּג ָדֹ֖ול
ַ ’ב֑יא לִפְנ ֵ֗י ּבֹ֚וא יֹ֣ום ה
ִ ָּ ח לָכֶ֔ם אֵ֖ת אֵל ִּי ָ֣ה הַנ
ַ ֵ֣של
ֹ ׁ ֙ ה ִּנ ֵ֤ה אָֽנֹכִיRabbi Yehoshua ben Levi asked: And where is he
 וְהַּנֹורָ ֽא׃sitting? Elijah said to him: At the entrance of the city
of Rome. Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi asked him: And
Lo, I will send the prophet Elijah to you before the what is his identifying sign by means of which I can
coming of the awesome, fearful day of the LORD.
recognize him? Elijah answered: He sits among the
ת֑ם פֶּן־אָבֹ֕וא
ָ בּנ ִ֖ים ע ַל־אֲבֹו
ָ בּנ ִ֔ים וְלֵ֥ב
ָ ש֤יב לֵב־אָבֹות֙ ע ַל־
ִ ׁה
ֵ ְ  וpoor who suffer from illnesses. And all of them untie
חֽרֶ ם׃
ֵ האָ֖רֶ ץ
ָ ת֥י אֶת־
ִ הכֵּי
ִ ְ  וtheir bandages and tie them all at once, but the
Messiah unties one bandage and ties one at a time.
He shall reconcile parents with children and children He says: Perhaps I will be needed to serve to bring
with their parents, so that, when I come, I do not about the redemption. Therefore, I will never tie
strike the whole land with utter destruction. Lo, I more than one bandage, so that I will not be delayed.
will send the prophet Elijah to you before the coming
אזל לגביה אמר ליה שלום עליך רבי ומורי אמר ליה שלום
of the awesome, fearful day of the LORD.
עליך בר ליואי א”ל לאימת אתי מר א”ל היום אתא לגבי
The Book of Malachi in general implores the Jewish אליהו א”ל מאי אמר לך א”ל שלום עליך בר ליואי א”ל אבטחך
people to return from their evil ways and follow לך ולאבוך לעלמא דאתי א”ל שקורי קא שקר בי דאמר לי
Torah - both its ethical and ritual requirements.If  ז) היום,היום אתינא ולא אתא א”ל הכי אמר לך (תהלים צה
they follow the law, God will end their suffering and
אם בקולו תשמעו
bring a messenger, the Messiah, and institute the
final redemption. Malachi however does not describe
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Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi went to the Messiah. He
said to the Messiah: Greetings to you, my rabbi and
my teacher. The Messiah said to him: Greetings to
you, bar Leva’i. Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said to him:
When will the Master come? The Messiah said to
him: Today. Sometime later, Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi
came to Elijah. Elijah said to him: What did the
Messiah say to you? He said to Elijah that the
Messiah said: Greetings [shalom] to you, bar Leva’i.
Elijah said to him: He thereby guaranteed that you
and your father will enter the World-to-Come, as he
greeted you with shalom. Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi
said to Elijah: The Messiah lied to me, as he said to
me: I am coming today, and he did not come. Elijah
said to him that this is what he said to you: He said
that he will come “today, if you will listen to his
voice” (Psalms 95:7).

your own eyes their jubilant affirmations of faith
and covenant. Eliyahu you will usher in the messianic
era of the fifth cup promise -’V’hayvayti-’ ‘. .and I will
bring you (to a land, to the final land of redemption).’
There is however, a slight vestige of the old Eliyahu,
God’s violent zealot, in his placement in the Passover
Seder. No sooner than we open the door for him and
sing ‘Eliyahu HaNavi’ we continue with this part of
the liturgy:
שר
ֶ ׁא
ֲ מלָכֹות
ְ מ
ַ שר ל ֹא יְדָעּוָך וְע ַל־
ֶ ׁא
ֲ מתְָך אֶל־הַּגֹוי ִם
ָ ח
ֲ שפְֹך
ְ ׁ
שפְָך־
ְ ׁ .שּמּו
ַ ׁה
ֵ  כִּי אָכ ַל אֶת־יַעֲקֹב וְאֶת־נ ָו ֵהּו.שמְָך ל ֹא קָרָ אּו
ִ ׁב
ְּ
תחַת
ַּ מ
ִ שמִידֵם
ְ ׁת
ַ ְ באַף ו
ְּ תּרְ דֹף
ִ .שׂיג ֵם
ִ ּ ַ עֲלֵיהֶם זַעֲמֶָך וַחֲרֹון אַפְָּך י
שמֵי ה
ְ ׁ ’.

Pour your wrath upon the nations that did not know
You and upon the kingdoms that did not call upon
Your Name! Since they have consumed Ya’akov and
Eliyahu’s change is reflected also in where he shows laid waste his habitation (Psalms 79:6-7). Pour out
up in our ritual practice specifically at the Passover Your fury upon them and the fierceness of Your anger
Seder and at a circumcision, a Brit Milah. In both shall reach them (Psalms 69:25)! You shall pursue
places, Eliyahu is present to see the Jewish people them with anger and eradicate them from under the
actively renew their covenant with God. Whereas in skies of the Lord (Lamentations 3:66).
the book of Kings, Eliyahu twice complains bitterly
But unlike Eliyahu’s old story, here, in the Seder we
to God, that (I Kings 19:10, 14)
ask God directly to punish those nonbelievers who
...שׂרָ אֵ֔ל
ְ ִ בּנ ֵ֣י י
ְ ֙תָך
ְ  ּכ ִֽי־ע ָזְבּ֤ו בְרִ ֽי... specifically are out to hurt us, the Jewish people.
This juxtaposition of Eliyahu shepherding peace
for the Israelites have forsaken Your covenant…
and God pouring out his wrath is by design and
But now Eliyahu, appears specifically for renewal of perhaps reflects the message of the Haggadah that
the that very covenant.
only God can redeem us. If we have any zealotry for
God, we should channel those instincts into one of
At a Brit Milah, we designate Eliyahu’s chair and say:
prayer, renewal of covenant and transmission of our
 זה הכסא של אליהו הנביא זכור לטובsacred narrative in a peaceful way to our children.
As we open the door for Eliyahu, especially in these
trying times, let us indeed hope that he gets to bring
us to a true complete and everlasting redemption or
We want to remember Eliyahu for his new good role at least a redemption from illness and disease and
of bringing in the Messianic age. His zeal should be the hope that we will be able to celebrate Pesach
used for the good i.e. Moshiach and not the bad i.e. next year full of joy and happiness.
raining fire down on nonbelievers.
This is the throne of Eliyahu the prophet, may he be
remembered for good.

This is why we bring Eliyahu to our Seder. Eliyahu
comes in order to see the Jewish people telling the
Pesach story and passing it on to generation after
generation. It is as if God is telling Eliyahu, “You had
little faith in our people. But I, God, refuse to give up
on them and will now make you, Eliyahu, see with
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It’s All in the Seder: Words of
Inspiration for a Challenging Pesach
Rabbi Chai Posner
Beth Tfiloh Congregation, Baltimore, Maryland

Mah Nishtana! How different this Pesach is from all other Pesach’s in recent memory. Pesach marks just
about one month since we made the difficult decision to close the doors to our shul shortly after Purim.
That feels like about a year ago… not just one month.
That was a time when we were still trying to process what was going on. Now we seem to have come to
grips with a new normal. But there is nothing normal about it. Gloves, masks, washing hands, quarantines
… and those are just the minor inconveniences compared to… hospitals, breathing tubes, and ventilators.
Pesach this year comes as we are living through a very trying time. But for encouragement, inspiration, and
hope, look no further - Hakol B’seder – it’s all in the Seder! In fact, it’s all in 3 words:
Pesach. Matzah. Maror.
We read in the Haggadah:
 ּומָרֹור,מצָּה
ַ ,פֶסַח
ּ : וְאֵלּּו הֵן, לא יָצ ָא יְדֵי חֹובָתֹו,פֶסַח
ּ ב
ַּ דבָרִ ים אֵלּּו
ּ ְ שה
ָ ׁ של
ְ ׁ שלֹּא אָמַר
ֶ ׁ  כָּל:מלִיאֵל הָי ָה אֹומֵר
ְ ַ בּן ּג
ָ ַר
Rabban Gamliel was accustomed to say, Anyone who has not said these three things on Pesach has not
fulfilled his obligation, and these are them: the Pesach sacrifice, matza and marror.
No matter what your seder looks like this year… no matter how many people are or aren’t with you… you
should be sure to say this passage from the Haggadah. It is Rabban Gamliel telling us that these are the
keys to Maggid, the keys to the Pesach story.
And each of these has a powerful lesson to each of us, especially for this year.
PESACH
Rabban Gamliel goes on to explicate each of the words for us. He explains that Pesach (the Pesach
offering) is so called because God “Pasach”, God passed over our homes on God’s way to smite the Egyptian
firstborns. Life in one home, death in the other. The line between life and death can be so very narrow, and
we feel that this year perhaps more than any other.
With all that is going on, with all of the challenges, inconveniences, scariness… if you are reading this… if
you are alive… then God has chosen to bless you with life. God has decided that there is something that
you have to contribute to the world that no one else can give. God believes that you matter. Pasach. God
passed over. It’s not random. Life is not random. It may seem arbitrary, but Judaism teaches that there is
nothing arbitrary about life.
The Ibn Ezra cites 2 interpretations of the word Pesach. One comes from a root meaning pity, mercy. God
had mercy on us and gave us life. The other interpretation comes from a word meaning hopping or limping.
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In regards to this second interpretation the Ibn Ezra quotes the Pasuk from Kings 1 – 18:21. When Eliyahu
Hanavi (that same very figure who shows up at our Pesach seder) told the people:
֒סעִפִּים
ְּ ה
ַ ת֣י
ֵּ ש
ְ ׁ סחִים֮ ע ַל־
ְ פ
ּ ֹ ת֣ם
ּ ֶ ַת֞י א
ַ מ
ָ “ – ע ַד־How long will you keep hopping between two opinions? If the LORD
is God, follow Him; and if Baal, follow him!” But the people answered him not a word.”
Eliyahu was challenging the people to choose God.
Perhaps Eliyahu shows up at our Seder, toward the end to ask us the very same question. Are you in or out?
You can’t keep hopping back and forth. There is a plan. You were put here for a reason. You have been
given life. Are you in or are you out?
This year on Pesach as we confront death in such a real way, may it inspire us to live more fully. More
intentionally. More compassionately. More kindly. More Godly.
Pesach.
MATZAH
Rabban Gamliel goes on to tell us the next concept we must speak about at the seder is Matzah. And he
states that the reason is because “our ancestors’ dough was not yet able to rise, before the King of the kings
of kings, the Holy One, blessed be He, revealed [Himself] to them and redeemed them.”
So quickly did God redeem that there wasn’t even enough time for the bread to rise. This concept is so
important that it defines all of Pesach. No chametz. Nothing that is given time to rise. Only Matzah.
Let me ask you a question. Couldn’t God have given us a few more hours in Egypt, or at least a heads-up
departure time so that we could have had time for our dough to rise and we’d be eating Challah instead of
Matzah for 8 days? Apparently not. Apparently, this concept of a rushed departure, was such an important
concept that God wanted it recorded for posterity. Every year we should remember that we rushed out.
The Matzah reminds us of our sages’ statement – “Yeshuat Hashem K’heref Ayin”, God’s redemption is
quicker than the blink of an eye. One moment we are slaves, the next moment we are free. God’s capacity
for redemption defies all logic. This is a concept that would get us through thousands of years of exile and
persecution. Redemption can come at any moment.
No matter how dark, no matter how difficult, no matter how narrow our straights may be (straights from the
Hebrew word – Mitzrim – like Mitzrayim) God can take us out, God can widen the expanse, God can save in
a moment. In the blink of an eye. Before our dough can even finish rising.
Matzah.
MAROR
And finally, Rabban Gamliel teaches us that not only must we say Pesach, and not only must we say Matzah,
but we must also say Maror.
מצ ְרַ י ִם
ִ ב
ְּ מצ ְרִ ים אֶת־חַי ֵּי אֲבֹותֵינּו
ִּ ה
ַ מּרְ רּו
ֵ ש
ֶ ׁ ע ַל ׁשּום
For the Egyptians embittered the lives of our ancestors in Egypt.
I understand why we remember the Matzah, and I understand why we remember the Pesach, but why do we
need to remember that the Egyptians embittered our lives? And furthermore, isn’t the order here strange.
Shouldn’t we begin with Maror, then go on to the Pesach and finally the Matzah? After all, that’s the order
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in which these things happened. First the bitterness of the oppression, then the Pesach they ate at night,
and finally the matzah on the way out.
It seems to me that the reason that we recall that the reason that we mention Maror at all and the reason
that we mention it last are one in the same. Often it is only after the bitter experience is over, after we’ve
moved forward, that we can look back – with some distance and some perspective – and understand some
of the meaning that may have come from the bitterness. It’s only after we mention the Pesach and the
Matzah that we can then go back to the Maror and recognize that there was a plan all along. It was through
that bitter experience that the Nation of Israel was born. Looking back things may look a bit differently.
And what about while the bitterness is still ongoing? That’s the message of dipping the Maror into the
Charoset. Even in the midst of consuming the bitterness, we try to make it as sweet as possible. Moments
of respite from the bitterness are necessary. Moments of joy and fun and happiness are needed, and must
be enjoyed without guilt or reservation.
Pesach, Matzah and Maror.
•

Life. God has granted us life. Life is meaningful and intentional. Live fully.

•

Redemption. It can happen in the blink of an eye. When it seems most impossible.

•

Context. With time, when we look back, the bitterness may begin to make some sense.

This Pesach, be sure to take Rabban Gamliel’s suggestion. Don’t leave the Seder without remembering
these 3 lessons. I pray that they help uplift your Seder, your Pesach, and your life.
May this Pesach – even as it is a different one from other years – be one of reflection, inspiration and
redemption. Wishing everyone a very happy and kosher, and healthy Pesach. Chag Sameach!

What’s Your Matzah?
Rabbi Seth Herstic
Associate Rabbi, Moses Monteﬁore Anshe Emunah in Baltimore, Maryland

My words today are based on the teachings of Rav Matzah. This popular account is certainly based on
Exodus 12, verse 34, as it says: So the people took
Asher Friedman, of Yeshivat Lev HaTorah
their dough before it was leavened, their kneading
I will keep to the format of the seder, and begin with a
bowls wrapped in their cloaks upon their shoulders.
familiar question: Why do we eat Matzah on Pesach?
It is true, then, that the people were carrying dough
Many will answer that we eat Matzah because,
on their shoulders when they left Egypt; but did it
when the Children of Israel were leaving Egypt, they
bake on their shoulders from the heat of the sun?
carried dough on their backs, or on their shoulders,
Was Matzah first created through a miracle of solar
and the hot sun of the desert baked the dough into
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cooking? There appears to be no textual evidence to It is clear, then, that Matzah was not created by
support this reading. On the contrary, the text of the accident; nor was it first baked on the day the Jewish
Torah and the Haggadah seem to refute it.
people exited Egypt. In fact, the Children of Israel
had been eating Matzah for many, many years. They
This sunshine-on-my-shoulder, matzah-origin story
had been eating it, and living on it, ever since they
would have us believe two things: (1) that Matzah
became slaves. It was the staple of their diet. As it
came into existence when the Jews were leaving
says in the Haggadah: Ha Lachma Anya - This is the
Egypt; and (2) that Matzah was created by accident.
bread of oppression (or ‘bread of affliction’) that
Both claims are false. First of all, the Matzah that
our fathers ate in the land of Egypt. The standard
was baked when our ancestors left Egypt, was baked
explanation of Lachma Anya, or, Lechem Oni, is
on purpose. They meant to make Matzah. This is
that this is the bread of slaves. It’s simple, cheap,
clear from the Haggadah, which quotes the Torah.
hard, and bland. It’s the nasty food eaten by one in
The Haggadah reads: This Matzah that we eat: what
a miserable situation. “Ibn Ezra explains that slaves
does it recall? It recalls the dough of our ancestors,
were given unleavened bread, because, being hard,
which did not have time to rise before the King,
it takes longer to digest. Thus, it removes hunger for
King of Kings, the Holy One, blessed be He, revealed
longer than ordinary bread.”
Himself and redeemed them, as it is said: ‘They
baked the dough (va’yofu) that they had brought out My teacher, Rav Asher, offered another explanation,
of Egypt into Matzot, for it had not risen, for they one which sees Matzah in a much more positive light.
were cast out of Egypt and could not delay, and they Matzah, he explains, is not inherently the bread of
made no provisions for the way.’ In other words, they affliction; rather, it is the bread our people ate when
were in a hurry; they didn’t have time to wait for we were afflicted. I’ll say that again: Matzah is the
their dough to rise, so they took the dough along bread we ate when we were afflicted. In other words,
with them, and then they baked it--not the sun--into in one of the darkest epochs of Jewish history-Matzah, intentionally. That is the straightforward perhaps the darkest, and most hopeless--Matzah is
reading. That’s the peshat.
what sustained us. Matzah kept the Jewish people
alive. It’s not that we were oppressed by the Matzah,
Now, on to the second claim, that Matzah first
but that the Matzah nourished us in the midst of our
appeared when the Jews left Egypt. It’s also not true.
oppression.
Already in the book of Genesis there is a mention
of Matzah. In chapter 19, the Torah tells us that Lot, Everyone has their own Matzah. Everyone has that
Abraham’s nephew, baked Matzah for his angelic thing, or that person--or maybe even that food-guests, when they visited him in Sodom. Lot probably that was with them, and sustained them, during a
made Matzah because it was something that could be difficult time in their life. Reflecting on this idea, I
prepared quickly. Matzah was the original Pop-Tart, was reminded of my old, green, Swiss Gear backpack.
or, if you prefer, the original microwave dinner. It was
I was like many young men in their early 20’s,
cheap, and could be made very quickly. As opposed
nowadays: unsure, lost, trying to figure things out.
to bread, which can take hours. Getting back to the
When I graduated college, in 2010, I thought I had a
story of the Exodus, we find that the Jewish people
plan, I told people I had a plan, but I really didn’t have
had already been commanded to eat Matzah several
a plan. I went to Israel to join a semikha program
days before they actually left in a hurry. On the 1st
that I knew very little about, and which I quickly
of Nissan, when Hashem tells Moshe about the
realized lacked the structure I so badly needed. I
mitzvah of korban pesach, He includes the following
was absolutely miserable, and I decided, after only
instruction (12:8): they shall eat the flesh that same
a couple of weeks, that I had made a mistake. For
night; they shall eat it roasted over the fire, with
the first time in my life, I had no idea what to do
unleavened bread (u’matzot) and with bitter herbs.
next. I had no plan. I began to scramble around,
It was God’s plan all along for B’nei Yisrael to eat
trying to find a way to salvage the year, looking
Matzah on the night of Pesach.
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into programs and yeshivas. Finally, after giving it
about twenty seconds of thought, I enrolled in an
Israeli college to study Tanakh and Education. My
stated goal was to get an Israeli teaching certificate.
How long would that take? I really didn’t know.
What were the requirements? Unclear. Could I speak
Hebrew fluently, or understand a lecture given in
Hebrew? Not really. Nevertheless, only a short
while into my very first visit to the school, and after
a conversation with the dean, which I didn’t fully
understand, I enrolled.

But I loved that backpack. That backpack was with
me during one of the most trying, difficult times of
my life. That green backpack was with me every step
of the way during that year and a half. Whenever I
schlepped to and from Herzog, whenever I schlepped
around Israel, whenever I went away for a Shabbos
or holiday, I was wearing that backpack. It wasn’t
meant for long hikes, but it was sturdy and reliable. It
wasn’t fancy, but it got the job done. It never tore, no
matter how much I managed to shove into it. And I’m
pretty sure all the zippers worked. What I’m trying to
say is this: buy a Swiss Gear backpack! It will never
I was a student at Yaacov Herzog Teachers College
let you down! That’s the point of this sermon! Swiss
for three semesters, and I struggled there. I had
Gear is paying me. No. But seriously, that backpack
some good days, I took some wonderful classes with
was my Matzah.
world-class teachers, my Hebrew improved, and I
even got a few good grades; but, in general, I felt Our inclination is to turn away from the difficult
terribly alone and frustrated during my time there. I periods of our lives, and to never look back. We want
was inconsistent in my work. I didn’t know if or when to forget the tough times, to be done with them. The
I would ever get that teaching certificate. And this memories are painful, after all; and, perhaps, we are
brings me to the green backpack.
even ashamed of how we lived back then and what
our life once looked like. But the Torah commands
I was living in Ramat Beit Shemesh at the time, and
us to eat the Matzah of our lives. God tells us:
the school was in the Gush. Somehow, because of the
Remember those people and those things that kept
bus route, it made more sense to tremp to the Gush
you going. Never forget what sustained you--what
than to take public transportation. In Israel, they
got you through that miserable time. Why? Because
call hitchhiking ‘tremping,’ and everyone does it; not
that was God. When you thought He had abandoned
that that makes it safe or sensible. Anyway, I hated
you, He was there, nourishing you with the Matzah.
tremping, because tremping meant schlepping. It
Matzah, therefore, represents the presence of God in
meant hiking up hills in the hot sun, wearing my
our lives when it appears that He has abandoned us.
heavy, green, Swiss Gear backpack, to get to the next
Matzah is God’s providential hand, working steadily
hitchhiker pick-up spot, or as they call it in Israel:
but quietly.
trempiada. That backpack was not a hiking backpack;
it was meant for holding a laptop and some books. We eat two kinds of Matzah on Pesach. We eat the
It was designed to be worn when walking from a Matzah of open miracles, which is the Matzah we
school’s cafeteria to its library. It was not right for made in haste as we hurried out of Egypt; and we
these treks through the hills of Ramat Beit Shemesh eat the lechem oni, the Matzah of the daily, hidden
and the Gush. The weight distribution was all wrong. hand of God, that kept our people alive for hundreds
I needed one of those hiking packs--you know, the of years, as they suffered in Egypt. It is easy to
kind that real Israelis use.
appreciate the first kind of Matzah, whereas the
second is easy to disregard. This year, let’s remember
When I think back on those years at Herzog, I always
the second kind of Matzah, and thank Hashem for the
see myself wearing that awkward, green backpackquiet, daily miracles He performs for us, as He keeps
-sweating, schlepping, climbing hills and catching
us alive, preparing us for the Final Redemption. May
rides with strangers, en route to a school that I
it come speedily in our days.
wasn’t succeeding in, and that I would potentially
attend forever, because I saw no other way.
Chag Sameach
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The Power of Lonely Questions
Rabbi Dan Margulies
The Riverdale Minyan, Riverdale, New York
Originally a Shabbat Hagadol 5780 Drasha delivered to The Riverdale Minyan

Given the unique circumstances this year, with the
coronavirus pandemic keeping most of the world’s
Jews in isolation or under quarantine, which means
that many will be attending smaller sedarim than
usual, or even will be celebrating the seder alone,
I wanted to explore a detail of the halakhot of the
seder that might have usually gone overlooked —
that the seder must begin with a question (which of
course should be followed by an answer). Even when
all the participants are well versed in the details of
the pesah story and its halakhot, and even when a
person celebrates the seder alone (Pesahim 10:4,
116a; Rambam Sefer Hamitzvot Aseh 157, Hilkhot
Hametz uMatza 7:1-3, Hearot of Rav Eliyashiv ad
loc.) the seder must begin with a question. If one
is already a great scholar what more can one learn
by asking now? If one is alone, what role can a
verbalized explicit question play? The questioner
presumably either already knows the answer to the
question, or will not be able to discover it whether
or not it was asked.

of sipur yetziat mitzrayim has to arouse ‘God’s joy,’
and that that joy is particularly tied to the act of
question and answer at the core of the seder.
Rav Yitzchok Hutner explains the significance of
asking questions even when alone, in a different way,
drawing on a passage from the Maharal’s Gevurot
Hashem. The Maharal had noted that the Mishna
requires the story of pesah be told starting from a
disgraceful or negative point in Jewish history (genut)
and concluding with praise and triumph (shevah).
The Maharal explained that this is because when
triumph is preceded by failure and suffering then it
is perceived as even more triumphant, just like the
day is preceded by the darkness of night both in the
narrative of creation and human experience.

Rav Hutner takes this idea and notes that literarily,
the form of the pesah seder reinforces this crucial
aspect of its content. Just like the story must arc
from suffering to triumph, so too the story must be
told starting with a question, which is definitionally
a lack of an answer, and then concluding with the
Reb Chaim Shmuelevitz of the Mir yeshiva in his
story of yitziat Mitzrayim providing the answer to
Sihos Musar (5731, #69) points out one pedagogical
that question.
advantage to asking a question: the questioner
becomes more invested in obtaining, understanding, In another passage, the Maharal explains how this
and integrating the answer into their psyche. A sense of lack and need is central to the human
question serves to create an opening for the answer. condition. Based off the well-known gemara in
Nidda 30b which depicts the fetus learning all of
In a similar vein, the Bnei Yissaschar in his Derekh
Torah in utero, only to be made to forget it upon
Pikudekha (Aseh 21) suggests that by asking a
being born into the world, the Maharal explains that
question, the one responsible for providing the
the newborn infant would not feel the desire and
answer (under normal circumstances this would be
thirst to nurse were it not for the ‘lack’ she was made
the parent answering their child) becomes more
to feel upon forgetting all the Torah she had learned
invested in the act of telling the story of pesah. This,
in utero. That is, fundamental to human survival is
he notes, is particularly valuable in a kabbalistic
to feel that there are things we need that we do not
sense because of the great power that the mitzva
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have; questions that we ask to which we lack
the answer; and failures and struggles that we
cannot rationalize.

not have answers that he as a human being can
understand. In this vein, the Midrash Mekhilta
suggests than unlike a human doctor who heals an
injury with different methods than what caused the
Rav Hutner, in a letter to a student who had left the
initial injury, when God heals Iyov “out of the tempest”
yeshiva and was struggling, notes that although
(38:1) the answer comes from the same place as the
many people understand the verse from Mishlei
question itself — “He crushes me with a tempest”
”שבע יפול צדיק וקם
 שבעto mean that even though a
“וקם
(9:17). Although the act of questioning suffering is
righteous person might fall even seven times, they
therapeutic (to a point) for Iyov (and for people in
will eventually rise up (righteousness is defined by
general) it cannot be expected to derive an answer
perseverance), in fact the true meaning is that a
from God.
righteous person’s righteous character is forged in
the furnace of those seven failures (righteousness is Similarly, when celebrating the seder alone, the goal
preceded by failure). This is parallel to how Midrash of asking the question at the beginning may serve
Tehilim interprets the pasuk from Micha “נפלתי
 כי נפלתיa pedagogic purpose, or may be a literary device to
 כי אשב בחשך יי אור לי,”קמתי
, — קמתיspecifically because emphasize the narrative arc of the story, but it may
you have fallen you were able to stand up again; also point to the deep theological questions at the
specifically because you sat in the darkness you core of Jewish history and the human condition. We
were able to see God as your light.
live with questions which cannot be answered, and
certainly those which cannot be answered over the
Krista Tippet, the podcaster who produces On
course of one holiday dinner.
Being and authored Becoming Wise, notes that
after the “deaths of what we thought we knew” And yet, we have the confidence that even when
we generally don’t “trust that rebirth will follow” there may not be answers to our questions, and
but that “precisely in these moments … we let even when we feel very alone, God is with us, as
our truest hardest questions rise up in our midst.” the gemara in Berakhot 6a adapts the Mishna from
Asking questions then is a natural human mode of Pirkei Avot 3:3: “Even when one person sits and is
processing hardship, failure, and suffering with or occupied with the study of Torah, God is present.” A
without the expectation of an answer. This is the lonely seder with lonely questions is exactly that
process of growth, maturation, and coping that the moment. We use the asking of questions to deepen
pesukim from Mishlei and Micha point to.
our individual comprehension of and investment
in the pesah story. We use our asking of questions
The greatest Jewish engagement with the power of
to express the deep human need to ask when
questions to process a traumatic period of suffering
confronted with suffering, pain and loneliness. We
is the book of Iyov, which includes Iyov’s repeated
use those questions to draw God close, and to bring
, למהThe answers of Iyov’s
questions  למה, למה, למה,למה.
great ‘joy’ to God, even if we cannot be confident
friends, and God are all, in parallel, introduced as
that God will provide the answers that we seek.
answers —  ויען, ויען,ויען.
, ויעןBut when God “answers” Iyov,
the answers are non-answers. God’s point is, more or
less, that Iyov’s questions do not have answers, or do
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Zman Chutzpateinu - Good Chutzpah
Rabbi Barry Gelman
United Orthodox Synagogues of Houston, Texas

When I was growing up, one of worst charges that
could be made by my teachers was that one was
chutzpadik. Chutzpah is hard word to translate,
but we can get close by using words like brazenness
or arrogance.

Yet, Chutzpah is not all bad.
In the words of Rabbi Norman Lamm

“Our Rabbis meant to praise Israel when they
attributed to it the greatest amount of chutzpah
from amongst all nations. There are times that
I was in a particularly challenging class and my
chutzpah makes for survival, times that it expresses
elementary school principal, Rabbi Armnd Friedman,
a profound loyalty to values which transcend
ob”m, had a colorful vocabulary when it came out
ordinary politeness and courtesy, and even life itself.
pointing out our weaknesses. He used terms like “14
The chutzpah of the Jew in refusing to settle down
carrot fool” and shmegeggi. No one knows what
and assimilate, his insistence that Torah must survive
shmegeggi means, but it is obviously not a
at all costs and in all environments, his persistence
compliment. With all of that, being called
in the face of great odds that he is a member of
“chutzpahdik” meant that you had crossed a line and
God’s chosen people – that is a constructive and
you were in trouble.
desirable chutzpah.”
The negative meaning of Chutzpah extends beyond
Chutzpah plays a central role in the Pesach story.
my 8th grade classroom. Rabbi Norman Lamm notes
that “Our tradition paints a very gloomy picture of Pharaoh’s daughter exercises chutzpah when she
the frightening and catastrophic days preceding the defies her father and saves Moshe from the Nile.
coming of the Messiah. In addition to all the world
upheavals and bloodshed and immorality expected The midwives employ chutzpah when they save the
in the ikveta deMeshiĥa, in the era preceding Jewish babies.
Mashiaĥ, our Rabbis (Sota 49b) predicted that Jewish couples showed chutzpah when they decided
“chutzpah yasgei,” that chutzpah will abound, that to continue having children even as they lived under
there will be an unnatural increase of brazenness the shadow of an uncertain future.
and effrontery and arrogance. “
When Moshe killed the Egyptian taskmaster who
He continues: In trying to define Chutzpah, a great was beating a Jew, he was acting with Chutzpah.
sage of the Talmud once said (Sanhedrin 105a), it is
“malkhuta beli taga,” “kingship without a crown”; it is It is no wonder then, that chutzpah appears in the
authoritativeness without authority, dominion seder. You may be wondering, where in the seder do
without dignity, ruling without right, arrogance we see Chutzpah.
without warrant, dogmatic opinionation without Rabbi Soloveitchik suggests that it is chutzpah that
basis – in short, a man acting the part of a king when explains the practice of reclining at the seder.
he has never been entitled to the crown, “malkhuta
beli taga.”
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Many of us are aware that we eat while leaning as As Bnei Yisreal is starting it’s national journey, they
an expression of freedom or even royalty.
are given a lesson in Chutzpah. They were to take a
lamb, an animal revered and worshipped by the
Over time, Halachists began to question whether or
Egyptians and tie it up outside their home and then
not Heseibah is still required. After all, they noted,
to slaughter it. That Chutzpah resurfaces when we
people no longer eat while leaning or reclining.
recline or slouch at the seder table.
Even the most privileged eat while sitting up straight
at a table. This argument always made sense to me... We can understand good Chutzpah by understanding
why continue reclining if it is not really a symbol how it is juxtaposed with bad chutzpah.
of freedom.
 לַע ֲׂשֹות רְ צֹון אָבִיָך.… הֱוֵי ע ַז כַּנָּמֵר,תּימָא אֹומֵר
ֵ י ְהּודָה בֶן
ָ ּ ׁב
ַּ ש
ֶ ׁ
But then it occured to me. We do not recline at the  הּוא.שמָי ִם
table on Pesach...we slouch at the table. It was
הנֹּם
ִ  ע ַז פָּנ ִים לְג ֵי,…הָי ָה אֹומֵר
actually a comment by Rabbi Soloveitchik that got
me thinking along these lines.
Yehudah ben Teimah says: Be brazen like the
leopard, to do the Will of your Father Who is in
Here are his words:
Heaven. He used to say: [the] brazen-faced [are
Heseibah is the reverse of erect posture, which bound] for Gehinom
demonstrates obedience and submissiveness.
Purgatory
Soldiers standing at attention symbolize the
readiness to obey. Heseibah is indicative of id On the one hand we are urged to be Az Canemer disobedience, of a courageous stand…
bold as a leopard, yet we are also to Az Panim...the
brazen faced will be punished.
...Our posture is disrespectful of the people who
share the meal with us , demonstrating that we are Why in one case is Azut - brazeness good while in
independant and completely free. Heseibah the other case it is so bad.
means defiance… That is why Chazal said that if
one’s teacher is present, the student is relieved - I would like to share the explanation of Rav Chaim
indeed, enjoined - from Heseibah. This is quite Volozhin. He suggests that the first type of Azut
indicative of the purpose of Heseibah, namely, to represents an inner strength, a conviction of
commitment. It represents the ability to overcome
manifest disrespect.
naysayers and cynics. It is, according to Rabbi Lamm,
Heseibah - ultimate expression of freedom...or in ideological stubbornness.
the case of slouching, an expression of chutzpah or
Azut Panim - brazen faced, on the other hand - is
rejection of authority.
external, it is on the face, It is shallow. Not based on
By reclining, or in our case, slouching, we reject the principle, but on haughtiness.
authority of man. This type of chutzpah is positive
Judaism is all for the former. In fact, the Tur, a
and constructive.
medieval code of Jewish law an a forerunner of the
Of course, Judaism demands respect. Mitzvot like Shulchan Aruch begins with these very words, telling
Kibbud Av V’eim, Kavod Harav and Kavod Hatorah all us that this means that when you go about doing all
speak to the place of prominence that respect holds those Jewish things that Jews do, you shouldn’t feel
in Judaism.
the slightest embarrassment before those who
ridicule you.
Judaism does not, for a moment, accept the notion
that parents and children, teachers and students are שהּוא לִג ְנ ַאי
ֶ ׁ תּה סָבּור
ָ ַמּי א
ֵ ַבּי א
ִ ַשם ר
ֵ ׁב
ְּ בּר רַ ִדּיפָא
ַ בּי יִצְחָק
ִ ַר
equals. There must be respect.
בחָן אֹו י ְהּודִי אֹו צ ָלּוב
ְ ש
ִ ׁ ְוְאֵינֹו אֶלָּא ל.ו.
Yet, we have illustrated
sometimes necessary.
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that

Chutzpah is “There is no nation with more chutzpah than the
Jews.” Rabbi Yizchak Ben Redifa said in the name of

Rabbi Imi, “You think this is derogatory? It’s actually audacity of the Jewish couples who saw the Jewish
nothing but praise! A Jew says, ‘Let me be a Jew or let future, even as their lives were trampled.
me be crucified!
So, back to the seder. As we recline - slouch at the
Each day, one of the nattily attired Wall Street-types seder - we must do it with Kavannah - with intent.
would pass her stand, not buy a pretzel, but put a The intent to bravely fulfill the mitzvot. The intent
quarter in her tip jar. The woman acknowledged his to proudly display and live out our Jewish lives in
kindness with a brief nod of her head. This unspoken full volume and color.
exchange went on for several years. One day,
When we feel like we are on the defensive, we
however, as he was about to deposit the quarter, the
should muster the good chutzpah - the leopard like
woman, to the gentleman’s surprise, raised her hand.
strength we have inside of us. When we begin to feel
Bending over slightly, in a quiet yet firm voice, she
bashful about fulfilling the Mitzvot in a public or
declared: “It’s now thirty cents.” Now that’s Chutzpah!
unfamiliar setting, we should recall the chutzpah of
(https://www.mentalhelp.net/blogs/in-challengingthe seder.
times-no-more-inner-child-boldly-bring-yourinner-chutzpah/)
We have all had our moments. Maybe it was the time
you were invited to a non kosher restaurant by a
I recently read an article entitled “The Chutzpah of
friend..and struggled to decline. Maybe it was the
Israel’s Attempted Moon Landing”. What gave Israel
time it was time to daven in the airport. Maybe there
a tiny country, only 71 years old, with so many real
was a time that someone started talking to you
world problems to shoot for the stars? Why on earth
during services and you really wanted to tell them
(no pun intended) would Israel take it’s moon shot,
that you did not want to talk, but you could not bring
while simultaneously trying to shoot down missiles
yourself to do it…
from Gaza. Chutzpah is part of the answer. To show
the world - “davka” - specifically because Israel has We have all had our moment when we could have
so many concerns...so much else to be worried about benefited from good Chutzpah.
- they would thumb their nose at that and reach for
On Pesach we differentiate between shallow Azut
the stars. That is good Chutzpah.
Panim - being brazen faced and the deep conviction
So, Pesach is Zman Cheiruteinu - the time of our of Azut - of the brazenness and chutzpah that gave
freedom and it is also Zman Chutzpateinu. It is the birth to the Jewish people.
time ushered in by the chutzpah of Pharaoh’s
daughter, the braziness of the midwives and the
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The Hazon Ish Wasn’t Writing
About Using Computers
Rabbi Dan Margulies
The Riverdale Minyan, Riverdale, New York
Published on lerhhaus.com, April 7, 2020
The recent psak which was issued by several
prominent Sepharadi rabbis in Israel concerning the
use of video-conferencing technology on Yom Tov
to facilitate the participation of isolated individuals
in a family seder during the current pandemic, and
the responses from poskim opposed, bring to the
forefront the more theoretical question of how to
classify the use of electricity on Shabbat and Yom
Tov. Specifically, this ruling leads us to consider
and interpret the position of the Hazon Ish, Rabbi
Avraham Yeshaya Karelitz, regarding electricity.
Unlike most other poskim, who if they see any biblical
violation of melakhah at all in the use of electricity on
Shabbat (and Yom Tov), view it as hav’arah—igniting
or kindling a fire—the Hazon Ish’s position is notable
both for its originality and its stringency[1] in that
he assigned the use of electricity to the melakhah of
boneh—building.
The commonplace presentation of the Hazon Ish’s
position is that the violation of Shabbat occurs
when one completes, i.e. builds, an electrical circuit.
[2] The electrical connection formed when a switch
is closed, bringing two wires in contact, is classified
as “building.” Some note as well that the Hazon Ish
also thinks this is a violation of the melakhah of
makeh ba-patish, since the completion of the circuit
is the finishing touch to complete the usefulness of
the circuit itself.
I would suggest that the application of the Hazon
Ish’s position to prohibit any use of any electronic
device at the biblical level, (which would obviously
extend to webcams, computers, and smartwatches,
besides those appliances which he was explicitly
considering in the 1950s like lamps, refrigerators,
and fans), is based on a misreading of the Hazon Ish’s
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central argument about how and why he considers
the use of electricity on Shabbat and Yom Tov to be
a violation of the melakhah of boneh. I would offer
instead that a precise reading of the Hazon Ish’s
position would prohibit specifically to turning on or
off an electrical or electronic appliance or device, but
would not assign a biblical melakhah violation to the
use of a device that is already on, and further, that the
technical details of which switches and circuits are
being closed and opened are not really his concern.
[3] My excerpted and annotated translation of Hazon
Ish Orah Hayyim 50 follows.
[Turning on an electric light] constitutes
fixing an object, since it sets it to its use to
continually transmit the electric current.
This is close to [a violation of] building,
[which is prohibited] by the Torah like
making a new device, and all the more so
in this case, since the wires are attached
to the building and it is thus like building
something attached to the ground.
Initially, the Hazon Ish engaged with what was the
dominant view of other poskim at his time, that
the use of electric lights (sc. incandescent bulbs)
on Shabbat constitutes a violation of Shabbat at
the biblical level due to either the prohibition of
cooking (which applies to heating a metal to the
point that it softens) or burning (which applies to
heating a metal to the point it is at least red hot).
He then introduces his own view, that introducing
an electric current into an electric bulb or other
device is comparable to building the device or fixing
a broken device, because until the point that the
current flows through it, the device is useless for its
designated purpose.

This is a very different idea from the claim that
completing the circuit is an act of building. The
Hazon Ish is less concerned with the physical action
(bridging a gap in a wire) that takes place when an
electrical device is activated; he is instead concerned
with the pragmatic or result-oriented change
that occurs when the device is powered on and
becomes usable. He frames this using metaphysical
terminology (geshem and tzurah—substance and
form) which are parallel to, for example, Rambam’s
description of the classes of created beings in
Hilkhot Yesodei Ha-Torah 2:3-8. According to the
Hazon Ish, before the power is turned on the device
is considered broken, destroyed, or dead—mere
substance without form—and after the power is
turned on, it is fixed, newly-built, or alive—the
substance of the device has been imbued with its
intended form (the energy which makes it operate)
in the form of electrical power.

like stacking one tool on another to reach
a high place and it is never [formally]
designated a “long pole.”
Before the Hazon Ish, the interpretation of this
passage from the Tosefta focused entirely on how
tightly the pieces were joined. In the case of the
plasterer’s pole, the pieces were commonly assumed
to be only loosely attached, and thus only a rabbinic
prohibition is involved in its assembly, while in the
case of the lamp-pole, the pieces were assumed to
be tightly attached, and thus their assembly would
constitute a biblical act of building (cf. Ramban,
Ritva ad. loc., Rambam Hil. Shabbat 22:26, Shulhan
Arukh Orah Hayyim 313:6).

However, as the Hazon Ish explains the Tosefta’s
cases, it is prohibited to build a new tool or device
on Shabbat because of “building.” Tools constructed
of component parts which are then joined tightly
The Hazon Ish’s main support for his opinion comes are problematic for this reason. However, if the tool
from an innovative reading of an example from has two useful states—e.g. a plasterer’s pole which
Tosefta Shabbat as quoted in the Babylonian Talmud is used in both a long and short configuration—then
no biblical violation is ever violated, since although
Shabbat 47a, as he explains:
the pieces are tightly joined, the tool always
They said that “With regard to the plasterer’s
exists in an incomplete state of sometimes-shortpole, which has several component parts,
sometimes-long.
one may not reassemble it in the first place,
In order to claim that the use of electricity on Shabbat
but if he did reassemble it, he is exempt
constitutes a biblical violation, the Hazon Ish argues
from bringing a sin-offering, although it
that (a) the joining of parts involved is considered
is prohibited.”[4] Seemingly, the Tosefta’s
“tight,” (b) that any electrical device is more similar
ruling regarding the plasterer’s pole is
to the lamp-pole (with one useful state) than the
comparable to its ruling regarding [the
plasterer’s pole (with two interchangeable useful
pole of] a lamp as appears in the prior
states), and, most importantly, (c) that this is an apt
clause, in that we are discussing attaching
analogy to use as the basis for an entire model for
the pieces tightly, and nonetheless in the
the use of electricity in general. He continues:
case of a plasterer’s pole one is exempt
[from a violation of Shabbat at the biblical
Opening the [flow of] electricity, which
level]. The reason why is that the lamp is
deposits the current in the wires, must
primarily used assembled, and when one
be unambiguously considered “tightly”
disassembles it, it is not in order to use it
attached. Even if you would suggest
but rather for a different purpose [DM: i.e.
that in the case of the plasterer’s pole
to store it away]; however, the plasterer’s
even something tightly attached is only
pole has two usable forms: to reach a
rabbinically prohibited on Shabbat, that
low place a long pole is unsuitable, and
was specifically in a case of two objects
to reach a high place a short pole is
[geshem] which can be thought of as two
unsuitable. Thus, when one lengthens it
partners together in one action such that
temporarily, even if it is tightly joined, it is
the fact that they are tightly joined does
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not transform them into a single object, as
long as it remains necessary to separate
them in order to plaster a low place. But
transforming the form [tzurah] of the
object such that it becomes usable is
certainly considered building even if the
use will be only temporary and afterward
it will be terminated, since the termination
would be from that point going forward,
but the original form cannot be separated
from the object.
The Hazon Ish dismisses the question of “tightness”
(point [a]) as obvious, although in his later
correspondence he addresses it. Instead, he focuses
on why he thinks the use of electricity on Shabbat
is worse than the assembly of the plasterer’s
pole (point [b]), itself only rabbinically prohibited
on Shabbat.
The Hazon Ish claims that any electrical device is
considered by Halakhah to be broken when the
current is not flowing within it, since the “object”
does not have the “form” necessary to be useful
in the way in which it is normally used. When the
electric current is connected to the “object” and its
electrical components are activated, it attains the
“form” necessary to become useful. In the case of
the plasterer’s pole, the two lengths of wood which
comprise the long handle are both objects. According
to the Hazon Ish joining two objects together is a
less intrinsic change than joining together an object
and the electrical power which changes its form.
Thus, the act of causing the current to flow through
the electrical components constitutes an act of
building the device itself—transforming it from a
form in which it was unusable to a form in which it
is usable. The analogy the Hazon Ish gives in a later
paragraph illustrates this point further:
So too one who is practicing how to
sharpen a knife for slaughter who [on
Shabbat] prepared the knife to be able to
slaughter with, even though he intends
to nick it immediatly after the slaughter,
nonetheless this is considered building,
since temporary building is still classified
as building.
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Here the Hazon Ish makes clear that it is his opinion
that Halakhah equates imbuing an object (the knife)
with a new form (sharpness) with the act of causing
an electric current to flow through an electrical
device. It is not, as many have suggested, that the act
of closing or opening a switch builds or destroys the
circuit itself—i.e. the wire path—but that the current
flowing through the device “fixes” it in so far as it
becomes useful for its designated purpose.
It was this highly original opinion (indeed one which
went against the precedent for how to interpret
the passage from the Tosefta) which initiated a
halakhic controversy. Other poskim, most notably
Rabbi Shlomo Zalman Auerbach, were not satisfied
with the suggestion that when an electrical device
is powered down, Halakhah sees it as broken, and
that the act of causing the current to flow through
it builds or fixes it, since in no discernible way is a
powered down object broken. One does not go out
and replace a powered down electrical device; it is
functioning normally. It is designed to be shut down
when not in use and to be activated when ready to
be used. This disagreement rides on the aptness of
the analogy between electricity and the lamp-pole,
which is also only useful when assembled (point
[c]); although the comparison is clear, the general
applicability of the Hazon Ish’s entire model to the
question of electricity is debatable.
What is not debated, however, is that if the Hazon
Ish’s assessment is taken as correct, that this would
be universally applicable to any and all uses of
electrical or electronic devices, as he clarifies further
when he describes what he sees as the intrinsic
change that constitutes the melakhah of boneh.
In Hashmatot 156, a correspondence between the
Hazon Ish and Rabbi Shlomo Zalman Auerbach
published as an addendum to Hazon Ish Orah
Hayyim 313, he explains his original formulation
with an even starker choice of words:
This matter is dependent on shikul hada’at.[5] Heating metal does not introduce
a new nature in the metal, rather the
heat resides temporarily in the metal and
the metal tries to expel it; however, the
wire’s electrical connection awakens the

electric power which is inherent in the
wire itself and which is part of its natural
composition since its initial creation. This
use is continuous and we are concerned
that putting it into place by way of the
[wire] attachment such that the severed
wire becomes a single body conjoined
with the power station is a violation of
[the prohibition of] building. First, because
of attaching the pieces together, to which
the leniency of “loose” does not apply since
the flow of current connects them in a way
which is classified as “tight,” and second,
since fixing the wire itself from death to
life is building.[6]
As one can see from his own words, the Hazon Ish’s
understanding of how Halakhah should classify
electrical processes — that the electrical power is
a quality inherent in the metal which is awakened
by attaching the wire to a source of voltage, that an
electrical device is “dead” or broken when off and
“alive” or repaired when on, and that the ability to
conduct current across a switch is indication that the
switch is tightly attached — is poorly summarized by
the claim that the closing of a circuit constitutes an
act of building and that its opening constitutes an
act of destruction. The Hazon Ish’s opinion relies on
more subtle halakhic arguments (which he admits,
in acknowledging the significance of shikul hada’at), and is not in direct conversation with the
terminology used by engineers or physicists to
describe the phenomena of electricity.
Poskim issuing halakhic rulings about the use of
electricity on Shabbat are obviously entitled to
agree with the arguments of the Hazon Ish if they
find them compelling. And they are entitled to show
deference to his opinion even if only as a reason
to be more inclined to stringency given the severity
of the prohibition that results from his analysis.
But the Hazon Ish did not think that completing a
circuit on Shabbat constituted a violation of boneh.
He did think that enabling electrical current to flow
through an electrical device currently powered
down constituted building or repairing that device
from a useless or unusable state to a useful one.

Although he disagrees with the Hazon Ish about
the aptness of the analogy from the Tosefta, Rabbi
Shlomo Zalman Auerbach corrects some of his
contemporaries in their (over-)zealous application of
the Hazon Ish’s position beyond what he intended.
He notes in Minhat Shlomo 1:11:
Subsequently I saw in Rabbi Chaim Shaul
Grainiman’s Hidushim u-Beurim Orah
Hayyim 2 that he wrote according to his
own reasoning that the opinion of the
Hazon Ish should even forbid [someone
from pushing a button on an electric
device] even at a time when the current
is not flowing [DM: by implication, that
pressing the button completes the circuit
even when no current is flowing].
But in my humble opinion it seems, and I will explain
later on, that the Hazon Ish only forbade in a case
like this, where through one’s action he creates new
forces within the wires which seem to us like “from
death to life,” and he so wrote explicitly in his book
that it is because of connecting the form [tzurah] to
the object [geshem].
It directly follows from the repeated emphasis
that the boneh paradigm being “from death to life”
or “transforming the form [tzurah] of the object
[geshem] such that it becomes usable” that the
Hazon Ish only intended boneh to apply to turning
on (and therefore for soter — destroying — to only
apply to turning off) a device, but not to normal
operational usage of a device which is on.
The Hazon Ish’s argument that electrical devices
are prohibited on Shabbat is predicated on the
assumption that every electrical circuit has an “off”
state and an “on” state, and that the “off” is unusable
but the “on” is usable. Thus, the sort of building
that combines the object [geshem] of the device
with the electricity which provides its form [tzurah]
is more comparable to assembling a lamp-pole
on Shabbat (which is biblically prohibited) rather
than assembling a plasterer’s pole (which is only
rabbinically prohibited). However, as Rabbi Ike Sultan
notes in his discussion of the inner workings of a
smartwatch (and this is true of almost all modern
electronics):
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Turning to the smartwatch, although
no circuits are noticeably being opened
and closed, the inner workings of the
silicon chip involve opening and closing
circuits constantly. On the silicon chip
inside the smartwatch, as is the case of a
smartphone and computer, are thousands
or millions of tiny transistors and circuits
that are constantly being changed in order
to enable different processes and apps …

Shabbat and Yom Tov, in fact, as a close reading of
his own writing demonstrates, the paradigm which
he developed is based on distinguishing between
devices which can be interchanged between
two useful states (and are thus only rabbinically
prohibited to assemble on Shabbat) and those
which can be interchanged between a useful state
and a useless state (which are biblically prohibited
to assemble). To turn on an electrical or electronic
device which is off (and useless) would constitute
the prohibited joining of the geshem—the object
In general, closing an electric circuit on Shabbat is
of the device itself and the tzurah—the electricity
forbidden either Biblically or rabbinically.
which powers it. But to use a device which remains
The operation of any electronic device involves the on, even though its normal use involves opening
opening and closing of many circuits in the thousands and closing thousands of circuits is not the sort of
or millions of transistors needed to complete even boneh the Hazon Ish was concerned with.
basic computational functions. However, since a
[1] Classifying electricity as boneh is particularly
transistor performs calculations and stores data
stringent because, unlike hav’arah, there is no
with both the “on” and “off” states playing necessary
permission to employ actions otherwise prohibited
and useful roles, the Hazon Ish would concede
as boneh for immediate benefit on Yom Tov, called
within his own paradigm that the operation of these
okhel nefesh (however, see Tosafot Shabbat 95a s.v.
electronics cannot possibly constitute a biblical
“Ve-harodeh”).
violation of Shabbat, since their function is closer
to the more lenient case of the plasterer’s pole than [2] See Rabbi Yair Hoffman, Rabbi Zvi Sobolofsky,
the more stringent case of the lamp-pole. Further, and Rabbi Ike Sultan.
since the device as a whole remains on the entire
[3] Some of the ideas in this article were developed
time, and is never “dead” or without its tzurah, there
through correspondence with Moshe Schorr, and
can be no biblical violation of boneh as the Hazon
appear here with his permission.
Ish described in the normal use of an electronic
device which remains on.
[4] Patur aval assur—the common talmudic idiom
generally referring to a rabbinic prohibition.
Although many poskim cite the opinion of the Hazon
Ish as a knock-out punch in support of prohibiting [5] Judicial discretion, cf. Sanhedrin 33a, Tur-Shulhan
the use of electronics, computers and the like on Arukh Hoshen Mishpat 25
[6] Consider the idiomatic English phrase “live wire.”
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Published on lehrhaus.com, April 24, 2019
Five months into the pregnancy, our twins were
diagnosed with a rare disease.[1] Despite our best
attempts to intervene and remedy the situation, the
condition caused a host of complications. It
eventually led to their premature delivery and
deaths just a short time later. The weeks and months
that followed were extraordinarily difficult. In the
aftermath of tragic loss, one quickly discovers that
despite attempts to move on, a reservoir of pain
remains just underneath the surface. It doesn’t take
much to breach the fragile barrier that holds grief at
bay. Perhaps it is the sight of a newborn child or a
family with young twins playing together. When the
pain breaks through, it threatens to overwhelm and
drag one beneath its depths. As I approached the
first yizkor after their passing, my fear was that this
too might become one of these moments. I did not
want that to be the case. The last day of Pesah is a
day of rejoicing and a day in which we dream of
redemption. I was fearful it would become another
moment when the world drains of its color and the
weight of my loss nearly suffocates me.
Rabbinic commentators have long noted the
incongruity of reciting yizkor on the festivals. If the
mitzvah of simhat yom tov nullifies all public
expressions of mourning, how is it possible that we
can dedicate time on the festival to remembering
our pain and loss? Various answers have been
suggested[2], but I would like to propose the
following: We recite yizkor on festivals in order to
recognize that true joy must always live side by side
with our loss. No matter how joyful we may be on
the festivals, our pain cannot be erased, and
attempting such emotional erasure would be
nothing more than self-deception. Rather,
experiencing authentic joy requires us to

acknowledge our pain. The festivals inevitably force
us to confront this reality, for what other time is
there on the Jewish calendar that we yearn more to
be with our loved ones?
This notion is beautifully expressed in a profound
reading of the Song of the Sea offered by Avivah
Zornberg[3]. Her essay, “Songline Through the
Wilderness” helped shed light on my own experience
and allowed for me to look at the Biblical narrative
in a radically different fashion. The standard
approach to the Song understands it to be an
expression of unambiguous joy. When all hope
appeared lost, when the Jewish people faced the
dark waters in front of them and Pharaoh’s army at
their backs, God miraculously split the sea and
created a path for the Jewish people to walk forward.
The Egyptians pursued them, only to perish as the
ocean waves came crashing down upon them. After
hundreds of years of slavery, the Jewish people
finally witness the vanquishing of their oppressors.
At this climactic moment (Exodus 14:31), “the Jewish
people see the great hand that God inflicted upon
the Egyptians, they are in awe of God, and they have
faith in God and Moshe, His servant.” God has utterly
proven Himself. Their tormentors had been punished.
All of their pain and suffering had been washed
away by the waters of the Red Sea. As slaves, all they
could utter were unarticulated cries of misery, but
now they are able to find the words to sing with
pure faith and joy. That this interpretation is both
beautiful and appealing is beyond question; We all
yearn for the moments when we can finally let go of
our pain and embrace only the good. This desire is at
the heart of all our prayers for redemption and it is
particularly appropriate for the end of Pesah.
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But there is another way to read this story. It is
challenging, but better suited to the difficult reality
of living in an unredeemed world. In her essay on
the narrative, Zornberg cites the striking opinion of
Rabbi Barukh ha-Levi Epstein, the nephew of the
Netziv, who argues, that in fact, the Jewish people
did not sing after having emerged victorious from
the Red Sea. Instead, they sang while still marching
through its waters pursued by Pharaoh’s army. If this
is indeed the case, Avivah Zornberg points out, then
the Song of the Sea cannot be understood as a song
of pure joy and triumph, but rather as a song fraught
with tension. The Jewish people must sing in full
view of their oppressors. They must sing while their
future is still uncertain, wondering whether they will
indeed make it to the other side. The song does not
deny their pain. Instead, they must find the strength
to sing while still bearing the psychological wounds
of slavery. Under these circumstances, the Song of
the Sea must embody the complex reality of joy and
pain living side by side. Until the final and complete
redemption takes place, joy and pain have no choice
but to co-exist. If this was true for Jewish people at
the Red Sea, how much more so for us. Even on the
festivals, days of rejoicing, we carry our losses with
us. To deny our pains would be inhuman, and in
doing so, we would fail to experience the true joy
that we are called to feel on these days.

seams of ore that are our sorrow. They
burn darkly and beautifully in the midst of
joy, and they make joy the complete
experience that it is. But they still burn.
When we recite yizkor, there is a part of our souls
that burn. However, that doesn’t prevent us from
singing. In fact, if we recognize that the Jewish
people sang while still marching through the Red
Sea, we come to understand another important
truth: There are times when we sing not as a result
of our joy but rather to serve as a lifeline that
prevents us from drowning. In the same essay on the
Song of the Sea, Zornberg quotes a teaching by
Rebbe Nahman of Breslav[4], a religious thinker
deeply familiar with the spiritually devastating
impact of pain and loss. His writings are full of
references to the presence of sadness and depression
within the spiritual life. He understood, Zornberg
writes, that
When one enters this wasteland a sense
of worthlessness vitiates all capacity to
live and to approach God. The objective
facts may well be depressing; introspection
may lead to a realistic sense of inadequacy
and guilt. But this then generates a
pathological paralysis, in which desire
becomes impossible.

These themes are also evoked by the contemporary According to Rebbe Nahman, the only way to remove
poet Christian Wiman in his startlingly powerful oneself from such a situation
spiritual memoir, My Bright Abyss. The book
is a kind of spiritual generosity- to oneself
chronicles his cancer diagnosis along with the slow
as well as to others. One should search in
and painful process of treatment. It captures his
oneself for the one healthy spot, among
struggle to bring together the strands of faith that
the guilt and self-recrimination. This one
provided a lifeline for Wiman, and in doing so, it
spot, which remains recognizable, must
offers a meditation on what it means to live life
exist. If one reclaims it, one then has a
when death stares one in the face. The author is
point of leverage for transforming one’s
keenly aware that even after recovery, the agony of
whole life.
such an experience leaves an indelible mark on us.
He writes, (My Bright Abyss p. 19):
This teaching is based on a verse from Psalms
(37:10) “A little longer (V-od) and there will be no
Sorrow is so woven through us, so much a
wicked man; you will look at where he was and he
part of our souls, or at least any
will be gone.” Instead of “a little longer” as in a
understanding of our souls that we are
moment of time, Rebbe Nachman reads this V-od as
able to attain, that every experience is
the one place where goodness and joy can still be
dyed with its color. That is why even in
found within us.
moments of joy, part of that joy is the

54

It is the role of song to help us find that one place,
and then another. Once we are able to find one note,
the power of song connects us to more and more.
Zornberg further explains that through
[d]rawing those fragmentary, disjointed
moments into connection with one
another, one creates a song: a way of
drawing a line through the wasteland
and recovering more and more places
of holiness.
In perhaps the most powerful words of the entire
essay she notes that
[m]usic arises from joy, but the power of
true singing comes from sadness. In every
niggun there is the tension of the struggle
between life and death, between falling
and rising… the thin line of melody selects
for goodness and beauty but it is given
gravity by melancholy…
She concludes by observing that for Rebbe Nahman,
“song opens the heart to prayer.” He cites another
verse from Psalms, “I will sing to my God while I exist
(be-odi)- “with my od, with that surviving pure
consciousness of being alive.”
Rebbe Nahman’s teaching is an important lessons
for Pesah, a holiday of song. During Pesah we sing
Hallel. We sing at our seders. We read the Song of
Songs and the Song of the Sea. All these different
songs reflect the tremendous joy that is a
fundamental part of the holiday. But, we should
not forget that they are also songs of complexity
through which we can also hear the harmony of pain
and loss.

part of the song. Absence when consciously
remembered creates its own unique form of
presence, and if we listen closely, we can hear how
even the absence of our loved ones adds to the
harmony of the Jewish people.
Why is it that we recite yizkor on yom tov? On the
one hand, we do it in order to acknowledge that our
pain must have a seat at the table with our joy. But
we are also permitted to allow ourselves to dream
of a day when we will celebrate our holidays without
yizkor. We dream of a day when our pain will be
washed away and our scars will finally heal. We
dream of redemption, a dream deeply appropriate
for the last day of Pesah. We dream of the day when
we will gather with all our loved ones, those both
present and absent, in order to recite the words from
the seder. As it says in the Haggadah, we will sing in
order “to thank, praise, pay tribute, glorify, exalt,
honor, bless, extol, and acclaim God who has
performed all these miracles for our fathers and for
us. He has brought us forth from slavery to freedom,
from grief to joy, from mourning to joy , from darkness
to great light, and from subjugation to redemption.”
On that day we will finally set aside our pain and
loss to recite a new song before God, Halleluyah.
[1] This essay was originally delivered as a yizkor
sermon on the last day of Pesah. It took place just a
few months after the loss of our twin boys, who had
been born extremely premature and failed to survive.

[2] For example, according to the Levush (Orah
Hayyim 490) yizkor is recited on the last day of yom
tov because the torah reading for that day is “kol habechor.” This sections includes a call for those
making aliyah l-regel to bring an offering or gift of
some kind, which was later interpreted as an
We lost our twins just days before Shabbat Shirah, injunction to give tzedakah. From this developed
the Sabbath of Song, when the Song of the Sea is the practice to make a pledge for tzedakah on the
read. At the time, I found comfort in a midrash that last day of the festival which would often be done in
during the Song of the Sea, even the babies still the memory of a loved one.
inside their pregnant mothers raised their voices in
song with the Jewish people.[5] It enabled me to [3] Avivah Gottlieb Zornberg, “Songline Through the
realize that even in the short time that our twins Wilderness,” in The Particulars of Rapture: Reflections
were present in our lives, they too were part of the on Exodus (New York: Schocken Books, 2001).
Jewish people. They contributed their voices if only
[4] Likkutei Moharan 282.
briefly to the Divine symphony that we strive to sing.
Rebbe Nahman teaches that even their absence is [5] Sotah 30b.
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Bedikat Chametz
Emily Goldberg Winer
Student, Yeshivat Maharat, Class of 2023

There is a palpable excitement the night before
Pesach. After cleaning and scrubbing every nook and
cranny of their homes, families gather in their living
rooms and prepare for Bedikat Chametz, the search
for those final crumbs of leavened bread. In many
ways this ritual marks the beginning of Pesach. We
deem the bread in our homes hefker, or ownerless
before we relive the text of the Haggadah and too
see ourselves as homeless before leaving Egypt.

darkness. The flicker of the light calls us to huddle
together and risk bumping into furniture and
stepping on each others’ toes all just to fulfill this
mitzvah of searching for crusts of bread. But for a
brief moment as our eyes adjust to the darkness and
our pupils enlarge to match, we experience the
vulnerability of loneliness. The candle becomes the
source of our familiarity and we tighten our grips
around the warm wax to ensure that between the
structure of the searching and the chaos of the dark,
Bedikat Chametz, like everything else in Pesach, is a
God is indeed there.
process. The Shulchan Aruch enforces clear structure
to this mitzvah (Orach Chayim 432-433). One must Bedikat Chametz requires us to search even deeper
not be too engrossed in learning beforehand, lest than the crevices of our living room walls. In the
they forget to search for bread that night. One must same darkness we must search the depths of
not speak from the moment after reciting the bracha ourselves, looking for the parts of our egos to flatten
of the bedikah until after the search is complete. like the very matzot we will devour the next evening.
Each person in every household can be involved in Rabbeinu Bachya ben Asher in his Kad HaKemach
searching the home.
work of musar explores the role of bedikah as it
relates to our own hearts.
One detail that moves me is the emphasis on the
darkness. It is preferred that we conduct Bedikat וכיון שהחמץ יש בו רמז ליצה”ר מכאן יש לנו רמז שכשם
Chametz at night exclusively by candlelight. The שאנו מצווים לבטל החמץ בלב מן התורה כך אנו חייבים
Mishnah Brurah explains that the light of the candle
לבטל יצה”ר מהלב ושלא ימשול בנו וזש”ה תשביתו.
allows us to check for crumbs in the smallest of
There’s a kabbalistic hint to the yetzer ha’ra (evil
places: holes in the walls, cracks so narrow that only
inclination): just as we eradicate chametz and check
the flame of a candle could illuminate. This body
(livdok) the house in nooks and in cracks, so too we
of halakha rejects any other suggestion for light-are obligated to search and check the chambers
not sunlight, torches, oil, or fat. Just the flicker of a
of our inner being for negative intentions and
single candle.
harmful thoughts.
I want to offer another suggestion to the need for a
He teaches that our own neshamas exist as the
candle in this process. In the work of searching the
single candles through which we search the parts of
bread of our cabinets and the leaveness of ourselves,
ourselves that we want to elevate. He quotes
we must become dependent on light amidst the
Proverbs 20:27
darkness. We are required to flip off our electric light
switches and rely on the dim guide of a flame, even
בטֶן׃
ָ֑ חדְרֵ י־
ַ חפֵׂ֑ש כָּל־
֑ ֹ מ֑ת אָ ָד֑ם
ַ ש
ְ ִ ׁ נ ֵ֑ר י ְ֑קו ָק נ
if that means forcing ourselves to experience
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“The soul of a person is the candle of God, looking
for all of his most inner parts.”
We cling to the strict halachot of Pesach, attempting
to “out-frum” ourselves from the rest of the year. For
some, it may be comforting to check hekshers on
aluminum foil and repeatedly rearrange every
cabinet, just as our bubbies did. Stressing over each
of the intricacies of the preparation, however, may
lead us to the essence of mitzrayim, the very
narrowness from which we celebrate our exodus as
a people. While the restrictions of this holiday can
cause obsessive behavior, we should actually be
cultivating this sense of dependency that Pesach
gives us the opportunity to feel. Dependency on the
structure of the seder. Dependency on the traditions
that span generations. Dependency on the same
songs, foods, and smells year after year. Our Pesach
tables invite us to feel attached to our past and cling
to its timeless rituals and narratives.

During Maggid we encounter the famous discussion
between R’ Elazar ben Azariah and Ben Zoma in
which they analyze when to remember the Exodus
from Egypt. They suggest that remembering this on
“the days of your life” encompasses the day, but “all
the days of your life” includes both the days and
nights. The Zohar teaches that the night of yetziat
mitzrayim was as bright as a day in the month of
Tammuz. For Bnei Israel, experiencing redemption
was as miraculous as the night itself becoming as
light and as clear as day. For us, the fullness of our
nights depends on how much we depend on that
which makes us feel whole and free rather than
restricted and limited.

In our brief but powerful bedikat chametz ritual, it is
not the darkness itself that increases the importance
of the mitzvah; it is training our eyes and hearts to
depend on the candle to guide our search. The
reliance on hope at its most raw is when we cling to
the faint flicker of our candle the night before
Reb Mimi Feigelson teaches that as soon as Eve ate Pesach. It continues the next evening as we relive
from the tree of knowledge she realized with the darkness of slavery and the clinging onto God’s
trepidation that she would be alone in facing the outstretched arm as we depart the narrowness of
consequences of her sin. At that moment, when Egypt. May our grips tighten this Pesach as our eyes
looking at Eve, Adam decided that he, too, would eat seek that dim hope during dark times.
from the tree. Dependency is often associated with
weakness, but this picture of Adam and Eve models
such strength. We are our strongest, bravest, and
brightest when we mutually rely on each other--so
much so that we would be willing to make them feel
less alone even in the darkest of times.
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Haggadah: Narrative Therapy
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We, the Jewish people, are known as the ‘People of the Book’ because throughout our history we have placed
critical emphasis on our texts. For almost 2000 years of exile the Jewish people relied on their texts to
guide them, provide comfort and serve as a reminder to bridge the Jewish past and present.
Perhaps one of the most famous books in the Jewish canon is the Passover Haggadah which retells the
story of Jewish slavery in Egypt to their Exodus. This book has linked modern Jews across the ages with our
ancestors who escaped from Egypt as a free people.
The Haggadah’s text discusses the trauma of bondage, the process of redemption from slavery and examines
the Israelites’ journey towards emancipation as a free nation. Through retelling the stories of our ancestors
the Jewish people have comforted themselves as well as identified strategies for survival.
By using the stories of our people the Haggadah helps us to view our nations’ difficult history and use these
experiences to switch our view and instead focus on our own power as a people to face challenges.
As Jewish people, events in our history have forever shaped our current perspectives. Throughout our texts
we have immortalised the experiences of millennia of exile-the good, the bad, the traumatic and the
blessings. As people who put so much emphasis on our books and our history, it is clear that the many
opportunities to reflect on our past through our festivals also informs our current behaviours.
At Pesach time, the Haggadah serves as a national form of narrative therapy. Through the retelling of our
history of slavery in Egypt we reduce the influence of a slave-like mentality upon our daily lives. Through
the retelling of our freedom and escape, we increase our autonomy and self-determination.
Pesach and the Haggadah place us in both the protagonist and author roles: switching the view from a
narrow perspective to a systemic and more flexible stance. The timeless messages from the Haggadah
provide the Jewish people with guidance in our day to day lives and help to remind us of how far we
have come.
The mindset of slavery can be hard to shake. It does not just apply to traditional enslavement as described
in Egypt, but also relates to current events. We may feel like we are slaves to the daily grind of life, unable
to free ourselves to focus on the things that are important. Instead of being able to enjoy time with
our friends and family and engage in activities that give us joy, we are slaves to technology, food and
other vices.
Pesach, the holiday which celebrates our freedom and redemption allows us to reset our perspective. Using
the retelling of our history as a guide, we use the narrative to reshape our perspective and instead of being
slaves we are redeemed. We work towards a greater future in which we are in the driver’s seat to achieve
greatness and prosperity as a nation.
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