Four Conversations
Sefer Devarim and the Distillation of Core Jewish Educational Values

I.

Introduction: When Midrash Occludes Pshat

As sometimes occurs in the field of Jewish learning, a particular Rashi, or
Midrash, becomes so famous, so thoroughly captures the hearts and minds of the Jewish
people, that it is difficult to remember that, indeed, it is a Midrash, and that somewhere,
an important message is waiting for us in the simple pshat, the plain meaning of the
text.
Surely, one such example is the  כנגד ארבעה בנים דברה תורהwhich we recite as part
of the Haggadah on Seder night. Taken from a Mechiltah1, the Midrash interprets four
conversations (one is not quite a conversation, as we shall see) between parents and
child as an example of differentiated education, that the Torah addressed its singular
message to four different types of children, with, perhaps, four different personalities,
aptitudes, or levels of Judaic interest. The basic message of inclusivity (even with the
rather harsh response given to the rasha) in this Midrash has resonated throughout the
generations, consistent with the general Jewish ethic of educating a child in a manner
appropriate to his development, חנוך לנער על פי דרכו, educate each child according to his
path.
In truth, however, if one examines the pshat of these four sections of the Torah,
one does not find that the same question is being posed in four different ways, but that
there are four distinct conversations, or perhaps more precisely, messages, which are
being transmitted between the generations. The clear and natural meaning of the pshat
is that all four messages must be communicated to each Jewish child, in direct
opposition to the beautiful, yet thoroughly homiletical interpretation found in the
celebrated Midrash Halakha that the Torah is conveying the same message in a
differentiated manner so as to accommodate four different types of children.
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Mekhilta (R’ Yishmael) Parshat Bo, Masikhta D’Pischa, 18. See, for comparison, the parallel text in the
Talmud Yerushalmi (Vilna) Pesakhim 10:4, which has a number of deviations from the familiar Mekhilta
text included in our haggadah. The changes include, but are not limited to, the replacement of the “tam”
with “tipesh”, an inversion of the answers provided to the chakham and the tipesh, respectively, as well as
a difference in the question posed by the rasha. See Rambam Hilkhot Chametz U’Matzah 7:2-3 who
seems to have preferred to the text of the Yerushalmi, based on numerous formulations he seems to
have borrowed from that particular passage.

Three of these conversations relate directly to elements of the Exodus, while one
is a question about the specific character of Jewish religious life in a more general vein.
The first three, unsurprisingly, appear in Sefer Shemot, while the final conversation
appears in Sefer Devarim, in which Moshe presents his own synthesis and distillation of
these crucial educational messages. Each one is vitally important for all of Jewish
history2. Let us examine them all in the order in which they appear in the Torah.

II. The First Coversation: The Symbolism of the Korban Pesach and
Chosenness
In the crucial twelfth chapter of the Book of Shemot, in which the Jewish people
are given instructions for the sanctification of the new month, the preparation of the
first Korban Pesach, the future establishment of a holiday commemorating this date, the
Torah turns its attention to future offerings of the Korban Pesach. It is in this context
that the first conversation between parent and child occurs, when the child will inquire
about the specific character of the Korban Pesach, using the same word, עבודה, which is
consistently used to describe Korban Pesach throughout this section of the Torah.
אמרוּ
ֵ שׁר דּ
ֵ שׁר י
ְ ֹוְ ָהיָה כִּי י:וּשׁ ַמ ְר ֶתּם ֶאת ָה ֲעבָֹדה ַהזֹּאת
ְ ִבּר
ֶ ִתּן יְקֹוָק ָל ֶכם ַכּ ֲא
ֶ וְ ָהיָה כִּי ָתבֹאוּ ֶאל ָהאָ ֶרץ ֲא
3
: ֲאלֵי ֶכם ְבּנֵי ֶכם ָמה ָה ֲעבָֹדה ַהזֹּאת ָל ֶכם
There can be little doubting the plain meaning of this question. In a future
generation, the Torah records, a child will ask about the unique character about the
offering of the korban pesach. The response contains the first critical message for
Jewish history.
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I should note at the outset that there is a fifth conversation which appears in the Torah, albeit an implied
one, which highlights a core Jewish value beyond the scope of this essay. In a remarkable passage
(Bereishit 18:19) detailing God’s unwillingness to shield Avraham from the destruction of Sodom, he notes
that Avraham will surely instruct his children and household to follow the “”דרך ה’ לעשות צדקה ומשפט. I
have left this implied conversation out of this essay as it does not have the same textual structure as the
other four conversations, where the Torah mandates us to convey specific messages to our children.
Here, there is an awareness projected that Avraham simply will see it to that the message of
righteousness and justice, service of the Almighty through implementation of the ethical norm, is
transmitted. The importance of these values is obviously beyond any doubt. See Yevamot 79a and
Ketubot 8b for citations of this verse which establish the defining aspect of loving kindness amongst the
descendants of Avraham.
3
Shemot 12:25-26.

ִשׂ ָר ֵאל ְבּ ִמ ְצ ַריִם ְבּנָ ְגפּוֹ ֶאת ִמ ְצ ַריִם וְ ֶאת ָבּ ֵתּינוּ
ְ שׁר ָפּ ַסח ַעל ָבּ ֵתּי ְבנֵי י
ֶ וַ ֲא ַמ ְר ֶתּם ֶז ַבח ֶפּ ַסח הוּא ַליקֹוָק ֲא
:4תּ ֲחווּ
ַ ִשׁ
ְ ִהצִּיל וַיִּקֹּד ָה ָעם וַיּ
And you should say, it is a Pesach sacrifice unto the Lord, who passed over the
Jewish homes in Egypt, when he he smote Egypt, and spared our homes.
The answer which the parent gives the child is equally clear. At the end of the
day, for all of its complexity and many halakhot, the Korban Pesach stands for one idea:
the chosenness of the Jewish people5. We were ensconced within the pagan civilization
in Egypt6, and, out of love and compassion for us7, the Almighty chose us, and spared
our homes and our families, בנגפו את מצרים ואת בתינו הציל.
This conversation contains the first message for Jewish history, that of
chosenness. Chosenness itself means that a selection has been made, one is chosen, the
other is not, and that is precisely the imagery of this verse. The Jews are spared, the
Egyptians are utterly destroyed.
The first and most basic message which we must convey to our children is that
the Almighty has a special relationship with the Jewish people. To be sure, we value all
of humanity, and our morality is firmly shaped by the notion that each person has been
created in the image of the Divine8. Each person is, in this sense, a world unto himself.
All human suffering is of consequence to us, and as God is has compassion upon all of
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Ibid, 27.
It is surely not incidental that the verse cited in the Haggadah regarding the Korban Pesach, in the
context of Rabban Gamaliel’s essential triad, is specifically this verse. There are many verses in the
Torah related to the Korban Pesach, but it seems clear that our verse, Shemot 12:27, is the defining one,
as far as the underlying meaning of the Korban.
6
See Devarim 4:34, and Chizkuni, ad loc. concerning the extent to which the Jewish people were
immersed in the pagan civilization in Egypt. This view was shared by Rambam as well. See Hilkhot
Avodat Kokhavim Chapter 1 regarding Rambam’s description of the spiritual state of the Jewish people in
the Land of Egypt prior to redemption.
7
The dual meaning of the word pesach, both to skip over, as well as to have compassion, perfectly
convey the notion of chosenness. (See Rashi 12:23, who cites both interpretations, preferring the latter,
which is the sole interpretation cited by both Targum Onkelos as well as Targum Yonatan. See Ibn Ezra,
ad loc., who, like Rashi, cites both interpretations, but seems to prefer the latter as well. Rashbam
exclusively cites the former interpretation.)It is both a selection of one party, but not in an arbitrary one,
but rather, one based in a relationship of love and affection. See the poetic verses in Yechezkel Chapter
16:4-13 which capture this moment, and explicitly note that the Almighty’s choosing of Israel was based in
love and compassion. Of course, part of this section is treated explicitly in the Haggadah in the section
devoted to Arami Oved Avi.
8
Avot 3:14.
5

His creatures, we are mandated by the ethos of imitatio dei 9to work tirelessly in all
spheres of human endeavor to help improve the world, and the quality of human life in
it10.
And yet, even as the Almighty has a deep investment in all of humanity, and, as
has been the subject of some recent theological controversy, may certainly have specific
missions and callings for all peoples, the relationship between the Almighty and the
Jewish people is qualitatively distinct. As Moshe was instructed to tell Pharaoh at the
outset of the Exodus narrative, 11בני בכורי ישראל, Israel is my first born.

III. The Second Conversation: For This we were Chosen
Chosenness, intrinsically, and especially in our pluralistic age, is a fraught
concept. It might be construed to imply superiority of one form or another. It raises
questions at two distinct planes: first, for what purpose has this people been chosen, and
second, what is the relationship between this people and all others. It is striking that the
second conversation, or, in this case, as it is not precipitated by a question posed by the
child12, communication, directly addresses the former question.
In a context regarding the future celebrations in the Land of Israel of a seven day
holiday of commemoration for the events of the Exodus, including a mandate to
consume matzah, a restriction against any ownership of leavening agent or a leavened
product, the Torah relates the following communication:
 וְ ָהיָה ְל ָך ְלאוֹת ַעל יָ ְד ָך:ֵאתי ִמ ִמּ ְצ ָריִם
ִ שׂה יְקֹוָק לִי ְבּצ
ָ וְ ִה ַגּ ְד ָתּ ְל ִבנְ ָך ַבּיּוֹם ַההוּא לֵאמֹר ַבּ ֲעבוּר ֶזה ָע
13
ִ יך ְל ַמ ַען
: ִא ָך יְקֹוָק ִמ ִמּ ְצ ָריִם
ֲ ִיך כִּי ְבּיָד ֲחָז ָקה הוֹצ
ָ תּ ְהיֶה תּוֹ ַרת יְקֹוָק ְבּפ
ָ וּ ְל ִז ָכּרוֹן ֵבּין ֵעיֶנ
The question of chosenness is being directly addressed. We have been chosen by
the Almighty, in the context of the Exodus, for the singular purpose of devoting our lives
9

See Rambam Mishneh Torah Hilkhot Melachim 10:12. The citation of the verse from Tehillim 145:9, טוב
ה’ לכל ורחמיו על כל מעשיו, firmly establishes the imitatio dei aspect of this orientation to the universal
community.
10
These motifs were consistently stressed by Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik throughout his works, but, in
particular, resonate through Confrontation and the Lonely Man of Faith.
11
Shemot 4:22.
12
I would argue that the reason that in this case alone we do not find a question triggering the
conversation is that in essence, this communication is a continuation of the previous one. The first
conversation established the doctrine of chosenness. This conversation establishes its goals. They are
inextricably linked. No new question divides the two.
13
Shemot 13:8-9.

towards the study of his Torah, למען תהיה תורת ה’ בפיך, and the fulfillment of his
commandments, בעבור זה14. The fact that the mitzvot of Tefillin are introduced for the
first time in the Torah in this context is far from incidental; the very image of literally
tying our own bodies to the Divine norm15, of bonding ourselves, is the most evocative
image of emerging from bondage of the Egyptian variety to accept the bondage of Torah
and mitzvot16.
Inescapably, chosenness does remain, for many, a fraught concept17, and, as noted
above, especially in the contemporary cultural and intellectual milieu. Yet, if we are to
ask ourselves what the telos of chosenness is, the answer is absolutely clear: it is to a life
of enormous demand and responsibility, one which requires of us full commitment of
mind (Torah study) and body (performance of mitzvot) to the One to whom we owe our
freedom.
This is the second message, a continuation of the first, which we must convey to
our children. Our chosenness should never be misconstrued as some kind of crass
chauvinism. While, to be sure, it reflects unique intimacy, and is surely a profound
opportunity, it remains, at its core, a clear demand. It requires bending of our will to His,
and sometimes, outright self-negation18. This message, in particular in a pluralistic
society, must be underscored. There can be no authentic self-understanding of our
chosenness, of our peoplehood, without a total commitment to the study of and
implementation of the Divine norm, to the twin ethic of  בעבור זהas well as למען תהיה
תורת ה’ בפיך.
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See Rashi 13:8, who puts the matter in concise but unmistakable terms-  בעבור שאקיים מצוותיו-בעבור זה.
Pesach, Pesach, Matzah, and Marror are merely examples. See Ibn Ezra, ad loc. who makes precisely
the same point, noting that the entire point of the Exodus was our the service to God which would follow,
והטעם לא הוציאנו ממצרים רק לעבדו. Rambam, Sefer Ha-Mitzvot 2, is in full agreement, though with a
particular emphasis, in the context of that mitzvah, on unifying God’s name.
15
Tefillin represent the holistic nature of the commitment to the Divine norm, and the full acceptance of
the Divine yoke. The Talmudic passage (Shabbat 28b) which derives from this verse that all articles
utilized in performance of mitzvot must come from a kosher animal highlights precisely this point, that the
Torah itself, and our commitment to it, cannot be approached piecemeal, but as part of an inseparable
whole. The laws of kashrut relate, fundamentally, to the laws of Tefillin, and other mitzvot as well. See
the view of the Ran cited by Rema in the context of Shofar, Shulkhan Arukh Orach Chaim 586:1.
16
It is particularly poignant that Rambam affiliates performance of the mitzvot of Tefillin with cultivation of
humility and fear of heaven (Mishneh Torah Hilkhot Tefillin 4:25), both of which precisely reflect this
theme, that of humbly dedicating oneself to submitting to the Almighty and his mitzvot.
17
Of course, the institution and possibility of gi’ur is an important conceptual marker in this context. The
possibility of opting in to the fraternity, of course, contingent upon the acceptance of the requisite norms
(Bekhorot 30a), militates against any kind of doctrine of racial superiority, contra certain strands of Jewish
medieval thought.
18
Avot 2:4.

IV. The Third Conversation: Almighty, Master of History
The third conversation, recorded just a few verses after the second conversation,
appears in the context of the mitzvot associated with the sanctity of the first-born19.
Reacting to the sanctity which devolves upon the first born child, the first born kosher
animal, and perhaps, especially, the first-born donkey, the Torah presents the child’s
question:
:אָמ ְר ָתּ ֵא ָליו ְבּחֶֹזק יָד הוֹצִיאָנוּ יְקֹוָק ִמ ִמּ ְצ ַריִם ִמ ֵבּית ֲע ָבדִים
ַ ְִשׁאָ ְל ָך ִבנְ ָך ָמ ָחר לֵאמֹר ַמה זֹּאת ו
ְ וְ ָהיָה כִּי י
ַהרֹג יְקֹוָק ָכּל ְבּכוֹר ְבּ ֶא ֶרץ ִמ ְצ ַריִם ִמ ְבּכֹר אָ ָדם וְ ַעד ְבּכוֹר ְבּ ֵה ָמה ַעל כֵּן
ִ וַי
ַ שׁה ַפ ְרעֹה ְל
ָ ְהי כִּי ִה ְק
ֲ שׁ ְלּ ֵחנוּ וַיּ

ֲאנִי

יך כִּי
ָ  וְ ָהיָה ְלאוֹת ַעל יָ ְד ָכה וּ ְל:זֵֹב ַח ַליקֹוָק ָכּל ֶפּ ֶטר ֶר ֶחם ַה ְזּ ָכרִים וְָכל ְבּכוֹר ָבּנַי ֶא ְפ ֶדּה
ָ טוֹטפֹת ֵבּין ֵעיֶנ
:20ְבּחֶֹזק יָד הוֹצִיאָנוּ יְקֹוָק ִמ ִמּ ְצ ָריִם
The answer which the parent must provide concerning the proprietary role which
the Almighty assumes relative to the first-born is rooted in God’s mastery over historical
events. This theme is captured in the five word recurring phrase denoting God’s
omnipotence: בחזק יד הוציאנו ה’ ממצרים. Our firstborn, the parent explains, belong to
God, because everything in this world belongs to God. His control, His sovereign
mastery, extends to each space and every domain. The recalcitrance of even the most
powerful of human regents is immaterial in the face of the Divine, ויהי כי הקשה פרעה
לשלחנו, can only lead to the destruction of that arrogant mortal, ויהרג ה’ כל בכור בארץ
מצרים.
In this context, the mitzvah of Tefillin is presented to the child, in
contradistinction to the second conversation, not as a proxy for a life of commitment and
submission to the norm, but as a testimonial mitzvah regarding Divine power and
control over world events21. It is specifically in this second presentation of the mitzvah of
Tefillin, the one meant to highlight the insuperable chasm between Divine power and
19

See Targum Yonatan and Chizkuni, ad loc. See, however, Seforno, ad loc. who understands the query
to be specific to the sanctity which devolves upon the non-kosher donkey. See his fascinating and
elaborate theory as to how the mitzvah of redeeming or executing the donkey is rooted in a symbolic
representation of the Egyptians as donkeys and the Jewish people as sheep.
20
Shemot 13:15-17
21
See Chizkuni ad loc. who argues that the Tefillin shel Rosh correspond to the miracles which we
witnessed with our eyes, בין עיניך, and the Tefillin shel Yad represent Divine power, ביד חזקה.

human feebleness, from which the halakha mandating placement of the Tefillin on one’s
weaker hand22, underscoring this asymmetrical power dynamic, is derived.
In one sense, this conversation is a continuation of the previous two. If indeed
God has chosen us, and, chosen us for a particular mission, it is certainly important to
note that God is all powerful, and could have chosen any other nation, should He have
willed it, or no nation at all. Our sense of being chosen is surely enhanced by the
realization that He who chose us is all powerful.
And yet, this third conversation contains an independent message, one which is
absolutely vital to convey to our children in its own right. Jewish history, in all of its
vicissitudes, has exposed us to countless empires and innumerable emperors. Each one,
in its own way, fancied itself the ruler of the known world, the apotheosis of human
achievement. Each one disappeared, and yet we persist. Our understanding that this
supernatural perseverance is not somehow a reflection of a collective כחי ועצם ידי, but on
the contrary, a reflection of His חזק יד, to borrow the operative phrase from this third
conversation, is essential. It is precisely this ethic that the Haggadah seeks to impart in
the celebrated passage distilling the challenges of Jewish history, and our survival, בכל
דור ודור עומדים עלינו לכלותינו והקדוש ברוך הוא מצילנו מידם.
Today, as always, the threats we face are very real. We celebrate our sovereignty
in Medinat Yisrael, but, equally, we take nothing for granted. Hamas, Hezbollah, ISIS,
and Iran are literally entrenched on the borders of our tiny state. Our return to Zion
itself, and our seventy years of perseverance there, with the constant threat of those who
are עומדים עלינו לכלותינו, is a testament to this third message which we so deeply wish to
impart, His  חזק ידcontinues to manifest itself in the survival of the Jewish people. There
simply is no other explanation. When confronted with our history of exile and
redemption, of survival throughout the ages, atheistic rationality is itself an absurdist
dogma.

Conversation IV: Moshe’s Distillation, and the Land of Israel

22

Menachot 37a.

The fourth conversation, while presented by the celebrated passage in the
Mekhilta with which we began as a question related directly to the Exodus23, is, in its
natural context, a far more general question, one concerning the specific character of the
Jewish religious experience.
:24ת ֶכם
ְ שׁר ִצוָּה יְקֹוָק ֱאלֵֹהינוּ ֶא
ֶ שׁ ָפּ ִטים ֲא
ְ ִשׁאָ ְל ָך ִבנְ ָך ָמ ָחר לֵאמֹר ָמה ָה ֵעדֹת וְ ַה ֻח ִקּים וְ ַה ִמּ
ְ כִּי י
Seforno25 notes that the question which is being posed by this child concerns why
it is that the Jewish people have an obligation in the full corpus of mitzvot26. Why was it
insufficient to simply adhere to the universal standards of ethical monotheism which are
established by the seven Noahide laws?
The parent’s answer is as follows:
ִתּן יְקֹוָק אוֹתֹת
ֵ וַיּ:ִיאנוּ יְקֹוָק ִמ ִמּ ְצ ַריִם ְבּיָד ֲחָז ָקה
ֵ אָמ ְר ָתּ ְל ִבנְ ָך ֲע ָבדִים ָהיִינוּ ְל ַפ ְרעֹה ְבּ ִמ ְצ ָריִם וַיֹּצ
ַ ְו
שּׁם ְל ַמ ַען ָהבִיא אָֹתנוּ ָל ֶתת
ִ וּמְֹפ
ָ אוֹתנוּ הוֹצִיא ִמ
ָ ְו:תים ְגּדֹלִים וְָר ִעים ְבּ ִמ ְצ ַריִם ְבּ ַפ ְרעֹה וּ ְב ָכל ֵבּיתוֹ ְל ֵעינֵינוּ
ֹ
ִשׁ ַבּע ַל ֲאבֵֹתינוּ וַיְַצוֵּנוּ יְקֹוָק ַל ֲעשׂוֹת ֶאת ָכּל ַה ֻח ִקּים ָה ֵא ֶלּה ְליִ ְראָה ֶאת יְקֹוָק ֱאל ֵהינוּ
ְ שׁר נ
ֶ ָלנוּ ֶאת ָהאָ ֶרץ ֲא
ִשׁמֹר ַל ֲעשׂוֹת ֶאת ָכּל ַה ִמּ ְצוָה ַהזֹּאת
ִ  וּ ְצ ָד ָקה:ָמים ְל ַחיֵֹּתנוּ ְכּ ַהיּוֹם ַהֶזּה
ִ ְלטוֹב ָלנוּ ָכּל ַהיּ
ְ תּ ְהיֶה ָלּנוּ כִּי נ
27
: שׁר ִצוָּנוּ
ֶ ִל ְפנֵי יְקֹוָק ֱאלֵֹהינוּ ַכּ ֲא
Remarkably, the three messages from the first three conversations, all in the
immediate context of the Exodus, are synthesized and distilled here in Moshe’s final
message to the Jewish people.
First, Moshe focuses on the message from the third conversation, with an
emphasis on the Almighty as the master of world events and human history, on the יד
 חזקהwith which the Egyptians were assailed. Next, Moshe highlights the message of
chosenness, ואותנו הוציא משם, noting that while the Egyptians were singled out for
terrifying justice, ויתן ה’ אותת ומפתים גדלים ורעים בפרעה, we were extracted from the scene
of devastation and destruction. Finally, Moshe underscores the purpose for which we
23

Hence, in the Mekhilta version, one responds with a halakha governing the Korban Pesach, אין מפטירין
אחר הפסח אפיקומן. In the Yerushalmi version, one responds with a more general reflection concerning the
events of the Exodus, בחזק יד הוציאנו ה’ ממצרים.
24
Devarim 6:20
25
Ibid. See also Ibn Ezra (ad loc.) who appears to offer a similar interpretation. His understanding of the
parent’s answer, namely, that God’s benevolence towards us obligates us in his service over and above
other nations, confirms this reading of the child’s question.
26
For the specific mitzvot including in these three categories, edot, chukim, and mishpatim, see
Ramban’s essay (ad loc.) differentiating the three categories, and especially, his novel understanding of
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were chosen, the acceptance of the Divine norm, כי.… ויצונו ה’ לעשות את כל החקים האלה
נשמר לעשות את כל המצוה הזאת. As one might expect, the Mishneh Torah version reviews,
distills, and synthesizes the three messages which were systematically presented in three
successive conversations in Sefer Shemot.
Yet, this passage is far more than mere review of the previous three conversations.
Moshe adds a crucial fourth dimension in this conversation, that of the significance of
the Land of Israel, למען הביא אותנו לתת לנו את הארץ אשר נשבע לאבותינו28. It seems to me
that Moshe is adding far more than merely noting that the process of the Exodus, in
which he played such an integral role, could not be considered complete until the Jewish
people arrived in the Land of Israel.
Rather, it seems to me that the Land of Israel bears directly on all three
aforementioned messages for Jewish history. First and foremost, with respect to the
first message, concerning the chosenness of the Jewish people, an intrinsic element of
the Almighty’s selection of the Jewish people was His decision to grant them their
inheritance in the Land that He Himself seeks, ’דורש אותה תמיד עיני ה29 ארץ אשר ה’ אלהיך
אלוקיך בה מרשית השנה ועד אחרית שנה.
Moreover, as is well established in rabbinic literature, the Land of Israel itself
contributes to the internal cohesion, הני הוא דאיקרו קהל והנך לא איקרו קהל30 and sense of
mutual responsibility, ערבות, of the Jewish people31. As such , the Land of Israel plays an
essential role in completing the process triggered by the Almighty’s extraction of the
Jewish people from the Egyptian majority in which they dwelled and consolidating the
Jewish people into their own nation.
Second, with respect to the second message, the purpose of our chosenness,
namely, assuming the full mantle of Torah and mitzvot, the Land of Israel not only
potentiates entire categories of mitzvot which cannot be achieved in exile, the מצוות
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התלויות בארץ, but adds a critical dimension to the mitzvot which do maintain, in the
technical sense, outside the Land of Israel as well32.
Finally, the Almighty’s capacity to deliver the Land of Israel into our hands, from
the control of seven nations far more powerful, in the military sense, than the Jewish
people, is itself a testament to the third message, His control over history, 33כח מעשיו הגיד
לעמו לתת להם נחלת גוים.
As such, the centrality to the Land of Israel to the Jewish national mission cannot
possibly be overstated. It both reflects, on the one hand, and consolidates, on the other,
our status as the Chosen People; it quantitatively and qualitatively enhances the raison
d’etre for our chosenness, guarding the norm; and finally, it, perhaps more than
anything else in the annals of humanity34, reflects the Almighty’s hand in history.

V. Four Messages for Our Children
In every generation, the challenge of transmitting the mesorah is a challenging
one. The sheer volume of knowledge necessary to impart to the next generation simply
necessary for leading an observant life, leaving aside any aspiration to something greater
than conformity and compliance, it itself daunting. Add to the mix, especially in the
contemporary context, the pervasive distractions of modern technology, and for the
more philosophically inclined child, the challenges posed by the ideologies of pluralism
and, to a certain degree, relativism, and the prospect can begin to seem insurmountable.
Under these conditions, as we scramble to find the right vehicles for conveying
that which was preserved at such cost throughout the generations, it is sometimes easy
to lose the forest for the trees. We would do well to return to the four conversations
outlined in the Torah, so unforgettably portrayed in the Mekhilta as corresponding to
four different religious personalities, but to see them in their natural contexts, as
presenting four core messages which must be the foundation of our message to the next
generation.
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First, we must, as the foundation, insist on the doctrine of chosenness. We must
impress upon our children the special relationship between the Almighty and the Jewish
people, a relationship which expressed itself in the Exodus thirty three hundred years
ago, and continues for all of Jewish history. The sense that they are part of the
covenantal community, whose self-perception has been shaped and guided by an
awareness of the bond between itself and the Creator, is the most essential aspect of the
self-identity of our children. More important than any discreet piece of knowledge, any
Mishnah, Rambam, or. R. Chaim, is the awareness of belonging to the ממלכת כהנים וגוי
קדוש.
Surely, this emphasis on chosenness must be accompanied, organically, with a
deep sense of care and concern for all of humanity, as well as appreciation for all of the
contributions to civilization, from which we all collectively benefit, חכמה בגויים תאמן. And
yet, especially in our pluralistic age, in which assimilation has never been easier, or,
tragically, more prevalent, we must draw sharp lines for our children.
Second, it must be clear to our children that our chosenness was not an ends in
itself, but the vehicle through which we accepted Torah and mitzvot. We must continue
to resist any movement that proclaims to our children a Jewish chosenness, be it rooted
in nationalism per se, cultural achievements, or anything other than a doctrine of
commitment to the study and implementation of Torah values. While we cannot expect
all of our children to achieve the same degree in either of these areas, that of knowledge
of Torah per se, or even when it comes to implementation, at the practical level, of the
Divine norm, it must remain an axiom of our educational framework that the defining
element of our national identity, the very reason for our chosenness, is our fidelity to
Torah and mitzvot, כי הם חיינו וארך ימינו.
Third, we must, whatever skepticism prevails in our technologically advanced
society, continue to celebrate the overwhelming hand of the Almighty in human affairs.
While me must exhibit great humility and reticence, surely, as it relates to future
oriented predictions, כי לא מחשבותי מחשבותיכם, or even present oriented interpretations,
it is vital that our children understand the path of Jewish history, beginning in Egypt,
through the centuries and millennia of return and exile, as an expression of Divine will.
Unquestionably, appreciating the hand of the Almighty throughout history
requires an appreciation of history, in the general sense, and Jewish history, in a more
particular vein. Redoubling our educational efforts to cultivate this kind of historical
sensitivity and sensibility, the kind of which Moshe spoke so urgently of in the coda of

Sefer Devarim, 35זכור ימות עולם בינו שנות דור ודור, can only serve to enable our students to
more fully appreciate the  יד חזקה וזרוע נטויהthat the Almighty has continued to wield on
our behalf. It seems to me that the fruits which we will reap with in the realm of אמונות
 ודעותwill more than justify this educational investment.
Fourth, and finally, we must continue to project the centrality of the Land of
Israel to all three of these core messages. Especially for those of us who do not reside in
זכו לה36 דוכתא דמשה ואהרן לא, we must never present life in Israel as merely an option
amongst others, a viable spiritual choice for those who are so inclined, but as the optimal
location for Jewish life. Such messages must of course be presented with enormous
sensitivity towards the complexity of life, family situations, financial realities, not to
mention more than a bit of concern for charges of hypocrisy, עיניך37 טול קורה מבין, but the
message must be conveyed nevertheless.
At one level, it is a matter of 38מצוות יישוב ארץ ישראל שקולה כנגד כל המצוות שבתורה,
and a visceral desire to be counted amongst those regarding whom the Talmud stated 39
כמי שיש לו אלוה, and not, tragically, the inverse. Concomitantly, as detailed above, it
relates to the extent which the Land of Israel both reflects and consolidates, our status as
the Chosen People, enhances our opportunities for Torah study and implementation of
mitzvot, and finally, reflects the awesome hand of our Creator in history, bringing the
remnants of His people to their ancestral homeland, in keeping his promise, 40וזכרתי את
בריתי יעקב ואף את בריתי יצחק ואף את בריתי אברהם אזכור והארץ אזכור.
In this respect, the blessing of living in a time in which the things we witness
regarding  שיבת ציוןwere the stuff of our forbearers’ dreams, puts us, educationally
speaking, at a distinct advantage vis a vis previous generations. As we celebrate seventy
years since 41חזרה מלכות לישראל, in Rambam’s phraseology, we must redouble our efforts
in this respect, so that our dreams become our children’s realities.
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