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Prefae 

 
 

ְיָלה  ִים ֽהּוא־ ַהַּל֤ ֶרץ ִמְצָר֑ ם ֵמֶא֣ ק ְלהֹוִציָא֖ יֹקָו֔ ים הּו֙א ַלֽ יל ִׁשֻּמִר֥ ם:  ֵל֣ ל ְלֹדֹרָתֽ ים ְלָכל־ְּבֵנ֥י ִיְׂשָרֵא֖ ק ִׁשֻּמִר֛ יֹקָו֔ (ספר   ַהֶּז֙ה ַלֽ
 ב:מב) ית שמו

 
It is a night for which Hashem awaited to take them forth from the Land of Egypt. This night is 
for which the Children of Israel await for all their generation.  (Sefer Shemot 12:42) 
 
Why Is this night different?  This question has an unexpected meaning this year.  Many of us are 
leading or making a Seder for the first time.  Many are spending their first Pesach separated 
from children and family.  Some of the joy of the Seder night will be sadly absent.   
 
Hashem waited through the generations for the moment of our redemption from Egypt.  Each 
year we gather to recall the night of our redemption.  We recall the events of the night as if we 
again experience its drama and splendor.  Whether we celebrate the night surrounded by our 
loved ones or alone, the innate grandeur of this special night shines forth and it illuminates our 
homes with joy and hope. 
 
This year we are separated from one another by material space, but we are uniquely joined 
together in our fervent prayers to Hashem.  May He redeem us from our current affliction as He 
redeemed our ancestors from Egypt.  May Hashem, Who has been the source of our people’s 
salvation in every generation, protect, keep us safe, and grant us salvation. 
 
This collection of insights on the Hagadah is gathered from over a decade of “Thoughts on 
Pesach”.  It is dedicated to my dear children and grandchildren whom Shirley and I will very 
much miss. 
 
8 Nisan 5780 
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 חץי
The breaking of the matzah 

 
 

When is the Matzah Broken? 
 
And he takes the middle matzah and breaks it into two parts.  He gives one of the halves to 
one of the people at the meal.  It is guarded for the aficoman.  We place this under a cloth.  
The second half he places between the two whole matzot.  He lifts up the plate that holds the 
matzot.  He says, “This is the bread of affliction”.  (Shulchan Aruch 473:6) 
 
Shulchan Aruch explains that the middle matzah is broken early in the Seder.  Before the 
recitation of Ha Lachma Anya, this matzah is divided into two parts. 
 
Maimonides maintains that the matzah is broken much later in the Seder.  He explains that the 
matzah is broken prior to blessing hamotzi.1 
 
There is a key difference between these two opinions.  According to Shulchan Aruch, the 
matzah is already broken during the recitation of the Hagadah.  Maimonides maintains that the 
matzah is whole during the reading of the Hagadah.  Only with the completion of the magid 
portion of the Seder is the matzah broken.  What is the basis for this disagreement? 
 
In order to answer this question, we must review a discussion in the Talmud.  The Chumash 
refers to matzah as lecehm oni –  bread of hardship.2  The Talmud offers a number of 
alternative interpretations of this term.  Shmuel explains that the term indicates that many 
ideas are verbalized – onin – over the matzah.  This is a reference to the Hagadah that is recited 
over the matzah. 
 
Another explanation in the Talmud, is based upon an analysis of the spelling of the word oni.  
The spelling, in Ivrit, is identical to that of the word ani – a poor person.  A poor person seldom 
has a whole loaf of bread.  Instead, this unfortunate individual must be satisfied with a crust or 
portion of a loaf.  So too, we must break the matzah before eating.  In this manner we imitate 
the poor person.3 
 
We can now begin to explain the dispute between Maimonides and Shulchan Aruch.  Both 
agree that the Hagadah must be recited over the matzah.  This is based upon Shmuel’s 
explanation of lechem oni.  Both also accept the Talmud’s alternative explanation of lechem oni.  
The matzah must imitate the bread of the poor person.  However, Maimonides and Shulchan 
Aruch differ on the precise meaning of this second interpretation. 

 
1  Rabbaynu Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam / Maimonides) Mishne Torah, Hilchot Chametz U’Matzah 8:6. 
2  Devarim 16:3. 
3  Mesechet Pesachim 115b-116a. 
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Let us consider this interpretation more carefully.  The matzah represents the experience of the 
poor person.  How is this representation accomplished?  There are two possible means.  One 
option is that the very form of the broken matzah symbolizes the bread of the impoverished.  
Through breaking the matzah, it is rendered into the symbol.  The second possibility is that the 
representation takes place through the manner in which the matzah is eaten.  We eat from half 
a matzah just as the poor person eats from half a loaf.  The symbolism lies in the manner in 
which the matzah is eaten and not in the broken form. 
 
Shulchan Aruch maintains that the representation is created through the form of the 
fragmented matzah.  In its broken form, the matzah represents the bread of the impoverished.  
The Hagadah must be recited over the matzah.  Obviously, the matzah must be in the most 
perfect and meaningful form.  Therefore, the matzah is broken before the Hagadah is recited.  
The breaking of the matzah renders it into the bread of the poor.4 
 
Maimonides agrees that we represent the experience of the poor person through the matzah.  
Apparently, he maintains that this symbolism regulates the manner in which the matzah is 
eaten.  The representation is not made through the broken form of the matzah.  From 
Maimonides’ perspective there is no purpose in breaking the matzah prior to the reading of the 
Hagadah.  However, before fulfilling the mitzvah of eating the matzah, it must be broken.  This 
is because we must eat in the manner of the poor person.  How does the impoverished person 
eat?  This unfortunate eats from a crust or piece of a loaf.  We must eat in the same manner.  
Therefore, before eating the matzah it is broken.5 
 
In short, Shulchan Aruch and Maimonides differ on a single issue.  Shulchan Aruch maintains 
that the breaking of the matzah changes the object.  It renders the matzah into the poor 
person’s bread.  Maimonides argues that the breaking of the matzah does not alter the matzah.  
The breaking is part of the process of eating matzah.  We are required to eat in a manner that 
duplicates the poor. (5761) 
  

 
4  Rav Yisrael Meir Kagan, Mishne Berurah 473:57. 
5  Rabbaynu Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam / Maimonides) Mishne Torah, Hilchot Chametz U’Matzah 8:6. 



[9] 

 הא לחמא עניא 
This is the bread of a poor person 

 
Two Themes of the Seder 

 
This is the bread of affliction that our fathers ate in the Land of Egypt.  Let all who are hungry 
come and eat.  Let all who so require come and join in the Pesach meal.  Now, we are here.  
Next year, may we be in the Land of Israel.  Now, we are servants.  Next year, may we be free 
people.  (Hagadah of Pesach) 
 
I.  Ha Lachma Anya – Its components and context 
The Seder begins with the recitation of Kiddush.  Kiddush is not unique to the Seder night. Every 
Shabbat and Yom Tov are introduced with Kiddush.  We continue the Seder by washing our 
hands and then dipping a vegetable into saltwater and eating it.  This process is unique to the 
Seder night and is specifically designed to stand out, draw attention, and evoke questions.  The 
Seder focuses upon the children and its objective is to involve them in learning about our 
redemption from Egypt.  We can only succeed in teaching our children once we evoke their 
curiosity and engage their minds.  We intentionally adopt this unusual activity of dipping and 
eating a vegetable to initiate the learning process by seizing our children’s attention.   
  
The Seder continues with Yachatz – the breaking of the middle of three matzot that are on the 
table.6   Ha Lachma Anya – the short paragraph above – is recited immediately after breaking 
the matzah.7  The paragraph contains three elements:8 
 

• It begins by describing the matzah as the bread eaten by our ancestors during their 
bondage. 

• It includes an invitation to others to join in our meal.   

 
6 The performance of Yachatz at this point of the Seder is in accordance with the ruling of Shulchan Aruch (O.C. 
473:6) and reflects general practice.  However according to Maimonides (M.T. Hilchot Chametz u’Matzah 8:6) 
Yachatz is performed immediately before eating the matzah. 
7 The recitation of Ha Lachma Anya immediately after Yachatz is in accordance with the ruling of Shulchan Aruch 
(Ibid.) However, According to Rabbaynu Amram Gaon, Ha Lachma Anya is recited after the Seder Plate with the 
matzot are removed from the table and the second cup of wine has been poured.  It immediately precedes Ma 
Nishtanah.  Maimonides’ position is unclear on this issue.  In his discussion of the laws of the Seder (M.T. Hilchot 
Chametz u’Matzah Chapter 8) he excludes any mention of Ha Lachma Anya.  However, in the versions of the 
Hagadah attributed to him, it is included without indication of whether it is recited before the Seder Plate with the 
matzot is removed or after pouring the second cup. 
     The origins of Ha Lachma Anya are not clear.  It is not mentioned in the Mishnah, Talmud, or Midrash.  The 
earliest references to this portion of the Hagadah appear in the writings of the Geonim.  Both Rabbaynu Amram 
Goan and Rabbaynu Saadia Gaon include a variant of Ha Lachma Anya in their Hagadot.  The versions currently in 
use closely model Rabbaynu Amram’s version.   
8 Rabbaynu Saadia Gaon’s version contains two of the three elements.  It begins with an invitation to join in the 
Seder.  It concludes with the affirmation of our conviction in the coming of the Messiah.  
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• It closes with an affirmation of our conviction in the coming of the Messiah.  The 
Messiah will come and we will be a free people in the Land of Israel. 

 
The relevance of the first of these three elements is easily grasped.  In Yachatz we divided the 
middle matzah into two parts.  The first component of Ha Lachma Anya provides an 
explanation for this step of the Seder.  Why do we perform Yachatz?   
 
Rav Yosef Dov Solovaitchik Zt”l offers a simple explanation for this practice.  The Torah refers to 
matzah as “lechem oni”. 9  The Talmud offers various interpretations of this phrase.  One 
interpretation is based upon the traditional pronunciation of the phrase.  Translated on this 
basis the term means bread over which we recite.  We are required to recite the Hagadah over 
the matzah.   
 
An alternative interpretation is based upon the spelling of the phrase.  If the phrased is 
pronounced exactly as spelled, it would be read “lechem ani” which means bread of affliction or 
impoverished bread.  The matzah is a form of bread that reflects poverty and suffering.  It is 
hastily baked and composed of simple ingredients.  However, the Talmud adds that our 
ancestors, during their bondage, rarely had the opportunity to eat a full matzah.  Instead, they 
sufficed with a portion of a matzah.10    
 
Yachatz reflects both these interpretations.  As we prepare to recite the Hagadah over the 
matzot – the lechem oni, we break the matzah so that it will more accurately reflect lechem ani 
– the bread of affliction and poverty that our ancestors ate in Egypt.  In other words, we initiate 
the matzot into their role as bread used in our recital of the Hagadah by rendering the matzot 
into a perfect simulation of the fractured bread of poverty and affliction that our ancestors ate 
in Egypt.11    
 
The first element of Ha Lachma Anya explains the significance of Yachatz.  We state that with 
the breaking of the matzah, it now perfectly represents the bread of affliction and poverty that 
our ancestors ate in their bondage.   
 
II.  Pesach and our longing for the redemption 
The final element of the Ha Lachma Anya is an expression of our confident expectation of 
redemption and our return to the Land of Israel.  Why is this sentiment expressed at this point 
in the Seder?  Some have suggested that this sentence is added as an expression of a halachah 
that was established by the Sages after the destruction of the first Temple.  Maimonides 
discusses this law in the final chapter of his Laws of Fasts.  He explains that after the Churban – 
the destruction of the First Temple – the Sages established a number of observances designed 
to draw our attention to our loss.  Many of the observances share a common design.  They 
moderate or in some way qualify our happiness on joyous occasions. In this manner, we are 

 
9 Sefer Devarim 16:3. 
10 Mesechet Pesachim 115b. 
11 Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, Harerai Kedem vol 2 p 161. 
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reminded at times of happiness that our joy cannot be complete while we remain in Exile and 
the Temple is in ruins. One of the practices established by the Sages is placing ashes on the 
head of the chatan – the groom – at his wedding.  Another of these practices is that when 
entertaining guests at a meal, we are required to introduce an element that qualifies and 
diminishes the celebration.  We leave out some component from the meal or we leave one 
place at the table unset.12    
 
Some have suggested that our reference in Ha Lachma Anya to our longing for and anticipation 
of our return to the Land of Israel is an expression of this halachah.  According to this 
interpretation, this sentence is not uniquely relevant to the Seder; it is a sentiment that should 
be expressed at every festive or festival meal.  However, these other festive meals do not have 
a text associated with them.  Only the Seder has a text.  Therefore, at other festive meals, we 
must express our inconsolable disappointment with our continued exile through another 
method – those discussed by Maimonides.13   
  
This explanation is not unreasonable.  However, it ignores the context of the sentence.  Were 
this sentence in Ha Lachma Anya the sole mention of our longing for redemption, this 
explanation would be more plausible.  However, even a cursory examination of the Hagadah 
indicates that this is a basic and recurrent theme of the Seder.  In fact, the Seder shifts its focus 
between two redemptions – our redemption from Egypt and our awaited redemption from our 
current exile.   
 
III.  The two redemptions in the Blessing of Ga’al Yisrael 
At the end of the Magid – the portion of the Hagadah that retells the story of the exodus – we 
recite the blessing of Ga’al Yisrael – Redemption.  In this berachah we begin by thanking 
Hashem for redeeming us from Egypt.  We acknowledge that we now celebrate the Seder as a 
result of this redemption.  We, then, express our wish to soon be able to celebrate the festivals 
in the rebuilt Holy Temple.   
  
This reference to two redemptions – our historic redemption from Egypt and our anticipated 
redemption from our current exile – is reflected in our recital of the Hallel at the Seder.  We 
recite the first two paragraphs of the Hallel before the meal and recite the balance of the Hallel 
after the meal.  The separation of the first two paragraphs of the Hallel  from the remaining 
paragraphs is not arbitrary, but instead, reflects the different themes of these two parts of the 
Hallel.  The first two paragraphs of the Hallel are composed entirely of praise and thanksgiving.  
These paragraphs relate to our redemption from Egypt.  The second portion of the Hallel that is 
recited after the meal also contains praise and thanksgiving.  However, an element of petition is 
also present. This portion of the Hallel deals with our anticipated, final redemption and return 

 
12 Rabbaynu Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam/Maimonides) Mishne Torah, Hilchot Ta’aniyot 5:13. 
13 Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik discusses this position in his lecture on Ha Lachma Anya.  He rejects this position as 
not having a basis in halachah.  (http://download.bcbm.org/Media/RavSoloveitchik/Moadim/) 
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to the Land of Israel.  We petition Hashem to deliver us from our exile and restore our people.14  
Like the blessing of Ga’al Yisrael, the Hallel deals with two redemptions – our redemption from 
Egypt and our coming redemption. 
  
So, it is not surprising that the Ha Lachma Anya introduces the Seder by expressing our prayers 
for our ultimate redemption.  But how is the celebration of Pesach related to the Messianic 
era?  What is the exact relationship? 
 
IV.  The Pesach redemption is completed by the Messianic Era 
There are two basic approaches to understanding the relationship between Pesach and the 
final redemption.  The first is that the redemption from Egypt was incomplete; it lacked finality.  
We are again in exile.  Our affirmation of the approach of the Messianic Era and our petition to 
Hashem to hasten the Messiah’s coming express our longing for the completion of the drama 
that began with our redemption from Egypt.  This explanation is consistent with the 
formulation of the blessing of Ga’al Yisrael.  We begin the blessing thanking Hashem for our 
redemption.  Then, we implicitly acknowledge that this redemption is incomplete.  We cannot 
serve Hashem in the Bait HaMikdash – the Holy Temple.  We pray that Hashem will rebuild the 
Temple so we can serve Him more perfectly and completely. 
  
The Talmud asserts that just as we were redeemed from Egypt in the month of Nisan, our 
current exile will end in Nisan.15   What is the message communicated to us through both 
redemptions occurring in the same month?  The apparent message is that the final redemption 
is the completion of the first.  Their shared month communicates to us that the awaited 
redemption is the continuation of a process that began in the month of Nisan long ago. 
  
At the Seder we drink four cups of wine.  These four cups correspond with the four expressions 
of redemption that Hashem employed in describing to Moshe the approaching deliverance of 
Bnai Yisrael from Egypt.  Hashem told Moshe that He would “take out” the people, “save” 
them, “redeem” them, and “take” them to Himself as His nation.16,17   However, it is customary 
among Ashkenazim to pour a fifth cup of wine which we do not drink.  This custom seems 
difficult to understand.  The fifth cup is clearly different from the others; we do not drink it.18   
What is the meaning of this cup and how can its ambiguous nature be explained?   
  
This fifth cup is commonly referred to as the “Cup of Eliyahu.”19   It corresponds with a fifth 
expression of redemption which Hashem used to describe our rescue from Egypt.  He told 

 
14 Rav Yitzchak Mirsky attributes this explanation to Levush. (Hagadah Higyonai Halachah, p 133, Rav Yosef Dov 
Soloveitchik discusses the explanation in his lecture on Ha Lachma Anya (Ibid.) and adopts this explanation. 
15 Mesechet Rosh HaShanah 11a. 
16 Sefer Shemot 6:6-7 
17 Talmud Yerushalmi, Mesechet Pesachim 10:1. 
18 Rav Yisrael Meir Kagan, Mishne Berurah, 480:10. 
19   Ibid. For a more extensive discussion of the origins of this custom and its meaning see: Yosef Lewey, Minhag 
Yisrael Torah, vol 3, pp. 158-60. 
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Moshe that He would “bring” us to the Land of Israel.20  The incorporation of this fifth cup 
alerts us that there is an expression of redemption in addition to the four represented by the 
four cups we drink.  However, this final expression of redemption is different than the first 
four.21   It awaits Eliyahu whom the Prophet Malachi tells us will be the harbinger of the 
approach of the Messiah.22   This cup is poured but we do not drink it.  It refers to a final step of 
the redemption that we confidently await but which we cannot yet celebrate through drinking 
its cup.   
  
In conclusion, there are many indications that the Seder calls upon us to recognize that our 
redemption is not complete and we still await its conclusion with the coming of the Messiah.  
However, this insight does not seem to explain the affirmation of the Messianic Era at the 
opening of the Seder in the Ha Lachma Anya.  This interpretation only explains our mentioning 
of the Messianic Era after recalling our redemption from Egypt.  We are asking Hashem to 
complete the redemption.  But in Ha Lachma Anya we express our longing for the Messiah’s 
arrival before we even mention our redemption from Egypt.  It does not seem sensible to 
petition Hashem to complete our redemption from Egypt before we discuss our historic rescue 
from bondage.   
 
V.  The Messianic Era is a Fundamental Element of the Torah 
Maimonides identifies thirteen convictions that are essential to Torah observance.  He 
contends that only through accepting these convictions can a person be regarded as a member 
of our religious community and attain the afterlife – Olam HaBah.23  Many of these thirteen 
convictions are obviously elemental to our religion.  They include belief in a cause Who is the 
source of all that exits, belief in Revelation and the immutability of the Torah.  However, 
Maimonides’s characterization of some of his principles as elemental to the Torah has been 
criticized.  One of these thirteen fundamentals is the belief in the coming of the Messiah.  
Abravanel formulated the question well.  What is lacking in my observance if I do not believe 
that the advent of the Messianic Era is predestined?  How is my observance or commitment to 
Hashem and His Torah compromised?24  
  
In order to answer this question, it is necessary to understand the nature of Maimonides 
thirteen principles.25   The answer is that Maimonides maintains that the Torah is more than a 

 
20 Sefer Shemot 6:8. 
21 Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, Harerai Kedem vol 2 p 208-9. 
22 Malachi 3:23. 
23 Rabbaynu Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam/Maimonides) Commentary on the Mishne, Mesechet Sanhedrin 10:1. 
24 Don Yitzchak Abravanel, Rosh Amanah, Chapter 3. 
25 Various scholars have provided differing interpretations of Maimonides’ intention in describing these principles 
as fundamental.  It is difficult to describe these principles as postulates.  Postulates are independent principles that 
cannot be derived from one another.  This is clearly not true of Maimonindes’ principles.  For example, his second 
principle is that Hashem is an absolute unity.  This means the He has no parts, divisions, or aspects; it is not 
appropriate to describe attributes to Him in their literal sense or characteristics. From this principle one can easily 
derive the conclusion that Hashem cannot be material.  Any material entity cannot be described as an absolute unity.  
Nonetheless, Maimonides lists as his third principle that Hashem is not material. 
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set of religious beliefs and practices; it is a perspective upon and interpretation of our world.  
Our belief in Hashem is not merely a religious affirmation; it is an understanding of how our 
universe operates and is constructed.  For this reason, Maimonides does not describe the first 
of these thirteen principles as belief in Hashem as the G-d of the Revelation or the G-d 
described in the Torah.  Instead, the first of his principles is to accept that there is a cause of all 
that exists.  All that exists depends upon this prime cause for its continued existence and this 
first cause does not require any prior cause to sustain its existence.  This first principle is not 
merely a religious affirmation; it is an outlook or interpretation of the universe that surrounds 
us.  Similarly, our belief in the divine origins of the Torah is not just an expression of devotion 
and commitment to its observance; it is a perspective on Hashem’s relationship with humanity 
in general and the Jewish people specifically.   
  
Our conviction in the advent of the Messianic Era must be understood in a similar manner.  It is 
not merely a religious or national aspiration; it is an interpretation of the history of humankind.  
It is an assertion that there is meaning in history. It has a direction and end.  History is not the 
sum total of human endeavors and achievements; it is the inexorable progression to an 
inevitable outcome.26    
 
VI.  The Redemption from Egypt confirms our ultimate redemption 
Through introducing the Seder with an acknowledgement of the Messianic Era we are 
identifying one of the objectives of the Seder.  The purpose of the Seder is not solely to recall 
our exodus from Egypt.  Retelling the story of our redemption serves another purpose.  We are 
obligated to fully accept that the Messiah will ultimately arrive.  How do we know that there is 
a basis for this conviction?  During periods of suffering throughout our history our ancestors’ 
confidence in our ultimate redemption must have been severely tested.  The redemption from 

 
         Others have suggested that these thirteen principles are not a set of postulates but instead are fundamental 
beliefs.  We are required to be aware of and to accept each explicitly.  Implicit acceptance of any of these principles 
does not suffice.  Therefore, it is necessary for Maimonides to specifically describe the principle of Hashem’s non-
material nature even though this can be deduced from the principle of His unity.   
         However, even if we assume that these are fundamental convictions which require explicit acceptance, it 
remains unclear why Maimonides selected these beliefs and no others or fewer.  Some are clearly within the class of 
beliefs we would ascribe as appropriate to a religious system – belief in the existence of an ultimate cause for all that 
exists, that He is a unity, Revelation, that He interacts with humanity.  Others of the thirteen beliefs outlined by 
Maimonides seem less essential.  Abravanel identifies two beliefs in Maimonides’ list that he regards as subject to 
this criticism: belief in the Messianic Era and in the resurrection of the dead. 
         Abravanel points out that it is difficult to imagine that one’s religious experience, outlook or practice would be 
significantly impacted if one did not ascribe to these beliefs.  Of course, it is not Abravanel’s intention to imply that 
these beliefs are not part of the Torah and or not absolutely correct and even required.  However, he questions why 
they should be identified as fundamental. 
26 Implicit in Maimonindes’ perspective is rejection of the division commonly suggested between religious and 
scientific knowledge.  According to Maimonides, both combine into a comprehensive understanding of the universe.  
The scientist who arbitrarily interrupts his study of the universe and his search for causes  and will not consider the 
source of the natural laws has only a partial understanding of the universe that he studies.  Similarly, the student of 
religion who regards G-d as the Creator but is ignorant of and uninterested in the means by which Hashem governs 
His universe has artificially truncated his study of Hashem and His ways.  
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Egypt provided them and continues to provide us with proof of our destiny.  Hashem rescued 
our ancestors from slavery.  He created a free nation from an oppressed people. If we accept 
the truth of these events, we have a firm basis for our conviction in a second redemption 
through the Messiah. 
  
The order of the Seder expresses this theme.  We begin with an affirmation of the Messianic 
Era.  We then discuss the basis for our conviction – the redemption from Egypt.  We close the 
Magid section of the Hagadah with the blessing of Ga’al Yisrael in which we articulate the 
connection.  Hashem redeemed us from Egypt.  Therefore, we can be sure that He will redeem 
us again.  
 
VII.  Inviting the needy – Rav Huna’s practice 
The middle element of the Ha Lachma Anya is an invitation to the needy and less fortunate to 
share with us our matzah and join us in the Pesach meal.  This invitation seems out of place.  
Why at this point do we invite the hungry and the less fortunate to join with us in our 
celebration?  Of course, this is a commendable sentiment and we cannot be surprised that the 
Seder should include an invitation to the less fortunate to share in our meal.  But it seems odd 
that this invitation should be inserted into the Hagadah at this specific point.  Ha Lachma Anya 
begins by explaining Yachatz and ends by introducing a basic theme of the Seder – our 
anticipation of our coming redemption.  Why are we interrupting our discussion of issues 
specifically relevant to the Seder with this invitation? 
  
Rabbaynu Matityahu Gaon suggests that the source of the phrasing of this invitation can be 
traced to the Talmud.  The Talmud explains that Rav Huna’s practice before every meal was to 
announce that any person who is hungry is welcome to participate in the meal.27,28   We do not 
generally engage in this practice and Torah law does not require of us this remarkable level of 
kindness and hospitality.  Why, then, are we required to adopt Rav Huna’s practice on Pesach 
night?  
 
VIII.  Including the needy in the Yom Tov meal  
One possibility is suggested by a comment of Maimonides.  Maimonides explains that we are 
required to experience joy and happiness on our festivals. One of the means through which we 
experience and express our happiness is the festival meal.  Maimonides continues and explains 
that we are required to include among the participants in the Yom Tov meal the poor, destitute, 
bitter, and the less fortunate.  He explains that a person who bars his doors against the 
intrusion of these less fortunate needy people and shares his meal with only his family has 
distorted the joyous celebration of the Festival.  One has transformed it into a hedonistic 
pleasure. 29,30   

 

 
27 Mesechet Ta’anit 20b. 
28 See Yekutiel Cohen, Hagadat HaGeonim ve’HaRambam p 39. 
29 Rabbaynu Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam/Maimonides) Mishne Torah, Hilchot Yom Tov 6:17-18. 
30 See Yekutiel Cohen, Hagadat HaGeonim ve’HaRambam p 40. 
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It seems that Maimonides is describing two requirements.  The first is to include the less 
fortunate among one’s guests.  The second is to not refuse anyone who seeks to join one’s 
meal.  In order to fulfill both requirements, one must extend invitations before the meal to 
those who are in need.  Also, one must be open to receiving and including those in need who 
were not invited.  The Seder declaration, “Let all who are hungry come and eat.  Let all who so 
require come and join in the Pesach meal” fulfills this second requirement.  We are announcing 
that we will not turn away any who are hungry or in need. 
  
If this is the source for our invitation to the hungry and needy, then we are engaging in a 
practice that is appropriate to every Yom Tov meal.  The proffering of this invitation is not a 
requirement specific to the Seder or even Pesach.  According to Maimonides, we should 
pronounce this same invitation before all Pesach meals and our Shavuot and Succot meals.  Of 
course, there is no text that is recited at these other meals; there is no Hagadah to provide a 
formula for the invitation.  Nonetheless, the Ha Lachma Anya is only providing an appropriate 
formula for the pronouncement of an invitation that is required before every Yom Tov meal. 
 
IX.  Special considerations related to Pesach 
Rav Matityahu Gaon, seems to suggest that the Seder engenders an additional obligation to 
invite the needy.  He explains that the invitation extended in the Ha Lachma Anya is the 
completion of a process that begins earlier in the day, perhaps even days and weeks before 
Pesach.  Before the night of Pesach, the members of the community would search for all those 
who were in need of assistance or companionship and invite them to their various homes for 
the celebration of the Seder.  The pronouncement of the Ha Lachma Anya invitation was the 
completion of this process.31   Rav Matityahu Goan seems to suggest that this practice was 
specific to Pesach.  In other words, in addition to the general obligation to include the poor and 
needy in every Yom Tov meal, Pesach engenders its own unique obligation to reach out to 
those who are less fortunate. 
  
There is other evidence that Pesach prompts its own unique obligation to include the poor and 
less fortunate in our celebration.  Rama comments that it is customary in the weeks leading up 
to Pesach to purchase wheat or the matzot themselves on behalf of the poor and to distribute 
these provisions to them.32   The Gra points out that this custom is very ancient; it is mentioned 
in the Talmud Yerushalmi.33,34  
  

 
31 See Yekutiel Cohen, Hagadat HaGeonim ve’HaRambam p 39.  It is not completely clear from the earliest sources 
of Rabbaynu Matityahu’s comments that he regarded this procedure as unique to Pesach.  However, Avudraham 
seems to interpret Rabbaynu Matityahu’s comments as referring only to Pesach.  Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik 
discusses Rabbaynu Matityahu’s comments in his lecture on Ha Lachma Anya and assumes the comments are 
specific to Pesach.  The above interpretation of Rabbaynu Matityahu’s comments is based on Rav Soloveitchik’s 
understanding of his position.   
32 Rav Moshe Isserles (Rama), Comments on Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 429:1. 
33 Rav Eliyahu of Vilna (Gra), Biur HaGra, Orech Chayim 429:1. 
34 Talmud Yerushalmi, Mesechet Baba Batra, 1:4. 
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In summary, there are three sources for the Ha Lachma Anya’s invitation to the needy.  The 
wording seems to be derived from the practice of Rav Huna who would extend this invitation to 
the poor any time he engaged in a substantial meal.  We do not engage in Rav Huna’s 
remarkable degree of charity and compassion.  However, we do borrow the wording of his 
invitation for the Ha Lachma Anya.  Why are we more demanding of ourselves on the night of 
Pesach? There are two reasons.  First, every Yom Tov meal is only properly celebrated when we 
include among our guests the less fortunate.  Second, the celebration of Pesach engenders its 
own unique obligation to offer support and encouragement to the needy and less fortunate. 
  
What is it about Pesach that engenders this additional requirement that we reach out our 
hands to the needy?  In order to answer this question, we must consider another aspect of the 
Seder and its Hagadah. 
 
X.   The Pesach narrative style – Ascension from humble origins 
The process of recounting the events of our redemption is performed according to a specific 
formula.  Of course, we are encouraged to explore the themes found in the Hagadah to the 
extent of our ability.  The mitzvah of recounting the events of our redemption is not fulfilled in 
its most complete form through merely recounting a specific narrative.  Instead, the material in 
the Hagadah provides a minimum standard.  But we are charged to expand upon and to enrich 
this material to the extent of our ability.  Nonetheless, we cannot abandon the format and 
formulation of the Hagadah. We must embellish but we may not revise or ignore the 
framework contained in the Hagadah. 
  
One aspect of the formula we follow is discussed by the Talmud in Tractate Pesachim.  The 
Mishne explains that we begin our account by describing the humble beginnings of our people 
and we then proceed to describe its ascent to greatness.  What is the specific historic process 
that we describe?  The Talmud explains that Rav and Shmuel dispute this issue.  Rav suggests 
that we are required to acknowledge that our ancestors – Avraham’s own father and later our 
more immediate ancestors in Egypt – were idolaters.  But Hashem chose us as His people and 
He gave us His Torah.  Shmuel suggests that we begin the process of recounting our redemption 
by describing the bondage of our forefathers in Egypt.  We then describe our redemption 
through the miracles and wonders that Hashem performed.35   
  
We can easily understand Shmuel’s interpretation of the formula.  We must recount our 
redemption by first describing our humiliating servitude and then we describe the process of 
our redemption.  This is exactly as we would expect the narrative of our redemption to be 
developed.  But how do we explain Rav’s alternative interpretation?  Why begin our Pesach 
narrative by recalling our primitive ancestors from before the time of Avraham?  It is difficult to 
even characterize these pagans as our antecedents.  With the emergence of our forefather 

 
35 Mesechet Pesachim 116:a. In the standard text of the discussion in the Talmud, Rav does not mention the idolatry 
of our ancestors in Egypt, only the practices of Avraham’s predecessors. Rashbatz, in his commentary on the 
Hagadah, includes in Rav’s position the idolatry of our ancestors in Egypt.     
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Avraham, we rejected the culture, values and religious fallacies of his predecessors.  We refer 
to Avraham as our first forefather; this is because he is our beginning and not his ancestors.  
  
Rav and Shmuel agree on the basic theme of the Pesach narrative.  They both agree that the 
formulation of the narrative is designed to communicate that we did not ascend to greatness 
through our own might, wisdom, or tenacity.  We ascended from the depths of despair or 
spiritual corruption through the mercy and intervention of Hashem.  This message of our 
dependence on Hashem forms the underlying motif of the Hagadah.   Rav and Shmuel only 
differ on a relatively minor issue:  Do we demonstrate our helplessness and our dependence 
upon Hashem through acknowledging His redemption of our ancestors from inevitable material 
destruction or do we provide this demonstration through acknowledging His rescue of our 
ancestors from moral and religious debasement?  Shmuel suggests that we acknowledge our 
helplessness and dependence through the experience that is most relevant to the Seder – our 
rescue from Egypt.  Rav suggests that our recalling of our redemption from Egypt should 
occasion our recognition of our general helplessness and dependency.  We expand upon the 
lesson of our redemption from Egypt and extend that lesson to the earliest history of our 
nation.   
 
XI.  The Pesach motif – Humble acknowledgement of helplessness and dependence upon 
Hashem 
This dispute provides a basic insight into the celebration of Pesach.  Pesach recalls and 
celebrates the emergence of the Jewish nation – Ahm Yisrael.  Our redemption from Egypt is a 
central event in the drama of our ascent to the position of Ahm Hashem – Hashem’s chosen 
nation.  But the central motif of the Festival is not the celebration of our accomplishments and 
our pride in earning Hashem’s covenant.  The central motif is acknowledgement of Hashem’s 
role in this process.  He redeemed us.  He rescued us.  We did not shape and engineer our fate; 
we are the beneficiaries of Hashem’s benevolence.   
  
We can now appreciate our focus on Pesach upon charity and our sensitivity for others less 
fortunate than ourselves.  A person who does not feel the misery of others and cannot 
empathize with those who are suffering, has lost touch with his own essential helplessness and 
dependence.  When we identify with the less fortunate, when we empathize with them, we 
recognize that we are the same.  Had Hashem not redeemed us, we would be more desperate 
than those to whom we are extending a helping hand.  If He had not rescued us, we would be 
far more lost than those we are including at our Seder meal.  Any person who recognizes that 
his own good fortune is the result of the kindness that Hashem has bestowed upon Him will 
naturally reach out to others.      
 
XII.  Dependence and Redemption 
The second and final components of the Ha Lachma Anya reflect two basic themes of the Seder.  
The middle component reminds us of our kinship with the less fortunate and needy.  We reach 
out to them in recognition of our own helplessness and our reliance upon Hashem.  The final 
component expresses our anticipation of redemption from our current exile.  These two 
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themes are closely connected. The Torah informs us that before Bnai Yisrael were redeemed 
from Egypt they called out in prayer to Hashem.36   
 
Hashem tells Moshe that He will redeem the people in response to their prayers.37   Turning to 
Hashem, recognizing that He alone could provide salvation, was prerequisite to Bnai Yisrael’s 
redemption.  Maimonides generalizes this lesson.  He explains that any affliction visited upon 
the Jewish people requires that we respond with prayer and acknowledgement of our 
dependence upon Hashem.  Only through this response can we illicit His intervention.38 
 
We precede our longing for our redemption with an invitation to our brethren who are in need.  
In this way, we affirm our own dependence upon Hashem.  From the depths of our acceptance 
of our own helplessness and our dependence upon Hashem, we reach out to Him with our 
prayers and yearnings for redemption. (5769) 
  

 
36 Sefer Shemot 2:23-25 
37 Sefer Shemot 3:7-8 
38 Rabbaynu Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam/Maimonides) Mishne Torah, Hilchot Taaniyot  1:2-3. 
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Dual Symbolism of Matzah 
 
You shall not eat leaven with it; for seven days you shall eat with it matzot, the bread of 
affliction, for in haste you went out of the Land of Egypt, so that you shall remember the day 
when you went out of the Land of Egypt all the days of your life. (Sefer Devarim 16:3) 
 
One of the mitzvot of Pesach is the prohibition against eating leavened bread.  We eat matzah 
in place of leavened bread.  The first night of Pesach we are obligated to eat matzah.  The 
remaining days of the festival, we are not obligated to eat matzah, but we are prohibited from 
eating chametz – leavened products.  
 
In the above passage, the Torah explains that the matzah recalls the bread eaten during 
bondage.  How does the matzah recall the bread eaten during bondage?  Rabbaynu Ovadia 
Sforno explains that while in bondage, the Jews were forced to constantly labor for their 
Egyptian masters.  The Egyptians would not provide their Jewish slaves with the time required 
to mix the dough for their bread and then allow it to rise.  Instead, once the dough was mixed, 
the Jews were forced to immediately bake the bread.  The resulting loaves had the unleavened 
form of matzah.39 
 
And one takes the middle matzah and breaks into two parts … and he lifts the Seder plate and 
recites, “This is the bread of affliction,” until “How is this night different.”  
 (Shulchan Aruch 473:6) 
 
Another fundamental commandment performed on Pesach is Sipur Yetziat Mitzrayim – the 
recounting of our redemption from Egypt.  This mitzvah is fulfilled through the Pesach Seder.  
One of the early steps in the Seder is Yachatz – breaking the middle matzah from among the 
three matzot that are before the person leading the Seder.   Shulchan Aruch explains this 
process.  The middle matzah is broken and half is returned to the Seder plate.  The plate is then 
lifted and the reader recites:  “This is the bread of affliction which our fathers ate in Egypt.”  In 
other words, the reader explains that the broken matzah recalls the bread that the Jews ate 
during their bondage in Egypt.  The identification of matzah with the affliction in Egypt is based 
upon our passage in which the Torah refers to the matzah as “bread of affliction.”  
 
They baked the dough that they had taken out of Egypt as unleavened cakes, for it had not 
leavened, for they were driven out of Egypt, and they could not tarry, and also, they had not 
made provisions for themselves.  (Sefer Shemot 12:39) 
 
In the above passage, the Torah explains that Bnai Yisrael left Egypt in tremendous haste.  They 
did not have the opportunity to prepare adequately for their journey.  They could not allow 
their dough to rise.  Instead, they mixed the dough and immediately baked it.  The product was 
unleavened cakes. 
 

 
39 Rabbaynu Ovadia Sforno, Commentary on Sefer Devarim, 16:3. 
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Based on this passage, the Talmud explains the significance of the matzah.  Raban Gamliel 
explains that the matzah recalls our redemption.  He explains that at the Seder we are required 
to explain that the matzah we will eat is intended to remind us of the haste with which our 
ancestors left Egypt.40  His comments are based upon our passage in the Torah.  The comments 
of Raban Gamliel are incorporated into the Seder and read prior to fulfilling the commandment 
to eat matzah. 
 
In short, the Torah suggests two alternative explanations for matzah.  In Sefer Devarim, the 
Torah explains that matzah recalls our affliction in Egypt.  In Sefer Shemot, the Torah suggests 
that matzah recalls that haste of our redemption from Egypt. 
 
Paradoxically, both these messages are associated with matzah during the course of the Seder.  
At the opening of the Seder, we declare that the matzah recalls our bondage.  Later, before 
eating the matzah, we read Raban Gamliel’s interpretation of the significance of matzah.  In 
this interpretation, the matzah is associated with the redemption from bondage.  In other 
words, the process of sipur requires that we recall both our bondage and our redemption.  Both 
these phenomena are symbolized by the matzah. 
 
We can easily understand the importance of recalling our bondage and our redemption.  The 
full meaning and significance of our redemption can be fully appreciated when we remember 
the bondage from which we were redeemed.  However, it is odd and paradoxical that the same 
object – matzah – is used to symbolize both these elements of our experience in Egypt.  Why 
did the Torah not create two separate objects – each designed to recall one of the two 
elements? 
 
Sforno’s comments also address this issue.  He explains that the Torah intends to communicate 
a message.  During their bondage in Egypt, the Jews were oppressed by their masters.  The 
oppression of Bnai Yisrael was epitomized by the bread they were forced to eat.  The Egyptians 
would not even afford their Jewish slaves the time to bake their bread properly.  They 
pressured the Jews to hurriedly prepare and bake their bread.  The result was unleavened 
matzah.  At the moment of redemption, the demoralized Egyptians urged the Jews to hurry. 
Again, the bread that the Jews baked epitomized the urgency of the Egyptians.  But this urgency 
was not motivated by their desire to oppress the Jews.  Instead, their urgency was motivated by 
panic.  They could not endure another moment of suffering!41 
 
Sforno is explaining that the Egyptians demonstrated urgency in two situations.  In both 
instances, their urgency was expressed in a similar behavior.  They hastened Bnai Yisrael to 
prepare their bread without allowing their dough to rise.  But in the first instance – during their 
oppression of the Jews – this urgency was an expression of oppression.  In the second instance 
– at the moment of redemption – this urgency expressed the complete humiliation and defeat 
of the Egyptians. 

 
40 Mesechet Pesachim 116:a. 
41 Rabbaynu Ovadia Sforno, Commentary on Sefer Devarim, 16:3. 
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Sforno’s comments indicate that the urgency of the Egyptians in these two different situations 
in some manner communicates a fundamental message regarding the redemption.  What is this 
message?   
 
Apparently, the miracle of the redemption from Egypt is not merely that a nation of slaves was 
liberated from the oppression of the most powerful nation in the civilized world. The miracle 
can only be fully appreciated if we recognize the total and sudden reversal that Bnai Yisrael and 
the Egyptians experienced.  Bnai Yisrael did not gradually achieve liberation from oppression 
and freedom through a prolonged struggle, or as the result of the gradual decline of power and 
authority of their masters.  Instead, in a few months, the Jewish people emerged from a 
condition of abject subjugation and tyranny into a state of total freedom.  Their masters – who 
once would not allow them a few moments to properly prepare their bread – were reduced to 
trembling petitioners.  They begged their former slaves to spare them and to leave posthaste to 
end their suffering!   It is this total and abrupt reversal that captures the gravity and magnitude 
of the miracle of the redemption. 
 
Still, why is matzah used to symbolize both the severity of the oppression and the totality of the 
Egyptians’ demise?  Sforno is answering this question.  An illustration will help explain this 
point.  
 
It is difficult to appreciate the speed of a fastball thrown by an accomplished pitcher.  We lack a 
basis for comparison.  But if we want to truly appreciate the talent and skills of this pitcher, we 
must create a contrast.  We can do this by placing on a single-viewing screen a video of two 
pitches being thrown.  One is the fastball of the professional and the other is the best effort of 
an accomplished amateur.  On the split screen, we can see the rate of speed at which each 
pitch progresses towards the batter.  Now, we can more fully comprehend the remarkable 
speed of the professional’s pitch. 
 
According to Sforno, the full miracle of the redemption can only be appreciated by recognizing 
the totality and abruptness of the reversal experienced by Bnai Yisrael and the Egyptians.  The 
reversal only becomes clear when the severity of the oppression is contrasted with the panic of 
the Egyptians at the moment of redemption.  But, like the two pitches in our illustration, the 
contrast between the oppression and the redemption can only be fully appreciated when they 
are viewed side-by-side, on a “split screen.”  The matzah provides this “split screen.”  A single 
object – the matzah – captures and communicates the degree of oppression and the total 
demise of the Egyptians.  In matzah, the two experiences are communicated side-by-side.  This 
dual symbolism within a single object eloquently communicates to us the totality and 
suddenness of the redemption, and thereby, the extent of the miracle of the redemption. 
(5766) 
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לפרעה במצרים  עבדים היינו  
We were servants of Paroh in Egypt 

 
Unique Origins of the Jewish Nation 

 
And He said unto Avram: Know that your descendants will be a stranger in a land that is not 
theirs and will serve them; and they will afflict them four hundred years.  And also that 
nation, whom they will serve, I will judge; and afterward they shall come out with great 
substance. But you will go to your fathers in peace; you will be buried in a good old age. And 
in the fourth generation they will come back here; for the iniquity of the Amorite is not yet 
full.  (Sefer Beresheit 15:13-16) 
 
Pesach celebrates our freedom. However, it does not merely celebrate our freedom; it 
celebrates our liberation from bondage.  The objective of the festival is not achieved through 
merely celebrating our freedom.  We are required to recall that we emerged into freedom from 
bondage.  Why is it essential that we recall our oppression in Egypt?  In fact, there seems to be 
a number of reasons.  This discussion will focus on just one of these. 
 
The passages above are the covenant that Hashem made with Avraham.  The covenant contains 
two main elements.  Hashem tells Avraham that after his passing his descendants will return to 
the Land of Cana’an and possess it.  He also tells Avraham that before returning, his 
descendants will experience four-hundred years of persecution in a foreign land.  It is clear that 
this covenant includes a prophecy of persecution.  However, Rav Yitzchak Zev Soloveitchik Zt”l 
(GRIZ) explains that Hashem did not merely foretell Avraham of the persecution in Egypt.  
Hashem is explaining to Avraham that his descendants’ possession of the Land of Cana’an will 
be contingent upon their passing through this period of persecution.    
 
GRIZ provides a compelling proof for his interpretation of the covenant.  The Torah describes 
the conflict between Yaakov and Esav over the right to the blessings accorded to the firstborn.  
Yaakov succeeded in securing these blessings.  Esav felt that Yaakov had cheated him.  
However, the Torah tells us that Esav willingly abandoned the Land of Cana’an and did not 
contest Yaakov’s right to the land.  Why was Esav willing to give up this element of the blessings 
that he believed were rightfully his? 
 
Rashi explains that Esav was aware of the “bill of debt” associated with possession of the land.  
He recognized that those who aspired to possess the land must first undergo a period of 
persecution in an alien land.  Esav concluded that in order to avoid the persecution, he would 
abandon any claim to the Land of Cana’an.42 
 

 
42 Rabbaynu Shlomo ben Yitzchak (Rashi), Commentary on Sefer Beresheit 36:7. 
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Esav clearly was aware of the tradition that possession of the land was contingent upon first 
undergoing a period of persecution.  From where did Esav receive this tradition? GRIZ 
concludes that this must have been Avraham’s understanding of Hashem’s covenant with him.  
He transmitted this interpretation to his descendants.43  Why is persecution and subjugation a 
prerequisite to possession of the land? 
 
And you shall not wrong a convert, neither shall you oppress him. For you were foreigners in 
the Land of Egypt. (Sefer Shemot 22:20) 
 
The Torah commands us that we may not wrong or oppress the convert.  There is a difference 
of opinion among the authorities regarding the reason for these commandments.  Sefer 
HaChinuch comments that oppression of the weak is a common behavior.  This behavior stems 
from negative characteristics of the human personality.  An important objective of the Torah is 
to refine and improve our character and personality.  These commandments are prohibiting us 
from engaging in behaviors that stem from and appeal to the more base elements of one’s 
personality.  Instead, the Torah encourages behaviors and practices that foster positive 
character development and spiritual growth.44  
 
This interpretation seems to be supported by Maimonides.  In his Sefer HaMitzvot, Maimonides 
organizes the commandments according to themes.  He places the prohibitions against 
oppression of the convert among other commandments prohibiting oppression and 
persecution of disadvantaged or weak individuals – for example, an orphan or widow.45  This 
indicates that, like Sefer HaChinuch, Maimonides understands the prohibitions against 
oppression of the convert as measures designed to encourage the development of a healthy 
character and to discourage behaviors that appeal to and foster the more ignoble elements of 
the personality. 
 
Nachmanides takes a similar approach to explaining the prohibitions against oppression of the 
convert.  He agrees that they are related to prohibitions against oppression of other weak or 
disadvantaged individuals.  He adds an important element.  He explains that a person oppresses 
the weak because he believes that this behavior will not be punished.  However, Hashem tells 
us that He is the protector of the weak, the convert, the orphan and the widow.  The victim of 
the oppression will surely cry out in agony to Hashem and He will punish the oppressor.  So, 
when a person fearlessly oppresses the weak, he implicitly rejects Hashem’s contention that He 
is the protector of the weak!46 
 
Rashi takes a completely different approach to explaining the commandments against 
oppression of the convert.  He argues that these prohibitions are not merely an extension of 
the other prohibitions against oppression of the weak or underprivileged.  There is a special 
reason for not oppressing the convert. 

 
43 Rav Yitzchak Zev Soloveitchik, Chidushai HaGRIZ on T’NaCH and Aggadah, Beresheit 15:13. 
44 Rav Aharon HaLeyve, Sefer HaChinuch, Mitzvah 63. 
45 Rabbaynu Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam / Maimonides) Sefer HaMitzvot, Mitzvat Lo Aseh 252-253. 
46 Rabbaynu Moshe ben Nachman (Ramban / Nachmanides), Commentary on Sefer Shemot 22:20. 
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Rashi communicates his position with a rather enigmatic statement.  He comments that if we 
oppress the convert, he can respond by reminding us that we too were foreigners in Egypt.  He 
adds that a person who has a shortcoming should not point to this failing in others.47  Rashi is 
noting that we share a common experience with the convert.  The convert comes from a 
different nation.  He is a “foreigner” among the Jewish people.  He has joined us, but his origins 
are of another people.  We too were foreigners in another nation.  We were foreigners in 
Egypt.   
 
What is Rashi’s message?  Let us begin by understanding the principle he outlines.  We should 
not point out in others, faults or shortcomings that we ourselves share.  What is the reason for 
this admonition?  Let us consider why we are tempted to attribute to others faults that we 
ourselves share.  It seems that by attributing these faults to others we attempt to deny that we 
have this shortcoming.  By condemning the quality, we implicitly distance ourselves from it.   
 
So, according to Rashi, it is important that we remember our origins.  We must always 
remember that we developed into a nation from humble origins.  We were slaves in Egypt.  
Only through Hashem’s mercy and intervention did we attain freedom and develop into a 
nation. 
 
We were slaves to Paroh in Egypt and Hashem took us forth from there with a strong hand 
and an outstretched arm.  (Pesach Hagadah) 
 
The Pesach Seder is dominated by a dialogue.  The dialogue begins with a series of questions 
regarding the special practices of the Seder.  It continues with a response that explains these 
practices.  This response opens with the statement:  We were slaves to Paroh in Egypt.  We can 
now understand one of the reasons for beginning with this acknowledgement.  According to 
Rashi, we are required to recall our origin.  We must remember that we emerged into a nation 
from persecution and slavery.  
 
We can better appreciate the importance of this recognition if we contrast our origins to those 
of other nations.  Most nations – if not all – achieved their status as independent peoples 
through a process of conquest.  Nations point to their historic roots with pride.  These roots are 
indicative of the nation’s strength and accomplishments.  Americans can recall our victory in 
our struggle with the British for independence.  The British can recall the mighty global empire 
they ruled.  The French have Napoleon.  Virtually every nation boasts some formative element 
of its history that demonstrates the greatness of its people.   
 
However, Bnai Yisrael is required to recognize that our nation emerged from slavery and 
desperation.  We did not achieve this through a battle successfully waged against our 

 
47 Rabbaynu Shlomo ben Yitzchak (Rashi), Commentary on Sefer Shemot 22:20. 
 



[26] 

oppressors.  We were not capable of rescuing ourselves.  Left to our own resources, we would 
have been completely destroyed.  But Hashem intervened and He rescued us. 
 
Similarly, we cannot point to the conquest of the Land of Israel as a demonstration of our 
martial abilities.  Instead, we fought our enemies and defeated them through a series of 
miracles.  Again, we are denied the opportunity for any arrogant interpretation of our past and 
antecedents.  We are forced to acknowledge that our emergence into nationhood was a 
consequence of providence. It was not our own accomplishment. 
 
Rashi is alerting us that like other nations we must be wary to not succumb to arrogance.  We 
may be tempted to create a national history that exaggerates our accomplishments and masks 
or denies our humble roots.  We are commanded to not oppress the convert.  We must 
remember and cannot disavow our past.  We must recall and acknowledge that we and the 
convert share a similar experience.   (5757) 
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 ובחמש ה  לספר ביציאת מצרים הרי ז  וכל המרבה 
Anyone who elaborates in the retelling of the exodus from Egypt is praiseworthy 

 

The Role of the Hagadah in Retelling the Events of our Redemption 

 
It is a positive commandment of the Torah to recount the miracles and wonders that occurred 
to our fathers on the night of the fifteenth of Nisan as it says:  Remember this day that I took 
you forth from Egypt.  [This should be understood in a manner] similar to that which it says: 
Remember the Shabbat day… (Maimonides, Mishne Torah, Hilchot Chametz u’Matzah 7:1) 
 
I.  The Torah source for the commandment to recount the story of our redemption 
With the above comments Maimonides introduces his discussion of the commandment to 
recount, on the Seder night, the story of our redemption from Egypt.  Maimonides suggests that 
a passage in Sefer Shemot is the source for this mitzvah.  In this passage, Moshe instructs the 
nation to remember the day that they were redeemed from slavery in Egypt.  On the days that 
commemorate this event – the festival of Pesach – they should not each chametz – leavened 
products.  Maimonides explains that the first portion of this passage, in which Moshe instructs 
the nation to recall the day of its redemption, is the biblical source for the commandment to 
retell the events of the redemption at the annual Pesach Seder. 
 
Maimonides adds that the meaning of the passage’s admonition to “remember” the day we 
were taken out of Egypt can be understood by comparing this passage to another in which we 
are instructed to “remember.”  We are commanded to “remember” Shabbat.   
 
Maimonides’ intention in these comments is not clear.  He seems to acknowledge that the 
specific obligation engendered by the commandment to “remember” our redemption is 
unclear.  What do we do in order to remember?  What is required of us?  He responds to this 
problem by directing us to the term “remember” in reference to Shabbat.  By understanding 
the meaning of the commandment to “remember” Shabbat, presumably, we can understand 
the meaning of the commandment to “remember” our redemption.  But Maimonides does not 
explain the meaning of the term when used in reference to Shabbat.  So, he seems to be 
explaining one enigma by referring us to another enigma. 
 
II.  The connection between remembering our redemption and remembering Shabbat 
Actually, Maimonides elsewhere does explain the meaning of the commandment to 
“remember” Shabbat.  He explains that this passage requires that we verbally sanctify Shabbat 
upon its arrival and departure. This is accomplished through recitation of Kiddush at Shabbat’s 
onset and Havdalah at its ending – short paragraphs that describe the sanctity of Shabbat.  
Now, Maimonides’ intention is somewhat clearer.  Our understanding of the admonition to 
“remember” our redemption should be informed by our knowledge that this term, when used 
in reference to Shabbat, engenders the obligation to recite Kiddush and Havdalah.  So, 
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Maimonides is telling us that there is a similarity between the commandments to “remember” 
our redemption and the obligation of Kiddush and Havdalah.  However, he does not seem to 
provide any indication of the nature of this similarity. 
 
Rav Aharon Soloveitchik Zt”l suggests that Maimonides is dealing with a very specific problem.  
The Torah obligates us to remember various events.  Maimonides maintains that in some of 
these instances no specific obligation is engendered by the admonition.  For example, we are 
admonished to remember – or more specifically to not forget – the events of Sinai.  According 
to Maimonides, this does not generate a commandment to regularly engage in a specific 
activity of recalling Revelation.  In other instances, the admonition does generate a specific 
obligation.  For example, we are commanded to remember the evil of Amalek.  This nation 
attacked us without cause in the early stages of our journey from Egypt to the Land of Israel.  In 
this instance, the instruction to remember Amalek is interpreted as a commandment.  It 
requires that the episode be recalled through verbalization.  However, according to 
Maimonides, this mitzvah does not include specific ideas or themes that must be recalled and 
reviewed.  We are merely required to recall the incident and to feel an appropriate degree of 
anger and animosity towards these enemies of Hashem and His nation.48,49    The instruction to 
remember Shabbat is also a commandment.  However, it requires a far more specific 
performance.  Maimonides explains that this mitzvah requires that we describe the exalted 
nature of the day and its distinction from the other days of the week.  A vague utterance 
acknowledging that Shabbat has arrived or departed is not adequate.50   
 
In short, the Torah includes various admonitions to remember.  Some do not generate a specific 
commandment.  In the instance of the commandment to remember Amalek, a loosely 
formulated obligation is generated by the passage.  In the case of Shabbat, a more specific 
obligation to recite Kiddush and Havdalah is engendered. Now, Maimonides’ comments are 
more easily understood.  The Torah tells us we must remember the events of our redemption.  
Maimonides’ intention is to explore the meaning, in this instance, of the admonition to 
remember.  He explains that in this case, our Sages understood the term “remember” to 
communicate a commandment.  Furthermore, as in the case of the commandment to 
remember Shabbat, the commandment requires we remember through verbalization and that 
we recall with this verbalization specific events, themes, and ideas.51   
 

 
48 Rabbaynu Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam / Maimonides) Sefer HaMitzvot, Mitzvat Aseh 189. 
49 This commandment is fulfilled on an annual basis through the reading of the section of the Torah that contains the 
commandment and the associated mitzvah to wage war with Amalek.  However, it seems that according to 
Maimonides, the recitation of this specific section of the Torah is a Rabbinic enactment or custom and is not 
required in order to fulfill the Torah obligation.  This interpretation of Maimonides’ ruling is confirmed by Minchat 
Chinuch (Commandment 603).  However, as Magen Avraham points out (685:2) this is not the universal view and 
other authorities maintain – based upon the comments of the Talmud (Tractate Megilah 18a) that the Torah 
obligation can only be fulfilled through the reading of the specific Torah portion that discuses the commandment or 
perhaps, through reading the parallel chapter in Sefer Shemot that describes the incident of the attack.   
50 Maimonides Sefer HaMitzvot, Positive command 154. 
51 Rav Aharon Soloveitchik, Recorded lecture. 
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And you should tell to your son on that day saying:  For this reason Hashem acted on my 
behalf when I went forth from Egypt.  (Sefer Shemot 13:8) 
 
III.  Sipur or Hagadah 
Maimonides describes the commandment to retell the events of our redemption with the term 
sipur.  However, the Torah uses a different term in describing the commandment.  The above 
passage is discussing the commandment to recount the events of our redemption and it uses 
the term ve’hegadeta. This is a form of the same Hebrew root from which Hagadah is derived. 
In other words, in describing this mitzvah, Maimonides and virtually all other authorities use 
the Hebrew verb sipur.  However, the Torah itself uses the verb ve’hegadeta.  Both of these 
verbs communicate the process of recounting the events.  However, the two verbs are not 
synonyms.  The difference between these two verbs is evident in the Torah’s account of Yosef’s 
two dreams of dominance.   
 
Yosef had two dreams. In the first dream he and his brothers were in a field.  They were binding 
grain into sheaves.  Yosef’s sheaf arose and stood.  The brothers’ sheaves surrounded Yosef’s 
sheaf and bowed to it.  Yosef told his brothers of his dream.  The Torah tells us that the 
brothers’ hatred for Yosef was heightened by this dream. 
 
Yosef’s second dream involved the sun, moon and eleven stars.  Yosef envisioned these bodies 
bowing to him.  Again, he related the dream to his brothers.  He also retold the dream to his 
father.  The Torah tells us that after hearing this second dream the brothers were jealous of 
Yosef. 
 
Apparently, the brothers had different reactions to the two dreams. They hated Yosef after the 
first dream.  After hearing the second dream, they were also jealous.  Why did the dreams 
evoke these different reactions? 
 
One reason may be that Yosef himself had a different response to the two dreams.  Yosef retold 
both dreams.  However, the Torah uses different verbs for the two instances.  In Yosef’s 
retelling of the first dream, the Torah uses the verb vayaged – a conjugation of the same verb 
from which ve’hegadeta and Hagadah are derived.  In the second instance, the Torah uses the 
verb va’yesaper – a conjugation of the same verb from which sipur is derived.  Both these verbs 
communicate that Yosef retold his dreams to his brothers.  But these verbs indicate different 
forms of retelling.  A few examples will illustrate the difference between these verbs.   
 
Eliezer returns with Rivka.  He tells Yitzchak of the wondrous events that led to the selection of 
Rivka.  He wants to communicate that he has experienced an encounter with providence.  We 
can expect that he spoke to his master with enthusiasm and shared with him the details of his 
adventure.  The Torah uses the verb va’yesaper to describe Eliezer’s retelling of the events.52 
Yitro, Moshe’s father-in-law, joins Bnai Yisrael in the wilderness.  Moshe tells Yitro of all the 
miracles experienced by Bnai Yisrael.  He wants to impress Yitro with these events and their 

 
52  Sefer Beresheit 24:66 
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implication.  He must have spoken with enthusiasm and provided colorful detail.  Again, the 
verb va’yesaper is used.53   
 
Va’yaged communicates a different meaning.  This verb describes a person delivering a brief, 
to-the-point account or report.  Avraham’s nephew Lote was captured in war.  A refugee from 
the conflict reported the capture to Avraham.  The Torah uses the term va’yaged to describe 
the refugee’s delivery of the report.54  Avraham did not require a detailed account of the battle 
or of the experiences of the refugee.  He required a brief, even concise, account of his nephew’s 
capture.   
 
Bnai Yisrael are at Sinai awaiting Revelation.  They declare their commitment to do all that 
Hashem commands.  Moshe reports their commitment to Hashem.  Again, Moshe’s report is 
described with the verb va’yaged.55  Moshe did not provide a detailed account of his 
communications with the nation or attempt to relay the process through which the nation 
determined that it would enter into a commitment to obey Hashem’s Torah.  A precise report 
of their decision was required.  The verb va’yaged is appropriately used.56 
 
In describing Yosef’s relating of his first dream the verb va’yaged is used.  Yosef retold the first 
dream in a brief and concise manner.  The term va’yaged does not imply the speaker has any 
particular attitude or attachment to the information.  In describing his retelling of the second 
dream the verb va’yesaper is used.  This term also means to tell.  However, it is used in the 
Torah to indicate that the speaker is recounting the events in detail and with enthusiasm.  
 
Apparently, Yosef did not attach tremendous importance to the first dream.  He viewed it as an 
interesting curiosity.  The brothers perceived the dream as an expression of a latent desire to 
dominate and they resented Yosef’s egotism.  However, the second dream made a much 
greater impression upon Yosef.  He felt this dream had meaning.  He carefully, eagerly, and in 
detail, described it to his listeners.  Yosef’s enchantment with this second dream – as expressed 
in his impassioned recounting of its contents – suggested to the brothers that Yosef took 
seriously this second dream of dominance.  This evoked the brothers concern and their 
jealousy.   
 
The Torah uses the term ve’hegadeta in describing the requirement to recount the events of 
our redemption.  This term communicates an obligation to recount events in a concise and 
precise manner.  However, when Maimonides and others describe the commandment, they use 
the term sipur.  This term has a different meaning.  It communicates an obligation to recount 
the events with vigor and in detail.  Why did these authorities adopt a term that seems to 
communicate a description of the commandment that differs from the Torah’s description? 

 
53  Sefer Shemot 18:8. 
54 Sefer Beresheit 14:13. 
55 Sefer Shemot 19:9. 
56 Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik Zt”l observes that the term used for a witness’ delivery of testimony is Hagadah – a 
conjugation of va’yaged.  He explains that this is the appropriate term and not sipur.  Testimony should be to-the-
point and precise.  It should not take the form of a rambling account filled with irrelevant details.  (Recorded lecture) 
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Anyone who does not recite these three things on the night of the 15th does not fulfill his 
obligation.  These are the things: Pesach, Matzah, and Morror… These things in their entirety 
are referred to as Hagadah.  (Maimonides, Mishne Torah, Hilchot Chametz u’Matzah 7:5) 
  
Even great scholars are required to recount the exodus from Egypt.  Anyone who discusses at 
length the events that occurred and that which happened is praiseworthy.  (Maimonides, 
Mishne Torah, Hilchot Chametz u’Matzah 7:1) 
 
IV.  The meaning of the term Hagadah 
Maimonides explains that the mitzvah of sipur is only fulfilled by a discussion of the redemption 
that includes specific components.  Maimonides carefully lists all the elements that must be 
included in the discussion in order for the commandment to be fulfilled.  For example, the 
discussion must include a description of the obligations to eat the Pesach sacrifice, matzah, and 
marror.  These mitzvot must be discussed and their meaning and message communicated.  He 
concludes his delineation of the required elements of sipur with the comment that these 
elements – taken together – are referred to as Hagadah.  Why is the term Hagadah used to 
describe this body of information?   
 
Before responding to this question, it will be helpful to consider another law regarding sipur.  
Maimonides explains that although the mitzvah of sipur requires a discussion that includes 
certain fundamental elements, these elements represent a minimum standard for the 
discussion.  The discussion has no upper limit.  In other words, there is no point at which the 
discussion of our redemption has been exhausted and further consideration of the events is 
irrelevant to the mitzvah.  The more one discusses the redemption, the greater the magnitude 
of the fulfillment of the mitzvah of sipur.  In short, the mitzvah of sipur requires that we discuss 
our redemption.  The Torah establishes a minimum content for this discussion but there is no 
maximum. The more content added to the discussion the greater the fulfillment of the 
commandment. 
 
Now, Maimonides use of the term Hagadah can be understood.   Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik 
Zt”l explains that the term Hagadah aptly describes this minimum content requirement.  The 
elements that compose Hagadah form the basic framework for the discussion.  Because these 
elements are the essential components and the framework for the discussion it is appropriate 
to describe them as Hagadah.  Hagadah communicates a recounting of events in a minimal 
presentation that is limited to the fundamentals.   
 
IV.  The messages of the terms ve’hegadeta and sipur 
The Torah uses term ve’hegadeta to describe the mitzvah of recounting the events of our 
redemption.  This term communicates that specific fundamental information must be imparted.  
We do not fulfill the commandment by simply relating any detail or aspect of the events that 
comes to mind.  A specific body of information must be communicated.  The term sipur 
communicates an additional message regarding the mitzvah.  What is this message? 
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Maimonides and others consistently describe the mitzvah of retelling the events of our 
redemption as lesaper (sipur) be’yetziat mitzrayim.  This is a very unusual grammatical 
construction and somewhat enigmatic.  The use of the prefix be following a form of the verb 
sipur is uncommon.  The term sipur – in its various conjugations – appears frequently in the 
Torah.  It is usually followed by some form of the word et.  What is the significance of the 
replacement of the more common et with be? 
 
The term et identifies the material that is the subject and content of the sipur.  Yosef recounted 
– et – his dreams.  The dreams are the content of his account.  Moshe described to Yitro – et – 
the events that had befallen Bnai Yisrael.  These events were the substance and content of his 
account to Yitro.  The term be literally means “in”.  The phrase lesaper (sipur) be’yetziat 
mitzrayim means to engage in a discussion “in” or regarding the topic of our redemption.  In 
other words, the phrase used by our Sages to describe the mitzvah communicates an important 
idea.   According to Rav Soloveitchik, the mitzvah is not to merely recount specific events – 
albeit in detail.  The mitzvah is to engage in a discussion regarding the topic of our redemption.  
These finite events are not the content and substance of our discussion.  They are the topic of a 
discussion that can be virtually endless.  
 
An illustration will help clarify this distinction.  A contract contains an account of an agreement.  
The agreement is the content and substance of the document.  It provides a complete 
description of all aspects of the agreement.  The contract can be said to recount et the 
agreement.  In contrast a biology text – even a very thick one – can only be said to discuss the 
topic of biology.  It is an account be biology.  Biology is the subject discussed but the text makes 
no attempt to exhaust this immense topic.  The conventional description of the mitzvah as 
lesaper (sipur) be’yetziat mitzrayim conveys the message that the mitzvah is not to merely 
recount a specific set of events.  The commandment requires that we engage in an unbounded 
discussion on the topic of our redemption. 
 
Now, the Sages use of the verb sipur – rather than Hagadah – in describing the mitzvah is 
understood.  As explained above, the term Hagadah communicates that the discussion is not 
completely open-ended.  It must include fundamental elements that form its framework. 
However, the mitzvah is not to merely identify and review these elements.  The commandment 
is lesaper (sipur) be’yetziat mitzrayim.  We are commanded to engage in a discussion that is 
about these elements.  However, these elements only form the topic for the discussion.  The 
exploration and analysis of these elements has no limit.  Every additional observation, 
comment, and insight on the topic contributes to the fulfillment of the mitzvah and increases 
the degree to which the mitzvah is fulfilled.57 (5771) 

 
57 Much of the above material is based upon a recorded lecture of Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik Zt”l.  The material 
represents an attempt to communicate the basic content of the lecture and to extend Rav Soloveitchik’s conclusions 
slightly beyond the specific issues discussed in the lecture.  Some of the technical elements of Rav Soloveitchik’s 
presentation are not included and other material has been added in an attempt to replace these elements with content 
that hopefully contributes to a clear understanding of his ideas.  Specifics that are virtual paraphrases of Rav 
Soloveitchik’s insights are noted by attribution.  However, in cases in which the above presentation may not be 
completely true to Rav Soloveitchik’s intended message, no attribution is made. 
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 ים שנה הרי אני כבן שבע : יהאמר רבי אלעזר נן עזר
Ribbi Elazar the son of Ezaryah said:  I am as one who is seventy years old 

 
The Seder and Daily Acknowledgement of Redemption 

 
We were servants to Paroh in Egypt and Hashem, our G-d, took us forth from there with a 
mighty hand and an outstretched arm.  If the Holy One Blessed Be He had not taken our 
fathers out of Egypt, then we, our children, and our grandchildren would be enslaved to Paroh 
in Egypt.  Even if we are all scholars, we are all understanding people, we are all wise elders, 
we all know the Torah, it is incumbent upon us to engage in discussion of the exodus from 
Egypt.  The more extensive the discussion of the exodus from Egypt the more praiseworthy.   
(Pesach Hagadah) 
 
I.  The father’s initial response to the son’s questions 
The Pesach Seder is constructed in the form of a dialogue between father and son.  The son 
poses questions to his father regarding the Seder night and its mysterious practices.  The father 
responds speaking to his son, the others present, and even to himself.  The father begins his 
response with the above lines. He explains that our ancestors were enslaved by Paroh and the 
Egyptians and that Hashem rescued His people from bondage.  We assert that our own 
freedom today is a direct consequence of Hashem’s rescue of our ancestors.  We are obligated 
to retell and relive the events of our liberations.  This obligation applies to every Jew – the 
simple lay person and the erudite scholar.  The obligation is not limited to recounting specific 
elements of a redemption narrative. Instead, the more one delves into the events of the 
redemption and explores their meaning and significance, the greater the fulfillment of the 
mitzvah.   
 
After this brief, direct response to the son’s inquiry, the focus of the Hagadah moves away from 
describing and exploring our redemption.  Understanding this section of the Hagadah requires 
a brief introduction. 
 
It is a positive commandment of the Torah to retell – on the night of the fifteenth of Nisan – 
the miracles and wonders performed for our fathers in Egypt …. (Maimonides, Mishne Torah, 
Hilchot Chametz U’Matzah 7:1) 
 
II.  The commandment of sipur and its laws 
Maimonides explains that we are commanded to retell and discuss the events of our 
redemption on the Seder night.  This mitzvah is referred to as sipur – retelling.  After stating 
that the discussion at the Seder is the subject of a Torah commandment, Maimonides explains 
the various requirements established by the Torah and the Sages for the fulfillment of this 
mitzvah.  In other words, like all mitzvot of the Torah, the mitzvah of sipur is provided by Jewish 
law – halachah – with specific form.  Halachah dictates the elements that must be included in 
the discussion, the time when the commandment can be performed, the method of 
presentation, and other aspects of the mitzvah.   
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The Hagadah includes a discussion of the halachot (plural of halachah) of sipur.  This section 
begins immediately after the father’s initial response to his son’s inquiry.  In fact, the father’s 
initial response is the beginning of the Hagadah’s discourse in halachah. The father explains the 
basis of our obligation to engage in sipur – because our ancestors and indeed we, ourselves, 
attained freedom through the redemption.  He explains that every Jew is required to 
participate in this mitzvah.  Then, he explains that the more extensive our discussion and 
exploration of redemption, the greater the fulfillment of the mitzvah. 
 
Ribbi Elazar ben Ezaryah said:  I am as one of seventy years of age and I had not merited to 
account for the recitation of [the story of] the exodus from Egypt at night until Ben Zoma 
explained it.  It states in the passage “in order that you remember the day of your going forth 
from the Land of Egypt all the days of your life”.  “The days of your life” refers to the daytime.  
“All the days of your life” refers to the nighttime.  The Sages say:  “The days of your life” 
refers to this world.  “All the days of your life” refers to the Messianic era.  (Pesach Hagadah) 
 
III.  Sipur and Zechirah 
The above excerpt is found in the Hagadah’s discourse on halachah.  The quote describes a 
dispute between Ribbi Elazar ben Ezaryah and the Sages regarding the commandment to recall 
our redemption every day – the obligation of zechirah.  In order to understand the dispute an 
introduction is necessary.   
 
In addition to the mitzvah of sipur, which is fulfilled at the Seder, we are obligated to recall our 
redemption from Egypt daily – zechirah.   Zechirah is executed through recitation of the third 
paragraph of the Shema which includes a reference to our redemption.  Ribbi Elazar ben 
Ezaryah assumed that this third paragraph was included in the recitation of the Shema in the 
morning and also at nighttime.  However, he could not, himself, prove from a Torah passage 
that the nighttime recital of Shema should include reference to our redemption from Egypt.   
 
Ribbi Elazar ben Ezaryah then explains that Ben Zoma provided a Torah reference from the very 
passage that stipulates the requirement of zechirah.  The portion of the passage that 
establishes the obligation states, “in order that you remember the day of your going forth from 
the Land of Egypt all the days of your life”.  The word “all” seems superfluous.  Ben Zoma 
explained that the word “all” is included in the passage in order to include the night-times – not 
just the daytimes of our lives – in the mitzvah.   
 
The Sages rejected Ben Zoma’s interpretation of the word “all”. They argued that the word is 
included in the passage in order to extend the obligation of zechirah into the Messianic era. In 
other words, without the insertion of the word “all” into the text of the passage, the passage 
would be understood to direct us to recall our redemption from Egypt until the advent of the 
Messianic era.  However, with the arrival of the Messiah, the obligation of zechirah would 
lapse. The insertion of the word “all” extends the obligation into the Messianic era.  In other 
words, even when the Messiah arrives and redeems Bnai Yisrael from its final exile, the 
obligation of zechirah will persist.   
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IV.  All of “all”’s meanings 
The dispute between Ben Zoma and the Sages can be understood on various levels.  One aspect 
of their dispute is in regard to the meaning of the word “all” in the passage that obligates us in 
zechirah “all of the days of your life”.  The term “all” can mean “in its entirety”.  For example, 
the mouse-pad on the desk is all black; it is entirely black.   Alternatively, the word “all” can 
mean every member of a group.  For example, I hope that all – every member of the group – of 
readers of this article will enjoy it.   
 
According to Ben Zoma, the directive to recall our redemption “all of the days” means that we 
are required to recall the exodus the whole day.  Of course, this does not mean that we are to 
constantly dwell upon the redemption.  It means that both components of the day – the 
daytime and the nighttime must include an acknowledgement of our redemption.  The Sages 
understand the directive to mean that every day – even those of the Messianic era must 
include an acknowledgement of our redemption from Egypt. 
 
V.  Zechirah during the Messianic era 
Another aspect of the dispute is in regard to Ben Zoma’s and the Sages’ different 
understandings to the obligation of zechirah.  The Talmud explains that Ben Zoma disputes the 
Sages’ contention that the obligation extends into the Messianic era.  He argues that the 
obligation to recall the redemption from Egypt will lapse with the advent of the Messianic era.58   
 
It is noteworthy that the Sages disagree with Ben Zoma but tacitly acknowledge the 
fundamental virtue of his position.  The Sages maintain that the obligation of zechirah is only 
extended into the Messianic era because the Torah specifically directs its application to that 
era.  Other commandments, as a matter of course and without any special stipulation, extend 
into the Messianic era. This obligation is accompanied by a specific directive which extends it 
into the Messianic era.  Even the Sages agree that there is some basis for assuming that 
zechirah should lapse with the Messiah’s arrival.  However, they contend that the Torah 
responds to this potential erroneous assumption by specifically extending the obligation into 
the Messianic era. 
 
Hashem’s presence is evidenced in two ways.  The miracles and wonders that He performed in 
redeeming Bnai Yisrael from Egypt testified to His omnipotence.  This omnipotence can only be 
attributed to the Creator.59  Our patriarch Avraham concluded that the universe has a Creator 
without witnessing miracles and wonders.  He based his conclusion upon the wonders that he 
observed in the design of the natural world.  He did not require a miracle to arrive at his 
conviction.60   
 

 
58 Mesechet Berachot 12b. 
59 Rabbaynu Moshe ben Nachman (Ramban / Nachmanides), Commentary on Sefer Shemot 13:16. 
60 Rabbaynu Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam / Maimonides) Mishne Torah, Hilchot Avotad Kochavim 1:3. 
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The advent of the Messianic era will provide a revelation akin to but exceeding the revelation 
discovered by Avraham.  With the coming of the Messiah, Hashem’s plan for humanity will 
become evident.  Finally, humanity will arrive at the destination of its wandering journey 
through the ages.  Humankind will recognize that there is a design for humanity and that all of 
history has unfolded consistent with this design.  The emergence of this revelation will 
constitute profound evidence of Hashem, the Creator and Sovereign.  No longer will humankind 
need to look toward miracles and wonders to evidence Hashem. 
 
Ben Zoma and the Sages recognize that in the Messianic era we will no longer recall the 
wonders and miracles of our redemption from Egypt in order to find Hashem.  We will be 
surrounded by a more profound testimony to His sovereignty.  Therefore, Ben Zoma argues 
that with the Messianic era the obligation of zechira – to each and every day recall our exodus 
from Egypt – will lapse.  The Sages do not accept Ben Zoma’s conclusion.  However, the Talmud 
explains that they do acknowledge his basic premise.  They agree that the revelation of the 
Messianic era will exceed the revelation provided by the miracles of the redemption.61 
 
The Hagadah’s discussion of the zechirah is inserted into the midst of its discussion of the 
halachot of sipur.  Why does the Hagadah digress from its discussion of sipur? 
 
Do not eat with it leavened bread.  For seven days eat with it matzot – the bread of affliction -  
because you went out of the Land of Egypt in haste.  [This is] in order that you remember the 
day of your going forth from the Land of Egypt all the days of your life.  (Sefer Devarim 16:3) 
 
VI.  The relationship between sipur and zechirah 
The above passage contains the directive cited by Ben Zoma and the Sages as the source for the 
obligation of zechirah.  This passage is actually discussing the prohibition against eating 
chametz – leavened bread – on Pesach and the eating of matzah.  Ben Zoma and the Sages are 
taking the final phrase out of its context and citing it as the textual source for the obligation of 
zechirah. 
 
This interpretation of the passage’s final phrase can be understood based upon a comment of 
Rav Naftali Tzvi Yehudah Berlin – NeTzIV.  NeTzIV explains that the mitzvah of sipur and the 
obligation of zechirah are operationally related; they are intended to operate in tandem.  Sipur 
is performed on an annual basis.  It creates an elaborate and inspiring experience.  We not only 
recall our redemption; sipur asks for and facilitates our reliving of the redemption from Egypt.  
Zechirah extends the message and experience of the Seder night to the remainder of the year.  
NeTzIV explains an evening devoted to the recounting and contemplation of our redemption is 
required each year in order to inspire us.  After this evening, we recapture that inspiration 
throughout the year through zechirah – a daily reminder.62   
 

 
61 Mesechet Berachot 13a. 
62 Rav Naftali Tzvi Yehudah Berlin (NeTzIV), Commentary Hamek Davar on Sefer Devarim 16:3. 
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The Torah inserts its directive regarding zechirah into a passage discussing Pesach in order to 
communicate this idea.  The daily recollection is intended to refresh within us the inspiration 
drawn from observance of Pesach and the experience of the Seder.  
 
Now, the inclusion of a discussion of the obligation of zechirah within the Hagadah’s discussion 
of sipur is understood.  The Hagadah is communicating that the messages and inspiration 
developed at the Seder through the mitzvah of sipur must remain with us every day throughout 
the year.  Sipur is not to be performed and forgotten the next day.  It is the foundation of an 
ongoing cognizance that extends throughout the year.  Each day it is renewed through zechirah 
in the recitation of the Shema. (5772) 
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 דברה התורה  רבע בנים אארבע  כנגד 
The Torah speaks to four sons 

 
 

Responding to the Wise Son 
 
What does the wise one say?  What are these testimonies, laws and rules that Hashem our G-
d commanded you?  And you tell him of the laws of the Pesach.  One may not eat a dessert 
after the Pesach sacrifice.   (Hagadah of Pesach) 
 
One of the mitzvot fulfilled at the Seder is recounting the exodus from Egypt.  This mitzvah is 
ideally fulfilled through a discussion between father and son.  The Torah requires the father to 
employ a pedagogic style that matches the needs of the specific child.  The above passage 
describes the question of the wise son and the appropriate response. 
 
The wise son asks the father to explain the meaning of the various commandments of Pesach.  
The Hagadah instructs the father to answer the son through teaching the laws of Pesach. 
 
This response is difficult to understand.  The father must retell the story of our redemption.  
Although the method of teaching must match the child, the goal is to discuss these events.  Yet, 
the answer suggested by the Hagadah does not mention the redemption. 
 
The first step in answering this question is to understand that the Hagadah is not dictating the 
complete answer to be given to the son.  The Hagadah is indicating the appropriate approach.  
The answer is far more comprehensive than the short response included in the above passage.  
The response must include a complete recounting of the events of the redemption.  However, 
the discussion must begin with a lesson concerning the laws of Pesach. 
 
Why begin with a discussion of the laws?  What would be missing if the father immediately 
retold the story of the exodus and bypassed this discussion of the laws?   
 
The wise son recognizes that the Torah can only be fully understood through study of its laws.  
The father is required to reinforce this conclusion.  He encourages this study.  He shows the son 
that the profound lessons of the Torah emerge from the study of the law. Through this 
approach, the wise son discovers that the exodus is not just an event but also the basis for the 
laws of the Torah. (5763) 
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Responding to the Wicked Son 
 
What does the wicked one say?  “What is this service to you?”  He says, “to you” and not “to 
me”.  Through excluding himself he rejects the fundamentals of Torah.  You should blunt his 
teeth and say to him, “For this reason Hashem did this for me in taking me from Egypt -- for 
me and not for him.  If he was there, he would not have been redeemed”  (Hagadah of 
Pesach) 
 
The Hagadah describes the questions of four sons and the appropriate responses.  Each son 
represents a different personality and requires unique treatment.  One son is wise.  Another is 
wicked.  A third is intellectually immature.  The final son needs help formulating a question.  
Generally, we are instructed to respond directly to each son. 
 
The response to the wicked son is very different from the others.  We are instructed to 
respond.  However, the response is not directed to the son.  In our response, we speak about 
the son.  We do not address ourselves directly to the wicked son.  We do not say to him, “you 
would not have been redeemed from Egypt”.  We respond,  “he would not have been 
redeemed.” 
 
Rav Eliyahu of Vilna explains that the Hagadah is telling us not to respond to the wicked son.  
Instead, we should direct our response to the others at the table.63 
 
The wicked son is not ready to accept any response.  There is little to be gained through 
engaging this son in a direct dialogue.  This will only become a meaningless debate.  However, 
we must be aware of the influence of this son upon the others present.  Although, we may not 
be able to teach the wicked son, we cannot allow his claims to remain unanswered.  Therefore, 
we are required to respond to the others present.  The participants must be taught that the 
wicked son is not asking a legitimate question. (5761)  
  

 
63  Rav Eliyahu of Vilna (Gra), Commentary on the Hagadah. 
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 תינו היו אבו  מתחילה עובדי עבודה זרה
In the beginning our ancestors were idol worshippers 

 
 

It’s Not Just a lot of Talk 
 
And you shall tell your son on that day, saying: It is because of that which Hashem did for me 
when I came forth out of Egypt.  (Sefer Shemot 13:3) 
 
I.  The Seder centers on recounting the story of our redemption 
The central mitzvah of the Seder is recounting the story of our redemption from Egypt.  Other 
commandments are fulfilled at the Seder.  We eat matzah and marror.  We recite 
Kiddush.  However, all the performances are wrapped into our retelling the story of our 
redemption. 
 
Our discussion of our redemption fulfills the obligation expressed in the above passage.  We are 
required to relate the story to our children.  Although, the passage is not very specific regarding 
the manner in which the account must be communicated, the Torah does establish specific 
requirements for the manner in which the mitzvah is to be fulfilled.  These requirements are 
the foundation of the Hagadah and the Seder.   
 
And you shall speak and say before Hashem your G-d: A wandering Aramean was my father, 
and he went down into Egypt, and sojourned there, few in number; and he became there a 
nation, great, mighty, and populous.  (Sefer Devarim 25:5) 
 
II.  Guidelines for retelling the story  
One of these requirements is that the story must be communicated through the study of 
relevant Torah passages.  One would expect the Sages to select the Torah's account of the 
exodus that is contained in Sefer Shemot as the text for the Seder.  They did not.  Instead, they 
selected an abbreviated account of the events that is recited by the pilgrim who brings his first 
fruits to the Bait HaMikdash – the Sacred Temple.  This selection opens with the above passage. 
The Hagadah contains a passage by passage analysis of this brief section of the Torah.  Each 
passage is read and then analyzed based upon midrashic interpretation.   
 
During the early post-Talmudic era a practice developed to replace this portion of the Hagadah 
with the relevant narrative from Sefer Shemot. This seems to be a reasonable innovation.  The 
Sages of the era – the Geonim – condemned the practice.  There are a number of reasons for 
the reaction of the Geonim.  One was that they suspected that the practice was rooted in the 
Karaite tradition.  The established text of the Hagadah is composed of a short text from the 
Written Torah which is explored and developed through a midrashic analysis from the Oral 
Torah.  The Karaite tradition accepted the Written Torah but denied the authenticity of the Oral 
Tradition.  Replacement of the established text with a text completely from the Written Torah 
suggested to the Geonim a rejection of the Oral Torah. 
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Another reason for rejection of this innovation is that the Torah requires that we retell the 
story of redemption through Torah study.  Torah study is not achieved through mere reading of 
passages.  Instead, the passages must be studied and analyzed.  This requires consideration of 
the passages from the perspective of the Oral Torah.  Therefore, the reading of a set of 
passages from Sefer Shemot does not fulfill the obligation of retelling the events of our 
redemption.64 
 
We were slaves to Paroh in Egypt, and the L-rd, our G-d, took us out from there with a strong 
hand and with an outstretched arm. (Pesach Hagadah) 
 
In the beginning our fathers served idols; but now the Omnipresent One has brought us close 
to His service. (Pesach Hagadah) 
 
III.  Humble beginnings leading to great achievements 
Another requirement for fulfillment of the mitzvah of retelling the events of our redemption is 
that we begin our account by describing the humble origins of our nation and complete it by 
describing our achievements.65  This requirement addresses the style or the manner in which 
we retell the story.  However, this requirement does not address the issue of the material that 
must be included in the account.   
 
This issue is disputed by the Sages. According to Rav, we are to begin by acknowledging that our 
ancestors – Avraham's father and those who preceded him – were idolaters.  He requires that 
we use the second of the above texts.  According to Shmuel, we begin by describing our 
servitude to Paroh.  His text is the first of those above.66  Our Hagadah accommodates both 
opinions.  First, we fulfill our obligation as required by Shmuel. We explain that we were slaves 
to Paroh and Hashem rescued us.  Later in the Hagadah, we accommodate Rav's position.  We 
explain that our ancestors were idolaters and now Hashem has drawn us into His service. 
 
Shmuel's position seems more reasonable than Rav's.  Pesach recalls our redemption from 
Egypt.  Shmuel's text focuses exclusively on this theme.  Rav's text begins with Terach – 
Avraham’s father.  What relevance does Terach's idolatry have to Pesach? 
 
The first step in understanding this dispute is to better understand Rav and Shmuel’s common 
ground. As explained above, Rav and Shmuel agree on the style of the narrative.  It must begin 
with a description of our humble beginnings and conclude with an account of our 
achievements.  They disagree on the starting point to the narrative.  Why are we required to 
begin by recounting our humble origins? 
 
IV.  Recounting our redemption and recognizing the role of Hashem 

 
64 Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik as retold by Rav Yisroel Chait, Taped lecture. 
65 Mesechet Pesachim 116a. 
66 Mesechet Pesachim 116a. 
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The objective of the mitzvah to retell the story of our redemption is not to merely preserve our 
historical memory of the event.  Instead, our objective is to renew our awareness of the 
providential role in our development into a nation.  We tell the unlikely story of a nation's 
emergence from obscurity into greatness.  We describe this process as an expression of 
Hashem's providence and not as an accomplishment for which we can take credit.  We 
recognize that what we have achieved is not through our own might, wisdom, or endeavors but 
a result of His kindness and providence.   
 
V.  Nationhood: Political autonomy and national destiny 
Now, the dispute between Rav and Shmuel can be better understood.  According to Rav, we 
emphasize the providential element of our emergence into nationhood. We demonstrate the 
presence of the hand of Hashem by directing our focus upon our redemption from Egypt which 
provides the clearest evidence of Hashem's role in our development. 
 
Rav requires that we begin our story from before the emergence of our Patriarchs.  His account 
differs from Shmuel's in two ways.  First, Shmuel's account deals with our development into a 
nation in the political sense – our liberation from the oppression and domination of 
Egypt.  Rav's narrative deals with the broader issue of our development into a nation with a 
unique spiritual destiny and mission.  It describes our journey from idolatry to the Sinai 
Revelation and its covenant.   
 
Our rescue from Egypt is included in Rav’s narrative.  It is an essential element.  Only through 
our redemption was our spiritual mission realized.  The miracles of our rescue demonstrated to 
the emerging nation that Hashem is the omnipotent Creator.  This experience and the 
realization it engendered prepared the nation to achieve its spiritual destiny at Sinai.  In short, 
the story of our redemption is told from a teleological perspective.  In this context the meaning 
and reason for our redemption become part of the narrative.  
 
Second, Shmuel's account emphasizes the miraculous element of our rescue from Egypt.   Rav's 
narrative, because of its breadth, places less emphasis on the overtly miraculous.  The miracles 
of our redemption from Egypt are contained within the broader narrative of our spiritual 
journey.  
 
VI.  Focus on the miracles of redemption or on the meaning of redemption 
Now, the dispute between Rav and Shmuel can be better understood.  Both agree that our 
objective on the Seder night is to retell the story of our redemption and to recognize that our 
freedom was given to us by Hashem.  However, Rav and Shmuel differ over the emphasis. Rav's 
focus is on meaning and context.  Our redemption can only be appreciated and understood 
when placed within the context of our national destiny and mission.  Therefore, although our 
objective on the Seder night is to relate the story of our rescue from Egypt, we can only 
accomplish our task fully by describing our rescue as an essential step toward achievement of 
our spiritual mission. 
 
Shmuel responds that our emphasis must be on recognizing the miraculous.  We tighten the 
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scope of the narrative in order to sharpen the focus.  The teleological element is important but 
it is not emphasized.  It cannot be permitted to distract the Seder participants from the role of 
Hashem in our emergence as a nation.  We begin with our bondage in Egypt.  We describe the 
miracles of the plagues, the destruction of our oppressors and emphasize Hashem's mighty 
hand and outstretched arm.  
 
In other words, Rav and Shmuel agree that the Seder discussion is about our redemption from 
bondage.  They disagree over how we prioritize two conflicting objectives.  In order to fully 
understand the significance and meaning of our redemption, the scope of the discussion must 
be expanded to incorporate its teleological aspect.  However, this broader discussion can 
distract the participants from recognizing the miraculous element of our redemption.  Rav 
prioritizes achieving a deeper understanding of the redemption from Egypt.  Shmuel prioritizes 
recognition of the miraculous nature of the redemption. (5773) 
  



[44] 

 

 מנים יבהם ס ודה היה נותןרבי יה
Ribbi Yehudah was accustomed to apply to them a mnemonic 

 
 

Ribbi Yehudah’s Mnemonic of the Ten Plagues 
 
The following are the ten plagues that the Holy One, Blessed Be He, brought upon the 
Egyptians in Egypt:  Dam (Blood), Tzfardeah (Frogs), Kinim (Lice), Arov (Wild Beasts), Dever 
(Pestilence), Sh’chin (Boils), Barad (Hail), Arbeh (Locusts), Choshech (Darkness), Macat 
Bechorot (The Plague of the Firstborn).  Ribbi Yehudah expressed them through their initials – 
D’TzACh, ADaSh, BeAChaB.  (Hagadah of Pesach)   
 
The redemption from Egypt was preceded by ten plagues.  The Pesach Hagadah lists these 
plagues.  Then the Hagadah tells us that the Sage Ribbi Yehudah created a three-word 
mnemonic from the initials of the ten plagues.  This mnemonic cannot be accurately 
transliterated from Hebrew to English.  This is because some Hebrew letters have alternate 
pronunciations.  In some instances, a letter is pronounced in one manner in the Hebrew name 
for the plague and in another manner in the mnemonic for the ten plagues. 
   
The commentaries discuss the purpose of this mnemonic.  We usually employ such devices in 
order to commit complicated or intricate material to memory.  This is not the likely explanation 
of Ribbi Yehudah’s device.  Ten plagues are not terribly difficult to memorize.  What was Ribbi 
Yehudah’s objective in creating this mnemonic? 
 
There are various approaches to answering this question.  Many of these Sages note that the 
plagues are recorded in Sefer Tehillim in a somewhat altered order.67  This might create some 
confusion as to their actual sequence of occurrence.   Ribbi Yehudah wished to indicate that the 
actual sequence of occurrence is found in the Torah.  He created a mnemonic that represents 
the plagues in the order that they occur in the Torah’s narrative.68 
 
This explanation implies that the order in which the plagues occurred was significant.  In other 
words, there was a specific reason for the plagues to occur in this sequence and in no other.  
The Midrash seems to confirm this assumption.  The Midrash comments that the names of the 
plagues were carved onto Moshe’s staff.  These names were arranged in the order of their 
occurrence.  This seems to confirm the importance of the order.69 
 
Why did the plagues occur in a specific sequence?  Again, the commentaries offer a variety of 
responses.  One well-known explanation is offered by the Midrash.  The Midrash explains that 

 
67   Sefer Tehillim, Chapters 78 and 105.  
68   Rabbaynu Shlomo ben Yitzchak (Rashi), Commentary on the Hagadah of Pesach. 
69   Rabbaynu Shlomo ben Yitzchak (Rashi), Commentary on the Hagadah of Pesach. 
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the order corresponds to the strategy that would be followed by a king putting down a 
rebellion.  First, the king places a siege around the rebellious city.  He cuts off the water supply.  
Similarly, Hashem turned the water in Egypt into blood.  Then, the king commands his troops to 
sound their trumpets.  This is an attempt to confuse and discourage the rebels.  The frogs 
fulfilled this function.  Their constant croaking unnerved the Egyptians.  The Midrash continues 
to delineate the similarities between the sequence of the plagues and the strategy of the king.70 
 
Other commentaries offer a completely different explanation of Ribbi Yehudah’s mnemonic.  
They explain that Ribbi Yehudah was not merely attempting to indicate the sequence of the 
plagues.  Instead, his three-word mnemonic divides the plagues into three distinct groups.  
What are these three groups?  The first three plagues were plagues of the earth or water.  The 
water was turned to blood.  Then, an infestation of frogs was generated from the water.  Next, 
the dust of the earth turned to lice.   
 
The next group is harder to characterize.  These seem to be plagues that emerge from the 
general surroundings.  The first of these was an infestation of wild beasts.  These animals 
emerged from the surrounding wilderness.  Pestilence and boils also emerged from the 
surrounding environment.   
 
The final group of plagues descended from the heavens.  These were the plagues of Hail, 
Locusts and Darkness.  Appended to this last group is the Plague of the Firstborn.  This plague is 
not truly a member of this group.  However, it is attached to the last group in order to preserve 
the three-word mnemonic.71 
 
There is a basic difference between these two approaches to explaining Ribbi Yehudah’s 
mnemonic.  In order to better understand this dispute, it will help to consider a pasuk in the 
Torah.  Hashem sends Moshe to Paroh to warn him of the coming plague of Hail.  Moshe makes 
an interesting statement.  He tells Paroh that Hashem could immediately end the bondage of 
Bnai Yisrael in Egypt.  He could bring a plague of pestilence upon Egypt that would obliterate 
the Egyptians.  However, Hashem does not choose to do this.  Instead, it is His will to extend His 
conflict with Paroh.  Why does Hashem wish to prolong the struggle?  Moshe explains that 
Hashem wishes to demonstrate and publicize His omnipotence.72 
 
What is Moshe’s message to Paroh?  Moshe is explaining that Hashem could destroy Paroh and 
his nation immediately.  Why is Hashem not acting more forcibly?  Moshe explains that part of 
Hashem’s will is to demonstrate His omnipotence. 
 
How did the plagues illustrate Hashem’s omnipotence?  This demonstration required two 
elements.  First, the plagues could not be mistaken for a natural set of catastrophes.  Second, 
they demonstrated the extent of Hashem’s control over all elements of the environment.  The 

 
70   Midrash Tanchuma, Parsaht Bo, Chapter 4. 
71   Rabbaynu Shmuel ben Meir (Rashbam), Commentary on the Hagadah. 
72   Sefer Shemot, 9:15-16. 
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plagues included both these elements.  They followed a plan.  This is the message of the 
Midrash.  The plagues followed the strategy of a king suppressing a rebellion.  The expression of 
this strategy in the sequence of plagues demonstrated the element of design.  Clearly, these 
plagues were not a series of natural catastrophes. 
 
The plagues also affected every element of the environment.  The first three plagues originated 
in the earth and water.  The second set of three was produced by the general surroundings.  
The last three descended from the heavens.  This demonstrated Hashem’s control over every 
element of the environment.   
 
We can now understand the dispute between the commentaries.  Which of these elements is 
represented by Ribbi Yehudah’s mnemonic?  According to the first interpretation, the 
mnemonic represents the element of design in the plagues.  According to the second 
interpretation, the mnemonic communicates Hashem’s control over the various elements of 
the environment that was illustrated by the plagues. (5763) 
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 א ידי חובתויצבפסח לא  שה דברים אלוכל שלא אמר של 
Anyone who does not discuss these three things on Pesach has not executed one’s 

obligation 
 
 

Retelling the Story of our Redemption: The Elements 
 
And Moshe said to the nation:  Remember this day that you went forth from Egypt, from the 
house of bondage – for with a mighty hand Hashem took you forth from this.  Leaven 
products should not be eaten.  (Sefer Shemot 13:3) 
 
I.  A biblical source for the commandment of Sipur 
In this passage, Moshe instructs the nation to remember the day that they were redeemed 
from slavery in Egypt.  On the days that commemorate this event – the festival of Pesach – they 
should not each chametz – leavened products.  In his code of law – Mishne Torah – Maimonides 
explains that the first portion of this passage in which Moshe instructs the nation to recall the 
day of its redemption is the biblical source for the commandment to retell the events of the 
redemption at the annual Pesach Seder.73,74 

 
II.  An alternative biblical source for the commandment of Sipur 
In his Sefer HaMitzvot, Maimonides suggests an alternative source for the commandment to 
retell the events of our redemption.  There he cites the passage:  And you should tell to your 
son on that day saying, “For this purpose Hashem did this for me when I went out of Egypt.”  
(Shemot 13:8)  Why does Maimonides present different passages as the biblical source for the 
mitzvah in these two works? 
 
III.  The two aspects of the commandment of Sipur represented by its two sources 
Every commandment has a purpose and objective.  However, in most instances the halachic – 
the legal obligation – associated with the commandment is limited to its performance.  
Achievement of the mitzvah’s objective is laudable.  However, the commandment is fulfilled at 
its basic requisite level without achievement of its objective.  For example, we are required to 

 
73 Rabbaynu Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam / Maimonides) Mishne Torah, Hilchot Chametz U’Matzah 7:1. 
74 Rav Yosef Dov Soloveichik notes that the commandment as expressed in the passage is to recall the events of the 
date of the redemption – the 15th of Nisan.  Maimonides’ formulation of the commandment in his code reflects this 
formulation.  He states:  It is a positive commandment to retell the miracles and wonders that were preformed for 
our ancestors in Egypt in the night of the 15th of Nisan.  (Mishne Torah,Hilchot Chametz U’Matzah 7:1).  
Maimonides’ wording is unclear.  One possibility is that the reference to the 15th of Nisan is intended to identify the 
date that the commandment is performed.  In other words, Maimonides is saying that the commandment is to be 
performed on this date.  Alternatively, he could mean that the commandment is to focus on the events that occurred 
on the 15th of Nisan.  If this is the correct explanation, then the mitzvah of sipur performed at the Seder would be 
limited to the discussion of those events leading up to the redemption and the redemption itself.  Subsequent events 
– including the parting of the Reed Sea – would not belong in this discussion.  Rav Soloveitchik suspected that this 
second interpretation was in fact Maimonides’ position.  He cited peculiar omissions from the Hagadah attributed to 
Maimonides to support this position.   
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pick up and wave the four species on Succot.  Certainly, this commandment has some meaning 
and purpose.  However, a person who performs the physical action of the commandment 
fulfills its requirement even if the person has no understanding of the meaning and significance 
of the performance.   
 
However, there are some commandments in which the performance of the physical activity 
associated with the mitzvah is meaningless without achievement of the commandment’s 
objective.  The best know example is repentance.  Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik Zt”l explains that 
this commandment consists of two components or aspects: 
 

• The activity of verbal confession of one’s sin. 
• The internal commitment to repent from the sin and evil behavior.  

 
The mitzvah is fulfilled only through the merger of its two aspects.  A person who makes the 
commitment to change but does not verbalize his confession has not fulfilled the requirements 
of the commandment.  Neither has the person who utters the required confession without the 
commitment to alter his behavior.75 
 
Any commandment that consists of these multiple aspects – an activity and an objective – can 
be defined in terms of its activity or in terms of its objective.  In the example of repentance, it is 
equally correct to define the commandment as an obligation to confess one’s sin or as an 
obligation to repent or reform one’s behavior.  Both definitions are correct.  The first defines 
the commandment in terms of its required physical activity.  The other definition focuses on the 
commandment’s purpose or objective.  
 
Maimonides seems to suggest that the commandment of Sipur – retelling the events of our 
rescue from Egypt is a member of this class of commandments.  The commandment consists of 
an outward activity designed to achieve an internal objective.  We are required to engage in 
retelling the events of our exodus.  Through this activity we must recall and internalize the 
significance of these events.   
 
IV.  The Hagadah must be recited in a language understood by the Seder participants 
This insight provides a basis for Ramah’s ruling that the Pesach Hagadah cannot be merely 
recited in Hebrew without understanding its meaning.  Instead, it must be read in a language 
understood to the participants or read in Hebrew and then explained.76  The process of Sipur 

 
75 Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, Al HaTeshuva (Jerusalem, 5739), Part 1. 
 
76 Rav Yosef Karo, Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 473:6.  
See Mishne Berurah ibid, note 63.  Mishne Berurah suggests that the passage “And you should tell to your son… 
(Shemot 13:8) is the basis for this requirement.  “Telling” means to communicate information.  This cannot be 
accomplished unless the communicator and recipient of the information understand the message communicated.  
However, the term “tell” in the Torah does not always imply that the communication must be understood.  When 
presenting the first fruit – the Bikurim – in Yerushalayim, the presenter is required to recite a set of Torah passages.  
These are recited in Hebrew and the presenter reciting the passages need not understand their meaning.  In its 
formulation of this requirement, the Torah describes the presenter as “telling” the contents of the passages.   
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must impact the participants.  Therefore, the process must be carried out in a manner that 
communicates the events.   
 
V.  The aspects of redemption that must be recalled 
A careful analysis of the above passage suggests that there are three issues or aspects of the 
redemption that must be recalled in the process of Sipur.  The passage states:  Remember this 
day… 
that you went forth from Egypt,  
from the house of bondage –  
for with a mighty hand Hashem took you forth from this.   
 
In other words, our recollection of the events must encompass three aspects.  First, we were 
brought forth from Egypt.  Second, we were in bondage in Egypt. Third, the process through 
which we were redeemed demonstrated Hashem’s omnipotence – His mighty hand.  
 
Raban Gamliel said:  Anyone who does not discuss these three things on Pesach does not 
fulfill his obligation.  These are the things:  Pesach, Matzah, and Marror. 
For what reason did our ancestors eat the Pesach when the Temple was in existence?  
Because the Holy One, Blessed be He, passed over the houses of our ancestors in Egypt…   
What is the reason that we eat this matzah?  Because there was not adequate time for the 
dough of our ancestors to leaven before the King of All Kings, The Holy One, Blessed be He, 
was revealed to them and redeemed them…   
What is the reason that we eat this marror?   Because the Egyptians made the lives of our 
ancestors bitter in Egypt….  
(Pesach Hagadah) 
 
VI.  Retelling the events of our redemption through Pesach, matzah, and marror 
The above section of the Pesach Hagadah is derived directly from the Mishne of Tractate 
Pesachim.  Raban Gamliel explains that we are required to retell the events of our redemption 
from Egypt through explaining the significance of the Pesach sacrifice, the matzah, and the 
marror.  We explain that the Pesach reminds us that Hashem passed over the households of 
Bnai Yisrael when He struck the Egyptians with the most destructive and terrible of His plagues 
– the Plague of the Firstborn.  Matzah reminds us of the suddenness of our redemption.  Our 
ancestors were hastily released from bondage and quickly and eagerly ushered from the land 
by the very masters who only days before had refused to grant them their freedom.  Marror 
reminds us of the suffering and torment that our ancestors experienced in Egypt.   
 
VII.  The essential elements of the mitzvah of Sipur represented by the Pesach, matzah and 
marror 
Apparently, these three messages comprise the essential elements of the mitzvah of Sipur.  
Each of the objects central to the Seder – the Pesach, matzah, and marror – communicate one 
of these elements and these elements must be presented in the context of explaining the 
meaning of these objects.   
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Let us more carefully consider these messages.  Pesach reminds us that Hashem spared the 
household of Bnai Yisrael when He struck the Egyptians with the Plague of the Firstborn.  It 
communicates the miraculous nature of the redemption and the revelation in the redemption 
of Hashem’s omnipotence.  Matzah reminds us of the sudden transformation to freedom; the 
redemption occurred so swiftly the people could not adequately prepare their provisions for 
their unexpected journey into the wilderness.  Marror reminds us of the cruelty of our bondage 
in Egypt.   
 
Why are these messages – communicated by the central objects of the Seder – so central to the 
mitzvah of Sipur?  They are the essential elements because they exactly correspond with the 
elements identified in the first of the passages cited by Maimonides as the biblical source for 
the commandment.  These are the three elements that we are required by the passage to 
remember! (5770) 
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Understanding the Mitzvot of Pesach Night 

 
Raban Gamliel said, “Anyone that does not discuss these three things does not fulfill one’s 
obligation.  And these are the things:  the Pesach sacrifice, matzah, and marror.  (Hagaddah 
of Pesach) 
 
This selection from the Hagaddah is derived from the Talmud in Tractate Pesachim.  Raban 
Gamliel explains that in order for a person to fulfill his obligation on the night of Pesach, he 
must discuss the mitzvot of the Pesach sacrifice, matzah and marror.  There are two difficulties 
with Raban Gamliel’s law.  Raban Gamliel does not specify the obligation that is fulfilled 
through this discussion.  In other words, if a person does not discuss the mitzvot of Pesach, 
matzah and marror, what is the obligation that the person has failed to fulfill?  Second, Raban 
Gamliel does not indicate the source for his law.   
 
Let us begin with the first question.  What obligation has not been fulfilled if the Pesach, 
matzah and marror have not been discussed?  Maimonides provides a simple answer to this 
question.  Maimonides places Raban Gamliel’s law in the chapter of his code that discusses the 
laws regarding the mitzvah to discuss the redemption from Egypt on the first night of Pesach.  It 
is clear from the placement of Raban Gamliel’s law in this chapter that Maimonides maintains 
that the discussion of Pesach, matzah and marror is essential to the mitzvah of retelling the 
events of our redemption from Egypt.  Furthermore, Maimonides explains that the discussion 
of these three topics – Pesach, matzah and marror – is referred to as Hagadah.77  This seems to 
confirm that the discussion is part of the mitzvah to retell the events of the redemption. 
 
And you shall say, “This is the Pesach sacrifice to Hashem who passed over the homes of Bnai 
Yisrael when He struck Egypt and our homes He saved.”  And the nation bowed and 
prostrated itself.  (Sefer Shemot 12:27) 
 
Tosefot do not directly deal with our first question.  Instead, they discuss our second question.  
What is the source for Raban Gamliel’s law?  Tosefot explain that the source is the above 
passage.  The passage indicates that there is an obligation to explain the significance of the 
Pesach sacrifice.   
 
However, Tosefot realize that this answer creates a problem.  The passage only specifies that 
the Pesach sacrifice must be discussed.  Raban Gamliel extends this obligation to the matzah 
and marror.  The pasuk makes no mention of matzah and marror.  What is the source for the 
obligation to discuss these mitzvot?  Tosefot offer a rather strange answer to this question. 
 
And you shall eat the flesh [of the Pesach] on this night roasted by fire and with matzah and 
marror you should eat it.  (Sefer Shemot 12:8) 
 

 
77 Rabbaynu Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam / Maimonides) Mishne Torah, Hilchot Chametz U'Matzah 7:5. 
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Tosefot suggest that the obligation to discuss matzah and marror is derived from the above 
passage.  According to Tosefot, the pasuk equates or associates the matzah and marror with 
the Pesach.  Tosefot explain that based on this association, the requirement to discuss the 
Pesach is extended to the matzah and marror. 
 
Tosefot’s reasoning is not immediately obvious.  The above passage tells us the Pesach must be 
eaten with matzah and marror.  In other words, the obligation to eat the Pesach is not fulfilled 
in its entirety by eating the Pesach alone.  Instead, in order to completely fulfill the mitzvah of 
eating the Pesach, it must be eaten with matzah and marror.  Tosefot’s contention that the 
pasuk associates the Pesach with matzah and marror is certainly accurate.  However, this 
association is insofar as the obligation to eat the Pesach.  The passage does not discuss the 
obligation to speak about the Pesach.  In no sense does the pasuk associate the matzah and 
marror with the Pesach in regard to the obligation to discuss the Pesach. 
 
Rav Yitzchak Mirsky suggests that according to Tosefot, the obligation to discuss the Pesach 
sacrifice is part of the mitzvah to eat the Pesach.  In other words, the eating of the Pesach must 
be preceded by a discussion of the significance of the mitzvah.  Based on this insight, he 
explains Tosefot’s reasoning.  Since the eating of the matzah and marror is part of the mitzvah 
of eating the Pesach – as indicated by our pasuk – the obligation to discuss the Pesach extends 
to the matzah and marror which is eaten with the Pesach.78 
 
So, although Tosefot do not directly discuss the mitzvah that is not fulfilled if Pesach, matzah 
and marror are not discussed, their position has emerged.  This discussion is needed in order to 
completely fulfill the mitzvah of eating the Pesach with its matzah and marror. 
 
Tosefot’s position presents an interesting problem.  Generally, in performing a mitzvah we are 
not required to understand the purpose and full significance of the commandment.  At most, 
we are obligated to be cognizant of the obligatory nature of the performance.  But according to 
Tosefot, the mitzvah of eating the Pesach with its matzah and marror must be discussed and 
understood in order to be completely fulfilled.  Why is the mitzvah of the Pesach different from 
other mitzvot? 
 
“And you should tell to your son” One might think that the mitzvah can be fulfilled from the 
beginning of the month.  The Torah tells us, “On that day.”  If one was only told that the 
mitzvah must be fulfilled on that day, one might think that it can be fulfilled before nightfall.  
The Torah tells us “For the sake of this.”  “For the sake of this” only applies at the time the 
matzah and marror are placed before you.  (Hagaddah of Pesach) 
 
This section of the Hagaddah is derived from and paraphrases the Michilta.  The section deals 
with the derivation for the proper time for the fulfillment of the mitzvah of recounting our 
redemption from Egypt.  The Mechilta explains that the mitzvah can only be fulfilled on the 

 
78 Rav Yitzchak Mirsky, Haggadat Hegyonai Halacha (Jerusalem, 5762), p 111. 
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night of the fifteenth of Nisan.  This requirement is not explicitly stated in the Torah.  Instead, it 
is derived from a passage that indicates the mitzvah can only be fulfilled at the time of the 
mitzvot of matzah and marror.  The mitzvot of matzah and marror are fulfilled on the fifteenth 
of Nisan after nightfall.  Therefore, according to the Mechilta, the mitzvah of Sipur – the 
retelling of the redemption – is also relegated to the night of the fifteenth of Nisan. 
 
The implications of this lesson from the Mechilta are very important.  According to the 
Mechilta, the mitzvot of matzah, marror and Sipur are inextricably interrelated – to the extent 
that the mitzvah of Sipur can only be fulfilled at the time of the mitzvot of matzah and marror.  
What is the basis of this interrelationship?  It seems clear from the Mechilta that the Torah 
designed the mitzvot of matzah and marror to be fulfilled in the context of Sipur.  These mitzvot 
do not merely coexist on the night of the fifteenth.  Together, they merge into a single entity. 
 
This relationship is reflected in Maimonides’ treatment of these mitzvot.  In his code, he 
discusses the mitzvah of matzah, then the mitzvah of sipur.  He then describes how these 
mitzvot are performed on the night of the fifteenth of Nisan.  In other words, after discussing 
the various mitzvot performed on the night of the fifteenth, Maimonides provides a detailed 
description of the Seder.   
 
From Maimonides’ treatment of these mitzvot and the Seder, it seems that the Seder is more 
than a set of instructions for the fulfillment of a set of unrelated mitzvot that happen to occur 
at the same time.  Instead, the various mitzvot of the night merge into a single unified and 
coordinated entity – the Seder.  In other words, the Seder is the halachic entity in which the 
various mitzvot of the night merge and become unified. 
 
We can now more fully understand Tosefot’s reasoning.  Why do the mitzvot of Pesach, matzah 
and marror require discussion, explanation and understanding?  This is because the mitzvot are 
designed to occur in the context of the mitzvah of Sipur. Because of this context the mitzvot 
cannot be properly fulfilled without explanation and understanding. (5764) 
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 שאנו אוכלים על שום מה מצה זו  
This matzah that we eat, for what reason? 

 
 

Matzah’s Message 

 
For what reason do we eat this matzah?  We eat it because there was not adequate time for 
the dough of our ancestors to leaven before the King who is the King of Kings, the Holy One, 
Blessed be He, appeared to them and redeemed them.  (Hagadah of Pesach) 
 
This passage, from the Hagadah explains the reason for eating matzah.  The matzah symbolizes 
the haste with which the Jewish people left Egypt.  They did not have sufficient time to fully 
prepare their bread.  Before the dough could rise, the moment of redemption arrived.  
Suddenly, they left Egypt.  The unleavened dough was baked into matzot.  The matzah does not 
merely represent redemption.  It symbolizes the haste of the exodus.  Why is this characteristic 
of haste so important? 
 
In the process of history nations rise and fall.  A people may, at one time, achieve power and 
dominion.  A nation, at the height of its power, may subjugate other nations.  Gradually, the 
forces of history alter this relationship.  A subjugated people may acquire freedom.  The former 
masters may become the new underclass.   However, the forces of history seldom operate 
quickly.  Historical trends are slow. Their path meanders.  History operates in partnership with 
time.   
 
The Jewish people did not achieve freedom through these slow sociopolitical forces of history.  
When the moment of redemption came, freedom was immediate.  In the course of hours, a 
nation of slaves became a free people.  The astonishing pace of this transformation 
demonstrates the presence of miraculous providential forces.  Only G-d can effectuate such 
sudden reversals. 
 
This is the significance of the matzah.  Matzah reminds us of the haste of the redemption.  It 
asserts that the redemption was not an historical process but an act of the Almighty.  (5761) 
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 יב אדם לראות את עצמו כאלו הוא יצא ממצרים ח בכל דור ודור 
In every generation a person is required to see oneself as if one went forth from Egypt. 

 
 

Personal Redemption 
 
It is a positive command of the Torah to discuss the miracles and wonders that were done for 
our ancestors in Egypt on the night of the fifteenth of Nisan.79  [This is] as it says, “Remember 
this day that you went forth from Egypt.”  (Rambam, Mishne Torah, Hilchot Chametz 
U’Matzah 7:1) 
 
I.  Searching for the meaning of the Seder 
Rambam – Maimonides – explains that we are obligated to recount the events of our 
redemption.  This commandment is fulfilled at the Pesach Seder.  Arguably, it is the Seder’s 
central mitzvah.  Why is recalling this historical event so critical?  What is the message or 
meaning that we are to take from the Seder and the narrative to which it is devoted? Perhaps, 
the answer to this question lies in understanding the meaning of our redemption.  Afterall, the 
Seder recalls our redemption.  If we wish to understand the importance of recalling an event, it 
is reasonable to begin by understanding the meaning of the event, itself! 
 
And I will take you to Me as a nation, and I will be to you the L-rd, and you will know that I 
am Hashem, your L-rd, Who brought you forth from under the burdens of Egypt.  (Sefer 
Shemot 6:7) 
 
II. Redemption’s educational objective 
Hashem instructs Moshe to describe to the Jewish people their impending redemption.  In the 
above passage, Hashem explains the final objective of the redemption.  The Jewish people will 
know Hashem and be His nation.80 
 
Commenting on this passage, Ramban – Nachmanides – explains that the events of the 
redemption will demonstrate to the world Hashem’s omnipotence and that the Jewish people 
are His chosen nation.  In other words, Ramban contends that the objective of redemption is 
educational.  It will reveal or demonstrate important truths to the Jewish people and to 
humanity. 
 

 
79 The phrase, “on the fifteenth night of Nisan” is a dangling participle.  It is not clear whether it describes the events 
to be recalled – those that occurred on the fifteenth of the month, or whether it refers to the date on which the 
mitzvah is performed.  However, the passage cited by Rambam suggests that the first interpretation is correct.  The 
mitzvah is to recall the events that took place on the fifteenth.  If this is correct, the inclusion in the Seder discussion 
of events leading up and subsequent to the fifteenth of Nisan provides context but is not the fundamental element of 
the mitzvah.    
80 In the following passage, Hashem explains that the Jewish people will be brought to the Land of Israel and given 
the land.  This can take place only after the nation knows and accepts Hashem.  The Land of Israel is given to the 
descendants of the Patriarchs because they are their spiritual heirs.   
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In this passage and Ramban’s comment an important idea is communicated.  The objective of 
the redemption was not our freedom, ending the injustice of our suffering, or punishment of 
the wicked.  The objective was the education of the Jewish people and humanity.   
 
III.  Redemption demonstrated fundamental truths 
Ramban elaborates on the educational objectives of the redemption.  He explains that among 
the basic truths demonstrated by the redemption are the following: 
 

• Hashem is omnipotent.  He is not restricted by the laws of nature.  This is because He is 
the Creator. 

• His knowledge encompasses the actions and affairs of humanity.   
• He interacts with humanity. 
• Hashem communicates with humanity through His prophets.  

 
Ramban further explains that Hashem endowed humanity with intelligence.  We have the 
capacity to discover and know truths.  These truths are the foundation of our relationship with 
Hashem.  It is through this relationship that creation’s objective is achieved.  Because these 
fundamental principles are confirmed through the events of the redemption, multiple mitzvot 
are designed to focus our attention upon it.  These include the commandment to retell the 
story of our bondage and redemption on the Seder night.81 
 
It seems we have answered our initial question.  What is the message of the Seder?  We retell 
the story of our redemption to reaffirm the fundamental tenets that these events established. 
 
And it is us that He brought forth from there to bring us, to give us, this land that He promised 
to our forefathers.  (Sefer Devarim 6:23) 
 
IV.  Reliving redemption 
The Torah describes an encounter between a parent and an inquisitive child.  The child asks the 
parent to explain the significance and meaning of the Torah’s commandments.  The parent 
responds by relating our history to the child.  The parent recounts our slavery in Egypt and our 
deliverance.  The parent tells the child that after redeeming us Hashem brought us to the Land 
of Israel and gave it to us as He promised our forefathers.  Hashem commanded us to observe 
His commandments and to fear Him.  Our obedience to His commandments will benefit us and 
enrich our lives.82  
 
This passage is incorporated into the Hagadah: 
 
In every generation one is obligated to see oneself as if he went forth from Egypt.  [This is] as is 
stated: And you shall tell your son on that day, “Because of this Hashem did [these wonders] for 
me when I went forth from Egypt.” (Sefer Shemot 13:9)  It is not only our ancestors that the Holy 

 
81 Rabbaynu Moshe ben Nachman (Ramban / Nachmanides), Commentary on Sefer Shemot 13:16. 
82 This inquisitive child’s question is posed by the Hagadah’s wise son.   
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One, Blessed be He, redeemed.  Rather, also, we were redeemed with them.  [This is] as it is 
stated: And it is us that He brought forth from there to bring us, to give us, this land that He 
promised to our forefathers.  (Sefer Devarim 6:23) 
 
The Hagadah is explaining the meaning of our passage.  We are required to recall and to 
recount the story of our bondage in Egypt and our redemption.  However, we do not fulfill this 
obligation through simply reviewing or retelling the events.  We must perceive the events as a 
personal experience.  We fulfill our obligation only when we regard the bondage in Egypt and 
our redemption as more than historical events.  We must relate to these experiences as our 
personal story.   
 
Rambam – Maimonides – codifies this requirement.  In his discussion of the mitzvah of retelling 
the story of our redemption, he explains: 
 
In every generation one is obligated to conduct oneself as if he, himself, went forth – at this 
moment – from Egypt… (Mishne Torah, Hilchot Chametz U’Matzah 7:6)83 
 
Through relating to these events as personal experiences we intensify their meaning.  We are 
moved to express our gratitude to Hashem with Hallel and praise.  We are motivated to 
observe His commandments.  
 
We discovered above that through retelling the story of our redemption, we reaffirm 
fundamental principles of Judaism.  We have discovered also that we are obligated to recount 
this event as a personal experience.  Are these two elements of the mitzvah related?  Does this 
personalization of redemption play a role in the educational objective of the Seder?  Is this 
personalization a necessary prerequisite to the affirmation of the truths outlined by Ramban? 
 
V.  Appreciating one’s blessings 
Rabbaynu Bachya ibn Paquda, in his Chovot HaLevavot, explains that we can know and 
appreciate Hashem’s infinite wisdom and kindness through the study of the universe He 
created.  In its greatest elements – the sun and the stars – and in its most minute – a tiny insect 
– we discover immense wisdom.  In the ways in which the components of the universe interact 
with one another and sustain humanity, Hashem’s immeasurable kindness is demonstrated.  
However, it is difficult for us to recognize the evidence of His wisdom and kindness.  Three 
factors interfere with our assessment: 
 

• We are distracted.  Our involvement in the mundane affairs of life and our pursuit of our 
desires deflects our attention from consideration of the world from which we benefit. 
 

 
83 Rambam replaces the obligation to “see oneself as if one went forth from Egypt” with an obligation to conduct 
oneself in this manner.  This is not a contradiction.  Apparently, he agrees that the goal is for one to view the events 
of bondage and redemption as personal experiences.  However, this objective is achieved through acts of 
demonstration that take place at the Seder.  These include reclining when eating and drinking, and drinking the four 
cups of wine.   
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• From the moment that our intelligence asserts itself we are accustomed to the wonders 
that surround us.  Because we cannot imagine an alternative to our world, we do not 
recognize its wonders.  We are like children who have been reared in opulence.  Such 
children struggle and generally fail to recognize their good fortune. They cannot imagine 
another life; so, they take for granted their blessings.   
 

• Inevitably, we experience sorrows and disappointments.  These events have a tenacious 
hold upon our attention and obscure from us the infinite blessings that surround us.  We 
assess the world from the perspective of our suffering and not with objectivity and 
balance.  We see an imperfect and even wicked world rather than Hashem’s wisdom 
and kindness. 

 
What is the effect of these obstacles?  They prevent us from contemplating the meaning and 
message of the world. To appreciate the wisdom and kindness of Hashem we must overcome 
these obstacles.84 
 
VI.  Appreciation precedes contemplation 
There is an important lesson in Rabbaynu Bachya’s comments.  The prerequisite to 
contemplating the wonderous phenomena that surround us is appreciation.  We will 
contemplate natural phenomena and discover the wisdom expressed in the design of the 
universe only after we take notice of and appreciate these wonders.  If we are too distracted to 
notice them, discount these wonders, or take them for granted, we will not contemplate them 
or recognize the wisdom they embody.   
 
Let us apply Rabbaynu Bachya’s insight to the Seder.  The objective of the redemption was to 
establish fundamental truths.  At the Seder we recount the story of our redemption to reaffirm 
these truths.  However, if we are to fully contemplate the events surrounding our redemption 
and to uncover their meaning and the tenets that these events demonstrate, we must take 
redemption seriously. If we regard it as a chapter in the history of long-forgotten ancestors, 
then we will not contemplate the meaning of redemption or appreciate the principles it 
establishes.  We must connect with it on a personal level.  The personal experience of 
redemption is the catalyst for our serious contemplation of redemption and our discovery and 
affirmation of the truths it reveals. 
 
VII.  The mitzvah of recalling redemption – two elements 
In conclusion, the mitzvah of recalling and retelling the story of redemption incorporates two 
related and complementary components.  First, we must retell the story.  Second, we must 
experience it as our personal history.  We are moved to contemplate the meaning of the events 
and discover and reaffirm the truths demonstrated by redemption through our personal 
relationship with the redemption. (5779) 
 
 

 
84 Rabbaynu Bachya ibn Paquda, Chovot HaLevavot, Introduction to Sha’ar HaBechinah.   
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Making it Real 
 
In every generation a person is obligated to see himself as if he went forth from Egypt.  
(Hagadah of Pesach) 
 
This passage, from the Hagadah instructs us to relate to the redemption as a personal 
experience.  We must understand that the exodus was not an historical event experienced by 
our ancestors.  We must realize that our own freedom, today, is a direct outcome of the 
redemption of our forefathers. 
 
Maimonides, in his formulation of the laws of the Seder paraphrases this requirement.  He 
makes one important change.  He writes that we are obligated to conduct ourselves as if we 
personally left Egypt.85  This is a significant reformulation of the law.  It seems that according to 
Maimonides, the law requires that we perform specific demonstrations to indicate that we are 
free.  We must recline at the Seder.  We drink four cups of wine.  We adorn the table with our 
most beautiful dishes and vessels.  Maimonides stresses the outward behaviors.  He does not 
seem to require the achievement of personal conviction.   The formulation in the Hagadah, in 
contrast, stresses the internal.  We are required to accept a specific concept.  The exodus from 
Egypt is the source of our personal freedom. 
 
A version of the Hagadah is commonly attached to Maimonides’ account of the Pesach laws.  
Many authorities believe that Maimonides himself edited and included this Hagadah.  We 
would expect this Hagadah to reflect Maimonides requirement of demonstration. His Hagadah 
should read that we are required to behave as if we left Egypt.  However, this is not the case.  In 
his Hagadah, Maimonides writes that we are obligated to see ourselves as if we personally 
were redeemed.  How can this be reconciled with Maimonides’ stress on demonstration over 
personal conviction? 
 
Sefer HaChinuch writes that the Torah requires that we perform many acts to reinforce the 
theme of redemption.  Various mitzvot share this theme.  He explains that these mitzvot are 
intentionally redundant.  Only through many mitzvot, which emphasis the same lesson, can our 
convictions be shaped.  One performance alone will not shape attitudes.  Sefer HaChinuch 
continues to explain that actions shape attitudes.  If we perform these mitzvot, which remind us 
of the redemption, our attitudes will be altered.  The redemption will be more than a story.  It 
will become a reality.86 
 
This insight of the Sefer HaChinuch provides the foundation needed to understand 
Maimonides’ lesson.  The mitzvah of recounting the events our redemption has two aspects.  
We are required to perform demonstrations.  This is the active aspect of the mitzvah.  However, 
the commandment has an objective.  This objective is to produce an internal effect.  We must 

 
85 Rabbaynu Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam / Maimonides) Mishne Torah, Hilchot Chametz U’Matzah 7:6 
86 Rav Ahron HaLeyve, Sefer HaChinuch, Mitzvah 16. 
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adopt the conviction that we were personally saved through the redemption.  Is the 
requirement of the mitzvah demonstration or internal conviction?  The answer is both are 
aspects of the command.  If the command is defined in terms of its objective, the internal 
conviction is the essential obligation.  If we choose to define the command in terms of the 
performance required, the demonstration is the essence. 
 
In his codification, Maimonides chooses to formulate the law in terms of the performance.  He 
writes that the demonstration is the fundamental requirement.  In his Hagadah, Maimonides 
expresses the objective of the mitzvah.  In this framework, the conviction is the main feature.  
(5761)  
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 לפיכך אנחנו חייבים להודות 
Therefore, we are required to give thanks 

 
 

Enough for What? 
 
And Moshe said to the nation:  Remember this day that you went forth from Egypt from the 
house of bondage.  For with a mighty hand Hashem took you forth from this.  And do not eat 
leavened bread.  (Sefer Shemot 13:3) 
 
I.  The elements of the mitzvah of sipur 
Maimonides cites the above passage as the Torah source for the commandment to retell the 
story of our redemption from Egypt on the night of Pesach.87  This commandment – sipur – is 
the focus of Pesach Seder.  In his Sefer HaMitzvot, Maimonides enumerates the components of 
this mitzvah.  We must include the following elements in our discussion: 
 

• The works of Hashem that He performed on our behalf in order to rescue us. 
• Our oppression at the hands of the Egyptians with focus on their cruelty and 

wickedness. 
• Hashem’s punishment of the Egyptians for their evil treatment of us.  
• Offering thanksgiving to Hashem. 

 
He adds that the more one discusses our redemption, the greater the fulfillment of the 
mitzvah.88 
 
It is clear from Maimonides’ comments that fulfillment of the commandment is not completed 
by simply providing an historical account of the events of our exodus from Egypt.  The 
recounting must focus on the role of Hashem in the events, His administration of judgment and 
justice, and on thanksgiving.  In other words, the mitzvah does not focus on our emergence as a 
nation as much as upon Hashem’s role and our debt to Him. 
 
How many elevating acts of goodness did the Omnipresent do for us!  (Pesach Hagadah) 
 
II.  The Dayanu mystery  
Maimonides’ comments provide an explanation for one of the more enigmatic components of 
the Hagadah.  This is a recitation of fifteen verses introduced by the above phrase.  Each verse 
describes a kindness that Hashem performed on our behalf.  The verses are sequential 
describing these kindnesses in the order in which they occurred.  Each verse ends with the 
declaration dayanu – it would be enough for us! 
 

 
87 Rabbaynu Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam / Maimonides) Mishne Torah, Hilchot Hametz u’Matzah 7:1. 
88 Rabbaynu Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam / Maimonides) Sefer HaMitzvot, Mitzvat Aseh 157. 
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This composition presents a number of difficulties.  Seemingly, the phrase dayanu means that 
we would have been satisfied with any one of the kindnesses mentioned in the fifteen verses 
even were it not followed by the subsequent kindnesses.  This interpretation makes sense in 
regard to some of the verses.  For example, the first verse states that if Hashem had taken us 
forth from Egypt but not punished the Egyptians it would have sufficed for us.  However, other 
verses are more difficult to understand.  A subsequent verse states that if Hashem had parted 
the waters of the Reed Sea but had not brought us through it upon dry land, it would have been 
sufficient for us.  How would the parting of the sea have sufficed for us, had we not passed 
through it and escaped the pursuing Egyptians?  Similarly, another verse states that if Hashem 
had brought us to Sinai but not given us the Torah it would have sufficed for us.  It is certainly 
true that at Sinai the people observed the presence of Hashem expressed upon the mountain.  
But this was a prelude to Revelation and the presenting of the Torah to the Jewish people.  How 
would the Sinai experience have sufficed for us without receiving the Torah? 
  
Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitcvhik Zt”l suggests an interpretation of the Dayanu verses that responds 
to these questions.  His reinterprets the dayanu refrain in a manner that corresponds with 
Maimonides’ descriptions of the components of sipur.  He explains that the dayanu refrain does 
not mean that any one of these kindnesses would have sufficed for us without the subsequent 
kindnesses.  Instead, it means that each and every element of our deliverance requires our 
recognition of the kindness of Hashem and deserves or suffices to require our thanksgiving.   
 
In other words, we do not satisfy our obligation to thank Hashem for our redemption by simply 
thanking Him for our deliverance and our return to the Land of Israel.  Instead, we are required 
to recognize each kindness of Hashem that we experienced along our journey from oppression 
to freedom and independence.  We must respond to recognition of each of these kindnesses by 
offering our thanks to Hashem.89  
 
Rav Soloveitchik’s interpretation of the Dayanu verses is consistent with Maimonides’ 
description of the elements of sipur.  Maimonides explains that this mitzvah combines the 
recounting of our redemption with thanksgiving.  The Dayanu verses emphasize the 
thanksgiving element of sipur and acknowledge each step in the process of our redemption and 
ensuing journey as deserving its own thanksgiving.   
 
Therefore, we are obligated to give thanks, to extol, to praise, to glorify, to exult … the One 
Who did for our fathers and for us all these miracles.  He brought us forth from bondage to 
freedom, from sorrow to happiness … and let us say before Him a new song of praise.  Hallelu-
h!  (Pesach Hagadah) 
 
III.  The strange formulation of Hallel HaGadol 
Typically, thanksgiving is combined with praise.  The Hagadah provides an example of this 
principle.  After completing the narrative portion of the Hagadah, we recite the paragraph 
beginning with the above phrase.  Also, this paragraph reflects Maimonides’ comments.  We 

 
89 Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, Quoted by Rav Yisrael Chait, Author’s personal notes. 
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have completed our retelling the story of our redemption and we than acknowledge that the 
events we have just discussed obligate us to offer thanksgiving and praise to Hashem.  In other 
words, we do not fulfill our obligation of sipur through a dry recounting of the events.  We must 
be inspired by the account and recognize the presence of Hashem in the shaping of our nation 
and in the freedom that we each enjoy today.  This inspiration must move us to offer praise and 
thanksgiving to Hashem. 
 
This paragraph is immediately followed by the recitation of the first two paragraphs of Hallel. 
The balance of the Hallel is recited after completing the Pesach meal.  After completion of 
Hallel we recite Hallel HaGadol.  This composition from Psalms consists of twenty-six short 
verses.  Each verse acknowledges a kindness of Hashem and ends with the phrase “for His 
kindness is eternal”.  Most of the verses describe kindnesses that were performed by Hashem 
in redeeming us from Egypt and in giving us possession of the Land of Israel.  However, these 
verses are preceded and seceded by verses that are not related to this theme.  We begin Hallel 
HaGadol by giving praise to Hashem as Creator.  We acknowledge His creation of the heavens 
with His understanding, and His creation of the sun, the moon, and the stars.  Hallel HaGadol 
closes with recognizing that Hashem provides sustenance to all flesh and that He is the L-rd of 
the heavens. 
 
This is an odd combination of verses.  Most of the verses are related to the journey of our 
people from bondage to independence in the Land of Israel.  Why are these passages preceded 
and seceded by the acknowledgment of Hashem as Creator? 
 
There are number of possible explanations.  One is that the combination of verses 
communicates the message that Hashem is the L-rd of the entire universe.  He is its creator and 
He rules the entire expanse of the vast universe that He created.  Yet, despite His infinity and 
His exulted sovereignty over the entire universe, He guides the destiny of our people.  Hashem, 
Who created the universe is also our redeemer from Egypt.  In other words, Hallel HaGadol 
juxtaposes the omnipotence of Hashem to His kindness to the Jewish people.  Apparently, this 
juxtaposition adds an element to our thanksgiving.  What is this element? 
 
What can we say before You Hashem, our G-d and the G-d of our fathers! Are not all the 
mighty as naught before You and men of repute as if they never were! And the wise are as 
without understanding and those with understanding are without intelligence. For their 
abundant actions are meaningless and their lives are empty before You. And the superiority 
of the human over the beast is naught for all their actions are emptiness. 
  
But we are Your nation, the children of Your covenant, the children of Avraham, Your beloved. 
That You swore unto him at Mount Moriah. The descendants of Yitzchak his only son who was 
bound upon the altar. The congregation of Yaakov, Your firstborn son. That from Your love for 
him and Your rejoicing in him You called his name Yisrael and Yeshurun. (Daily morning 
prayer) 
 
IV.  Two elements of thanksgiving 



[64] 

This same juxtaposition is even more evident in the above prayer. It is its focus. We begin by 
comparing ourselves to Hashem. We acknowledge that all our wisdom and accomplishments 
are insignificant and even meaningless when we compare ourselves to Hashem. But we then 
recognize that despite our relative insignificance, Hashem has chosen us as His nation. 
 
In the context of this prayer, the message of the juxtaposition emerges. When we offer 
thanksgiving to Hashem, our objective is to acknowledge two truths. First, we recognize a 
kindness that He has performed for us. Second, we recognize that we have no claim to this 
kindness. Our descriptions of Hashem's greatness add this second element. We describe His 
greatness. Our own relative insignificance is either implicit or actually overtly noted - as in the 
above prayer. We follow with our thanksgiving. The juxtaposition communicates that we have 
no claim upon Hashem and we cannot explain or comprehend the mystery of His kindness to 
us.  
 
Hallel HaGadol communicates this same message. Verses thanking Hashem for His kindness to 
us are preceded and seceded by verses that extoll His greatness as Creator. These introductory 
and concluding verses give context to our thanksgiving. We give thanks for kindnesses that we 
cannot begin to explain and understand. 
 
V.  Hashem’s presence at the Seder 
Pesach is the most widely observed of our festivals.  Its themes of liberation and freedom from 
oppression resonate with Jews and even with non-Jews.  It reminds us of the potential of 
human beings and the right of the individual to pursue one’s dreams and strive to achieve one’s 
aspirations.   These themes are important and deserve our confirmation.  However, for us, 
Pesach is much more than an endorsement of these universal values.  These values are a 
celebration of the greatness of humanity as expressed in the potential of the individual.  Our 
observance of Pesach is not a celebration of humanity.  Instead, it is designed to bring us closer 
to Hashem.  It directs us to consider the role that Hashem has played in the emergence of the 
Jewish people.  It implores us to consider the wonder of our relationship with Hashem.  He is 
the creator and sovereign of the universe.  Yet, He has guided our history and shaped our 
destiny.  It inspires us to draw closer to Hashem and to welcome him into our lives. (5775) 
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Other Issues 

 
 יציאת מצרים   סיפורצות מ

The Commandment to Retell the Account of the Exodus from Egypt 
 
It is a positive command to tell of the miracles and wonders that were done for our fathers in 
Egypt on the night of the fifteenth of Nisan, as it says: “Remember this day that you went out 
from Egypt” just as it says: “Remember the day of the Shabbat.”    (Mishne Torah, Hilchot 
Chametz U’Matzah 7:1) 
 
One of the most fundamental commandments that we perform on Pesach is sipur yetziat 
mitzrayim – the recounting of our redemption from Egypt.  The mitzvah of sipur seems rather 
easy to understand.  Pesach is the first of the three annual festivals.  It is followed by Shavuot 
which recalls the revelation at Sinai and by Succot that recalls our sojourn in the wilderness.  It 
seems reasonable that on Pesach when we renew this annual cycle of festivals, we should 
discuss the redemption from Egypt.  This discussion provides us with an understanding and 
appreciation of Pesach and the fundamental knowledge needed to understand and appreciate 
the festivals that will follow Pesach in this annual cycle. 
 
The Torah also presents us with a rather clear description of the manner in which the mitzvah 
of sipur is to be performed.  The Torah tells us that we are to retell the events to our children.90  
In other words, we are required to provide our children with an oral account of the events of 
our redemption.   
 
However, Maimonides’ explanation of the mitzvah of sipur does present some troubling 
difficulties.  Maimonides begins his explanation of the mitzvah of sipur by indicating the source 
in the Torah for the mitzvah.  He explains that the mitzvah is derived from a passage in Sefer 
Shemot.  The passage tells us to recall the day that we left the bondage of Egypt.91  Maimonides 
then compares this passage to the passage that commands us to recall the Shabbat.  This 
passage is also in Sefer Shemot.92  It is part of the Decalogue.  Maimonides understands this 
passage to be the source for the mitzvah to recite Kiddush at the advent of Shabbat.93  In other 
words, Maimonides is telling us that the mitzvah of sipur is similar or comparable to the 
requirement to recite Kiddush at the beginning of Shabbat.  However, Maimonides’ comments 
do not indicate the manner in which the mitzvah of sipur is comparable to the mitzvah of 
Kiddush. 
 
It is clear from Maimonides’ comments that he regards as ambiguous the statement in the 
Torah that we are to recall the day that we left Egypt.  He refers us to the comparison to 

 
90 Sefer Shemot 13:8. 
91 Sefer Shemot 13:3. 
92 Sefer Shemot 20:8. 
93 Rabbaynu Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam / Maimonides) Mishne Torah, Hilchot Shabbat 29:1.  
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Kiddush to provide an explanation for this statement.  Given that the meaning of this statement 
– that we are to recall the day of our redemption – is unclear, it seems odd that Maimonides 
should select this passage as the source in Torah for the commandment of sipur.  After all, as 
noted above, there is a perfectly clear passage that also discusses the commandment of sipur.  
We are commanded to retell the events to our children.  Why did Maimonides not use this 
passage as the source for the commandment and instead insist that the source is the more 
ambiguous directive to remember the day of our redemption? 
 
And you should tell your son on that day saying, “Because of this Hashem did [this] for me 
when I went out from Egypt.”  (Sefer Shemot 13:8) 
 
One might think that the mitzvah of sipur can be fulfilled from the first of the month.  But the 
Torah tells us “on that day.”  If the Torah only said, “on that day”, one might conclude that 
the mitzvah can be fulfilled before nightfall.  Therefore, the Torah tells us, “because of this.”  
“Because of this” only refers to the time at which matzah and marror are before you.  (Pesach 
Hagadah) 
 
The passage above is the pasuk that tells us that the mitzvah of sipur requires that we retell the 
events of our redemption to our children.  The Hagadah quotes Mechilta’s explanation of this 
pasuk.  Mechilta learns from this passage that the mitzvah of sipur can only be fulfilled on the 
night of Pesach – at the time that matzah and marror are before us. 
 
This discussion in Mechilta deserves careful analysis.  Mechilta proposes that one might 
reasonably assume that the mitzvah of sipur can be fulfilled from the beginning of the month of 
Nisan.  This is a remarkable statement!  Why would one make such an assumption?  Either it is 
self-evident that the mitzvah of sipur is related to Pesach or it is not self-evident!  If we assume 
that it is self-evident that the mitzvah is one of the mitzvot of Pesach, then obviously it cannot 
be fulfilled from the beginning of the month.  Alternatively, if it is not self-evident that the 
mitzvah is related to Pesach, why would one conclude that the mitzvah can be fulfilled only 
from the beginning of the month of Nisan?  If one does not assume that the mitzvah of sipur is 
related to Pesach, then why could it not be fulfilled any time during the year? 
 
This month should be for you the first of the months.  It should be for you the first of the 
months of the year.  (Sefer Shemot 12:2) 
 
This passage instructs us to designate the month of Nisan as the first of the months of the year.  
Nachmanides, in his comments on this passage, explains that Nisan is selected as the first 
month of the year because it is the month of our redemption.  All other months are identified in 
their relationship to Nisan.  For example, Iyar is identified as the second month of the year and 
Tishrei is the seventh month of the year.  Nachmanides further explains that this system is 
designed to assure that we constantly recall and make reference to the redemption.  Each time 



[67] 

we identify the date and mention the month, we will identify the month in relationship to Nisan 
– the month of our redemption.94 
 
It seems from Nachmanides’ comments that the month of Nisan has a unique identity.  It is the 
month of our redemption.  In other words, the events that took place in Nisan actually endow 
the month with an identity.  It is the month associated with redemption. 
 
Based on these comments, we can begin to understand the reasoning of Mechilta.  Mechilta 
assumes that the mitzvah of sipur can only be fulfilled at a time that is relevant to the 
redemption that sipur recalls.  However, Mechilta proposes that this requirement can be 
fulfilled from the beginning of Nisan.  Nisan has a unique identity.  It is the month of our 
redemption.  Therefore, one would reasonably assume that the mitzvah of sipur can be fulfilled 
from the beginning of the month. 
 
However, Mechilta explains that we cannot fulfill the mitzvah of sipur from the beginning of the 
month.  The mitzvah can only be fulfilled at the time that we have matzah and marror before 
us.  In other words, Mechilta posits that the mitzvah of sipur is somehow tied to the other 
mitzvot performed on the night of Pesach.  What is this connection between sipur and the 
other mitzvot of Pesach? 
 
Let us now return to our original question.  What is the connection between sipur and Kiddush?  
Maimonides provides a succinct definition of the mitzvah of Kiddush.  He tells us that the 
mitzvah of Kiddush is to describe the greatness of Shabbat, its exalted and distinctive nature 
that differentiates it from the other days of the week.95  In short, the mitzvah of Kiddush is to 
express in words the significance of Shabbat – the day we are prepared to observe. 
 
Apparently, we cannot adequately observe the Shabbat by simply abstaining from the activities 
that are prohibited on the day.  We must first express in words the significance of this 
observance.  Mere abstention from creative labor is not an adequate observance of Shabbat.  
We must first explain the significance of this conduct. 
 
Perhaps, this is the basis of Maimonides’ comparison between sipur and Kiddush.  Sipur’s 
objective is similar to the objective of Kiddush.  We are required to provide – through sipur – an 
explanation of the mitzvot we are to perform on the night of Pesach.  Just as Kiddush provides 
an explanation of the observance of Shabbat, sipur provides an explanation and framework for 
the mitzvot performed the night of Pesach. 
 
We can now appreciate the reasoning of Michilta.  In order to relate Kiddush to Shabbat, we 
recite the Kiddush at the advent of Shabbat.  However, the entire month of Nisan has the 
identity of the month of our redemption.  The entire month is related to and is an extension of 
the observances performed the night of Pesach.  Therefore, one might reasonably assume that 

 
94 Rabbaynu Moshe ben Nachman (Ramban / Nachmanides), Commentary on Sefer Shemot 12:2. 
95 Rabbaynu Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam / Maimonides) Sefer HaMitzvot, Mitzvat Aseh 155. 
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the mitzvah of sipur can be performed from the beginning of the month.  However, the Torah 
tells us that the performance of sipur must be more closely related to the mitzvot of the night 
of Pesach.  It must be performed at the time at which these mitzvot of Pesach are performed. 
 
Let us now consider our second question on Maimonides.  Why did Maimonides not cite as the 
source for the mitzvah of sipur the more explicit pasuk requiring us to retell the events of our 
redemption to our children?  The passage that instructs us to retell these events to our children 
provides us with clear instructions for the manner in which the mitzvah of sipur is to be 
performed.  However, the passage tells us nothing about the nature of the mitzvah.  In 
contrast, the passage telling us to recall the day of our redemption provides us with an insight 
into the meaning and significance of the mitzvah.  The passage employs language similar and 
reminiscent of the language the Torah uses to describe the mitzvah of Kiddush.  Through 
alluding to this comparison, the passage reveals to us that the mitzvah of sipur is fundamentally 
similar to the mitzvah of Kiddush.  Both are designed to provide a framework for the 
observances that will follow. (5765) 
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ת ארבע כוסו  
The Four Cups 

 
 

Wine Induced Thoughts 
 
Therefore, when one conducts a meal on this night, he is required to eat and to drink while 
reclining in the manner of a free person.  Every person – man and woman – is obligated to 
drink on this night four cups of wine.  One should not diminish from them.  Even a poor person 
who provides for himself through charity should not be given less than four cups … 
(Maimonides, Laws of Chametz and Matzah 7:7) 
 
I.  Reclining at the Seder and drinking wine 
One of the features of the Pesach night Seder is that during the course of its execution we each 
drink four cups of wine.  Miamonides discusses this requirement in the above quote from his 
code.  It is important to note the context in which he introduces this obligation.  He begins his 
discussion by explaining that on Pesach night we are required to conduct ourselves in a manner 
that is demonstrative of the attainment of freedom.  Pesach and specifically the Seder recall our 
redemption from Egypt and from bondage.  We retell the narrative of our rescue from Egypt 
through reading and discussing the material in the Hagadah and through demonstration.   
 
Maimonides specifies the requirement to recline during the meal.  This is one of the 
demonstrative elements of the Seder.  Our reclining is an expression of our freedom. The 
practice is based upon the ancient practice to recline on couches or pillows when eating a meal.  
This practice was reserved for those who were their own masters.  Slaves did not recline.  They 
lived austere lives. We recline to demonstrate that we have been redeemed from our bondage 
and we are free.  
 
After introducing the requirement of reclining, Maimonides discusses the obligation to drink 
four cups of wine.  There are two interesting aspects of Maimonides’ comments regarding the 
four cups of wine.  First, he does not provide an explanation for the specific number of cups 
required.  In other words, he does not explain why we drink four cups of wine and not five or 
three.  Second, in this statement of the basic requirement to consume four cups of wine, he 
does not explain how they are integrated into the Seder.  Later in his discussion he does 
elaborate on this issue and he explains that each cup is consumed at a specific point in the 
Seder.   However, the above quotes suggests that although the cups are consumed at specific 
points of the Seder, the consumption of four cups of wine is significant in itself and is not 
merely an embellishment of the benedictions in the Hagadah that they accompany.   
 
II.  The unique role of the Seder’s four cups of wine 
In this sense these four cups of wine are unique.  We are required to drink wine on other 
occasions.  For example, we recite the Friday night Kiddush over a cup of wine and then drink 
the cup.  This cup of wine accompanies the recitation of the Kiddush as an embellishment.  In 
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other words, the Kiddush attains a higher status through its recital over a cup of wine.  In 
contrast, the wine of the Seder is significant in its own right.  It is not merely an embellishment 
for the benediction recited over it.  What is the wine’s special significance on the Seder night? 
 
Maimonides is succinctly responding to this issue in his treatment of the four cups.  He 
introduces them in the context of the obligation to demonstrate our freedom. In other words, 
according to Maimonides, drinking four cups of wine is one of the means through which we 
demonstrate that we are free men and women.  We indulge ourselves and we even pamper 
ourselves with wine.  He adds that even one who is impoverished and lacks the resources to 
purchase four cups of wine should resort to appealing for charity in order to fulfill this 
requirement.  On the following day, this poor person may feel the full weight of his poverty but 
this night he must endeavor to celebrate his freedom and perceive himself as a prince and not 
as a pauper.   
 
Therefore, speak unto Bnai Yisrael:  I am Hashem.  I will take you forth from under the 
burdens of Egypt. I will save you from their servitude.  I will redeem you with an outstretched 
arm and with great wonders.  I will take you to Me as a nation and I will be to you a G-d.  You 
will know that I am Hashem your G-d Who has taken you forth from under the burdens of 
Egypt.  (Sefer Shemot 6:5-7) 
 
III.  The four expressions of redemption 
As noted, Maimonides does not feel compelled to provide a reason for the requirement of four 
cups of wine instead of some other number of cups.  However, our Sages were concerned with 
this issue and they concluded that the number is not arbitrary.  The above passages are most 
often cited as the source for the number of cups.   
 
In these passages, Hashem tells Moshe that he should speak to Bnai Yisrael and assure them of 
their approaching redemption.  Moshe is instructed to employ in his message four terms that 
describe the redemption: 
 

• I will take you forth. 
• I will save you. 
• I will redeem you. 
• I will take you to Me. 

 
These terms describe four distinct aspects of the forthcoming redemption.  The people will be 
rescued from the oppression of slavery.  They will no longer be the subjects of Paroh.  They will 
be enlightened through witnessing the wonders that Hashem will perform.  They will enter into 
a covenantal relationship with Hashem.  These four aspects are recalled at the Seder through 
the four cups of wine. 
 
IV.  Alternative explanations for the four cups of the Seder 
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Although these passages are the most often cited explanation for the number of cups at the 
Seder, this is not the only explanation our Sages provided.  In fact, this explanation is one of 
four possibilities suggested by the Sages of the Talmud.96 
 
And the wine-butler told to Yosef his dream.  He said to him:  In my dream there were three 
grape vines before me.  (Sefer Beresheit 40:9) 
 
Another explanation for the number of cups at the Seder is based upon the conversation 
introduced in the above passage.  Some background information is needed to appreciate this 
conversation.  Yosef was sold by his brothers into slavery.  Initially, Yosef became the servant of 
a powerful Egyptian minister.  However, eventually, he was thrown into prison suspected of a 
crime he had not committed.  While in prison he was assigned the responsibility of caring for a 
fellow inmate – Paroh’s former wine-butler.  One night this prisoner had a disturbing dream.  
Yosef persuaded him to share with him the dream so that he might attempt to interpret it.  
Yosef interpreted the dream as a harbinger of the wine-butler’s rehabilitation and restoration 
to his position in court. Yosef’s interpretation proved prescient.  The wine-butler was restored 
to his position in court.  Later, when Paroh was disturbed by a troubling dream, the wine-butler 
told Paroh about the young Hebrew with the remarkable capacity to interpret dreams.  Paroh 
summoned Yosef and told him his dream.  Yosef interpreted the dream and expounded upon its 
meaning and significance.  Paroh was so impressed by Yosef that he appointed him as his vizier. 
 
The Talmud notes that in the conversation between Yosef and the wine-butler they four times 
use the word cup. The Talmud suggests that possibly the four cups of wine at the Seder 
correspond with these mentions of a cup in this conversation. 
 
And Edom rebelled from the authority of Yehudah to this day.  At that time Livnah rebelled.  
(Sefer Melachim II 8:22) 
 
From the time that Bnai Yisrael emerged into nationhood, it has been subject to persecutions.  
Our Sages enumerated four nations – including Edom – who have been our persecutors.  The 
Sages suggest that the four cups of wine at the Seder may correspond with these four nations 
who have been our adversaries. 
 
For so says Hashem the G-d of Israel to me:  Take this cup of wine – of anger – from My hand.  
Give to drink from it to all the nations to which I send you.  (Sefer Yermiyahu 25:15) 
 
In the above passage Hashem tells the prophet Yermiyahu that He will punish the nations that 
have persecuted and oppressed His nation.  Hashem describes their punishment employing a 
figure.  They will be forced to drink four cups of retribution.  The Sages suggest that the Seder’s 
four cups may correspond with these four cups of retribution. 
 
In summary, the Sages suggest four possible explanations for the four cups of the Seder: 

 
96 Talmud Yerushalmi, Mesechet Pesachim 10:1. 
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• The cups correspond with the four expressions of redemption that Moshe was to 

employ in describing to the people their impending rescue. 
• The cups correspond to the four times the term cup occurred in the conversation 

between Yosef and Paroh’s wine-butler. 
• The cups correspond to the four nations that are Bnai Yisrael’s historic oppressors. 
• The cups correspond with the four cups of retribution that these nations will experience 

in the future.   
 
We can easily appreciate the first possibility.  It is a reasonable explanation for the four cups.  
The Seder celebrates our redemption and these terms describe the aspects or dimensions of 
that redemption.  The other suggestions are much more difficult to understand.  Why would 
the Seder include a reference to the nations that have persecuted us?  What is the connection 
between the Seder and Yosef’s conversation with Paroh’s wine-butler?  The Seder recalls our 
redemption from Egypt.  Why insert a reference to the foretold retribution that will be visited 
upon our enemies? 
 
V.  Contemporary lessons from ancient history 
A careful study of the Hagadah reveals that it is not merely an historical narrative of our 
redemption from an ancient oppression.  Instead, it is an analysis of the experience.  Its goal is 
not to merely recall the past.  Its goal is to study that past and learn from it.  We review this 
ancient episode of oppression and redemption in order to enlighten ourselves and to inform 
our understanding of our contemporary experience. 
 
Each of these interpretations of the four cups relates these cups to a prominent theme of the 
Hagadah.  Of course, the first interpretation understands the cups to be an expression of the 
overall drama of the Hagadah.  The cups urge us to consider all the dimensions of this ancient 
redemption.  They direct our attention to its various aspects.  They point out to us that our 
redemption did not only free us from servitude; it enlightened us, and it initiated us into a 
unique relationship with Hashem. 
 
VI.  The inexorable progression of providence 
The second interpretation relates the Seder’s cups to Yosef’s conversation with Paroh’s wine-
butler.  Like Bnai Yisrael, Yosef was condemned to bondage.  As a youth, he had dreamt of 
achieving greatness and even sovereignty.  However, rather than being a leader or ruler, he was 
a lowly servant in a prison.  He could not see or imagine how he might be redeemed from his 
miserable state. He could not imagine how his youthful dreams might be fulfilled.  But even in 
his destitution, providence moved forward according to its irresistible design.  The wine-butler’s 
dream proved to be the catalyst that would lead to Yosef’s liberation and his ascent to power.  
The reference, through the Seder’s four cups, to this catalyst draws our attention to the 
Hagadah’s discussion of our nation’s providential journey. 
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Blessed is the One Who keeps His promise to Israel.  Blessed is He.  The Holy One, Blessed is 
He, considered the destined end, so as to do as He had told to Avraham our forefather at the 
Covenant of the Halves.  (Pesach Hagadah) 
  
This theme is expressed in the above quotation from the Hagadah.  In it, the Hagadah 
expounds upon the inexorable progression of providence.  It presents the redemption from 
Egypt as the fulfillment of an ancient promise and covenant that Hashem made with Avraham.  
Like Yosef, the Jews enslaved in Egypt could not foretell how they would be redeemed.  
Certainly, the covenant made to their forefather must have seemed to them a failed promise.  
But although invisible to them, providence was proceeding along its path and toward its 
appointed end.  The destiny of our people was set and the sojourn in Egypt was a stage along 
the journey to fulfillment of the sacred covenant. 
 
And this has stood by our ancestors and by us.  Not only one has stood opposed to us and 
sought to destroy us.  Rather in every generation they have stood against us to destroy us.  
And the Holy one, Blessed is He, has saved us from their hand.  (Pesach Hagadah) 
 
VII.  The constancy of Hashem’s relationship with the Jewish people 
The destiny of our people and the irresistible design of providence combined to bring about our 
redemption from Egypt.  But the Hagadah is not interested in the Egyptian episode alone.  In 
the above quote, the Hagadah explores this moment in our history to mine from it meaning 
and lessons for every generation.  We were persecuted throughout our history.  Much of 
humanity continues to regard our people as a pariah.  Our journey is not along a straight path.  
It has many painful detours and horrible interruptions. Four nations will oppress us over the 
course of our long journey.  But Hashem and His covenant will stand by our side.  They will 
protect us and save us from every enemy.   
 
The reference through the Seder’s cups to our four historic persecutors corresponds with this 
theme.  It reminds us that although in every generation we will be confronted with enemies 
who seek our destruction, Hashem will preserve us as He has throughout our long journey.   
 
So Hashem our G-d will bring us to other appointed times and festivals that approach us in 
peace.  We will rejoice in the building of Your city and we will delight in Your service.  There 
we will eat from the sacrifices and the Pesach offerings whose blood will reach the wall of 
your altar as an appeasement.  We will give You thanks with a new song for our redemption 
and for the redemption of our souls.  (Pesach Hagadah) 
 
VIII.  Our faith in the final redemption 
The Hagadah also focuses on the eschatological age.  Perhaps, reinforcement of our faith in the 
inevitability of the Messianic vision is the ultimate “take-away” from the Seder.  This theme is 
referenced by four Seder cups corresponding with the four cups of retribution that our enemies 
will be forced to ultimately endure.  The above blessing closes the Hagadah’s narrative section.  
It reflects our faith in our inevitable redemption.  Its message is that our redemption from Egypt 
provides us with the model and guarantee of our future redemption. 
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Our destiny is unfolding.  We can envision it.  We are confident that we will be restored to a 
rebuilt Jerusalem.  It will be a sacred city as it was in ancient times.  The Temple will be rebuilt 
in even greater splendor than in the past.  We will ascend to the Temple.   We will serve 
Hashem with joy and He will accept our service.  But we cannot envision how this destiny will 
be realized.  We cannot anticipate how our people will finally find peace among the nations.  
We cannot comprehend how so many of our brethren who have turned away and are 
estranged from Hashem will find their way and accompany us on our journey to Jerusalem and 
its Temple. Yet, we know that this is our future.  Our enemies will be destroyed.  They will 
experience the retribution they deserve and the despised and oppressed will be restored to 
their sacred home.  (5774) 
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הגדול ת בש  
The Great Shabbat – the Shabbat Preceding Pesach 

 
 

Questions without Answers 
 
The Shabbat before Pesach is called Shabbat HaGadol – the Great Shabbat – because of the 
miracle that was performed on it.  (Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim) 
 
I.  Shabbat HaGadol 
The Shabbat prior to Pesach is referred to as Shabbat HaGadol.  Its name is derived from the 
miracle that occurred on that Shabbat at the time of the exodus from Egypt.  In the year of the 
redemption, the date of this Shabbat was the 10th of Nisan.  Moshe told the people that they 
would soon be redeemed.  The process of redemption required their abandonment of the 
idolatry of Egypt.  Each household was to slaughter a lamb and place its blood on the doorposts 
and lintel of its home.  The Egyptians regarded lambs as sacred.  Obedience to this command 
was their renouncement of the idolatry of Egypt.  Moshe also told them that each household 
must secure on the 10th of the month the lamb for slaughter.  On that day, the Jews gathered 
their lambs and the Egyptians questioned them. They told the Egyptian that in a few days they 
would slaughter their sacred animals.  The Egyptians dared not oppose the Jews.  Instead, they 
stood by as these former slaves defied their religion and culture.97 
 
The 10th of Nisan does not always correspond with the Shabbat preceding Pesach.  
Nonetheless, the events of the 10th of Nisan are recalled on that Shabbat every year.   
 
II.  Reading the Hagadah on Shabbat HaGadol 
Shabbat HaGadol is observed in a number of ways.  One of these is that the rav – the rabbi – of 
the community delivers a discourse on the laws of Pesach.  Many communities have another 
observance.  A major section of the Hagadah is read.  The portion begins with Avadim Hayinu 
and concludes with the paragraph following Dayeinu.  The simplest and most obvious reason 
for this practice is that the Shabbat recalls the events of the 10th of Nisan.  On that date, the 
Jews took their first pro-active step toward denouncing idolatry and achieving liberation.  The 
reading of the Hagadah is a fitting means of honoring the day and recalling its significance.98 

 
97 Shulchan Aruch does not identify the miracle that Shabbat HaGadol recalls.  The explanation cited above is 
provided by a number of commentaries.  According to this explanation, the events of the 10th of Nisan did not 
include a miracle.  However, the Egyptians’ behavior reflected the enormous impact of the miracles that had 
occurred up to this point.  They did not oppose the Jews because they recognized that they could not defy the will of 
the god of the Jews.   
98 Rav Eliyahu of Vilna – the GRA – opposed reading the Hagadah on Shabbat HaGadol.  His reasoning is based 
upon a law cited in the Hagadah.   The Hagadah explains that the commandment to retell the events of our 
redemption applies only to the night of Pesach.  The mitzvah cannot be performed and fulfilled before its time.   
A number of authorities question the ruling of the GRA.  They point out the above noted excerpt from the Hagadah 
does not prohibit reading the Hagadah or retelling the story of our redemption at times other than the night of 
Pesach.  The ruling in the Hagadah deals only with the fulfillment of the commandment to retell the story.  One 
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One of the most ancient explanations for the practice of reading the Hagadah on Shabbat 
HaGadol is provided by Rabbaynu Amram Gaon.  He begins by reinterpreting the actual 
practice.  He suggests that the practice is for only the children to read the Hagadah on Shabbat 
HaGadol.  The children preview the Hagadah before Pesach night to prepare for their 
participation in the Seder.  This participation is central to the Seder.  The children are 
encouraged to ask questions and the discussion at the Seder should take place in response to 
their inquiries.  Without this preview, the children can be easily overwhelmed by the Seder’s 
activities and by the unfamiliar Hagadah text.  Their preview and understanding of the 
Hagadah’s contents enables them to ask far better questions.99   
 
According to Rabbaynu Amram Gaon, the Shabbat HaGadol practice is related to one of the 
most fundamental aspects of the Seder. On Pesach night, we do not read the Hagadah; we 
teach and learn it.  This is also an aspect of the Seder that is confusing and difficult to 
understand.  Let us consider the problem that it presents. 
 
III.  The role of the children at the Seder 
The Hagadah includes the Ma Nishtanah.  This portion of the Hagadah is a set of sample 
questions that the children at the Seder might pose.  However, the Ma Nishtanah does not 
represent the ideal extent of the children’s participation.  The ideal is for the children to ask 
numerous questions encompassing every aspect of the Seder and its redemption narrative.  
Their specific questions are the product of their understanding, intelligence, and imagination.  
We cannot anticipate in advance every question that our children may ask.  Similarly, the 
Hagadah presents responses to the questions included in the Hagadah.  However, the Hagadah 
does not and cannot include responses to the many and varied questions that our children are 
encouraged to pose.  In other words, if we succeed in inspiring our children to participate fully 
in the Seder and to apply their inquisitive minds, we will surely find that the material included in 
the Hagadah is inadequate to answer their questions.  How are we to respond to questions we 
did not anticipate and whose answers are not in the Hagadah?   
 
We can better understand this problem by comparing this aspect of the Seder to its other 
performances. The other mitzvot performed at the Seder have precise parameters.  By 
conducting ourselves within these parameters, we fulfill these mitzvot.  For example, the 
Kiddush has a specific text.  If we recite its text and meet the other simple specifications, then 
we fulfill the mitzvah of making Kiddush.  The mitzvah of eating matzah is another example.  
We are required to eat a specific amount of matzah in a designated length of time.  By meeting 
these requirements, we fulfill the mitzvah.  Now let’s contrast these examples to our obligation 

 
does not read the Hagadah on Shabbat HaGadol in order to fulfill the commandment of retelling the story of 
redemption.  It is read as a means of commemorating the events of 10th of Nisan.  Therefore, there is no reason to 
prohibit the activity.  
Of course, the GRA understood that the law cited in the Hagadah is stated in regards to the mitzvah of retelling the 
story of redemption.  However, he maintains that the inclusion of this law in the Hagadah is intended to 
communicate that the text of the Hagadah is designed and designated for the fulfillment of the mitzvah of Pesach 
night.  Reading the Hagadah on Shabbat HaGadol suggests that the text does not have this specific design and 
designation. 
99 Rav Yisroel Yosef Bronstein, Hagadah shel Pesach, Including Teachings of Rav Moshe Feinstein, p 21. 
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to retell the story of our redemption.  We perform this mitzvah by engaging our children.  They 
may pose questions we do not expect and that we cannot answer by referring to the text of the 
Hagadah.  We may not know the answers to these questions.  How do we respond to these 
questions and create a meaningful learning experience? 
 
“And our toil” these are the sons.  As it says: every son who is born should be thrown into the 
river and every daughter should be preserved.  (Pesach Hagadah) 
 
IV.  The toil of bondage 
A hint to the answer to our question is found in an unexpected place.  Let’s consider the above 
excerpt from the Hagadah.  In the section of the Hagadah from which the excerpt is taken, we 
retell the story of our bondage and redemption in detail.  The story is communicated through a 
process of Biblical study and interpretation – a process of Torah study.  The Hagadah focuses 
upon a short set of pesukim in Sefer Devarim.  These passages provide an abbreviated account 
of the story.  The passages are carefully analyzed and compared to the more detailed account 
in Sefer Shemot. Through this process, the more complete story emerges. 
 
In the above excerpt, the Hagadah expounds upon a specific portion of the Sefer Devarim 
section.  In that portion, Hashem is described as observing our suffering and our toil.  The 
Hagadah explains that the term “toil” refers to the Egyptian program of genocide.  Paroh 
decreed that every male child should be thrown into the river and drowned. 
 
Malbim asks: How did the Sages know that the term “toil” refers to the Egyptian program of 
extermination?  He responds that the Hebrew term amal – toil – means to exert effort without 
a meaningful outcome.  Malbim explains that a person who endures grueling labor is not 
necessarily engaged in amal.  If the tribulations are endured in order to achieve a positive 
outcome, then the experience is a hardship, but it is not meaningless toil.  However, if this 
misery is endured and no positive outcome can be envisioned, then the person’s affliction is 
transformed into amal – pointless toil.   
 
Based on this interpretation of the term amal, Malbim explains the Sages’ reasoning.  Before 
Paroh’s genocidal decree the people believed that they would endure their suffering and that 
the Jewish people would survive.  Their affliction was harrowing but it was not pointless.  They 
were preserving the Jewish people.  When Paroh decreed that every male should be killed, 
their endurance no longer served a purpose.  Paroh’s program was designed to destroy the 
Jewish people.  No longer was there any point to enduring.  The grueling routine was 
transformed into pointless toil.100  
 

 
100  Rav Meir Leibush ben Yechiel Michel (Malbim), Midrah Hagadah – Commentary on Pesach Hagadah, p 31.  
Malbim’s phrasing is not completely clear.  The following is the text of his comments:  “Our toil”. The term amal 
refers to a person who toils without benefiting oneself. Instead, his toil is pointless and does not achieve its 
objective… “This is the decree of the sons”.  Insofar as they toiled on their behalf and it was pointless because 
Paroh decreed that they should be destroyed.    
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We give thanks before You, Hashem – our L-rd and the L-rd of our fathers – that You placed 
our portion among those who dwell in the bait ha’midrash and You did not place our portion 
among those who dwell at street corners.  We rise early and they rise early.  We arise to the 
words of Torah and they arise to meaningless affairs.  We toil and they toil.  We toil and 
receive reward.  They toil and do not receive reward.  (Hadran prayer) 
 
V.  The amal of Torah study 
This interesting insight into the Hagadah has an important implication in regards to Torah 
study.  This is because the term amal is used to describe Torah study.  The above quote is taken 
from the Hadran prayer.  This prayer is customarily recited upon the completion of a tractate of 
the Talmud.101  In this prayer we describe the study of Torah as toil – amal.  This presents three 
problems.  First, how can the study of Torah be characterized as a pointless activity.  Second, 
we declare in this prayer that our toil in the study of Torah is rewarded.  If it is rewarded, then it 
is not amal!  There is a meaningful outcome! 
 
Third, the Hadran prayer compares the study of Torah to other endeavors.  These other 
activities are described as meaningless activities that are not rewarded.  This seems to be an 
unfair assertion. The recompense for other activities may not be a reward from Hashem but, 
certainly, they are rewarded.  For example, a person who makes a wise investment in securities 
or in some other asset is rewarded. The asset appreciates and his wealth grows.  Why does the 
Hadran treat this endeavor as meaningless and without reward? 
 
VI.  The unique character of Torah study 
We must begin by understanding how the term amal is being used in this prayer.  In order to 
understand this usage, we must more carefully consider how we view or describe endeavors.  
An endeavor has two aspects.  It involves an activity and it includes an outcome.  Let’s return to 
the example of our investor.  His endeavor includes a set of activities in which he engages.  He 
identifies potential investments.  He evaluates their potential for producing profit.  He 
evaluates risk. He deploys his capital among his various investment options.  His endeavor also 
produces an outcome.  He earns a profit from his investments.   
 
The same analysis applies to the endeavors of a student of Torah.  He engages in an activity of 
study and discovery.  He produces an outcome.  The outcome is his correct understanding of 
the material he studies.   
 
The term amal in the Hadran prayer, refers to the activity of an endeavor – divorced from and 
viewed irrespective of its outcome.  This usage is slightly different than the usage in the 
Hagadah.  However, both usages share a common root.  In both instances, amal describes 
activity divorced of product.  However, in the Hagadah, the activity is divorced of a meaningful 
product because that product – the survival of the people – has been eliminated by Paroh’s 

 
101 The current text has been in use for a few hundred years (Rav Aden Steinsaltz).  The practice of celebrating the 
completion of a tractate is derived from Mesechet Shabbat 118b.  See: Rav Shlomo Luria, Yam shel Shlomo, 
Mesechet Baba Kamma, Chapter 7, afterword.   
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decree.  In the Hadran prayer, the term amal describes activity divorced of its product.  
However, in this instance the product is achievable; we are choosing to consider the activity 
alone and without its product.102   
 
This clearer understanding of the use of the term amal in the Hadran prayer answers our first 
two questions.  The term is used to describe an activity that is viewed separately from its 
outcome.  The prayer does not suggest that learning does not produce an outcome or that the 
outcome is meaningless.      
 
Now, we are ready to understand the strange declarations of the Hadran prayer.  The investor’s 
amal – his activities when considered irrespective of their outcomes – have no reward. They are 
meaningless.  It is only the hoped-for outcome that inspires the investor.  He engages in the 
elaborate and tedious process of investment evaluation and analysis in order to make money.   
If he did not believe that his activities would lead to that outcome, he would engage in other 
endeavors.  In short, his amal – his activities, alone – has no inherent value or reward.   
The Hadran prayer is explaining that the activity of Torah study does have inherent value – 
regardless of the success of the student.  It makes no difference whether the student develops 
a deeper understanding of the material or ends his study session more confused than when he 
started.  The value of and reward for the endeavor is to be found in the activity and not only in 
its outcome.   
 
All of our questions on the prayer are answered by this insight.  The point made by the Hadran 
prayer is not that Torah study produces reward and other activities do not.  The point is that we 
receive reward for the amal of Torah study.  This means that the activity of Torah study has 
value and reward regardless of its success.  In this sense, Torah study is unique.  All other 
endeavors are worthwhile by virtue of their product.  The amal alone is meaningless.  The 
activity’s meaningfulness is derived from the success of its outcome.  Only in the case of Torah 
study does the amal – the activity itself – have inherent value.103 
 
VII.  Questions without answers 
Now, we can return to and answer our original question.  We have discovered that our question 
is founded upon a flawed understanding of the nature and objective of Torah study.  We 
assumed that unanswered questions detract from the quality of one’s Torah study.  We 
assumed that if our children pose questions that we cannot answer, then we have failed to 
fulfill the obligation to study with them the story of our exodus.  This is not true.  The study of 
Torah is not dependent upon coming to definite conclusions and discovering the answers to our 
questions.  We are required to engage in study, to connect with the Torah.  Whether our 
engagement leads to answers or to even greater questions, we have fulfilled the mitzvah of 
Torah study. 

 
102 It seems that the more fundamental usage is that of the Hadran prayer.  Amal is the activity involved in an 
endeavor, considered separately from its product.  The use of the term to describe the misery of bondage is intended 
to communicate that they engaged in activity alone.  In other words, their activity – their intense labor – was not 
associated with the achievement of a meaningful outcome.   
103 This is not an original interpretation. I regret that I cannot recall its source.   
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As parents and as teachers, we must understand that our primary responsibility is not to 
provide our children and students with answers. Instead, we must inspire our children and 
students to engage in Torah study and in the pursuit of understanding.  Sometimes, study leads 
to answers and greater understanding.  Sometimes, authentic study uncovers mistaken 
assumptions and flaws in presumed answers.  Recognizing these mistakes and flaws is also an 
increase in our understanding – even though the encounter does not provide conclusive results. 
(5777) 
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ר פירת העומ ס  
Counting the Omer 

 
And you should count, from the day following the holiday, from the day that you bought the 
Omer wave offering, seven weeks.  They should be complete.  (Sefer VaYikra 23:15) 
 
This pasuk introduces the mitzvah of Sefirat HaOmer – the counting of the Omer.  The Torah 
requires that we count seven weeks from the day on which the Omer sacrifice was offered.  The 
Omer was a special grain offering brought on the second day of Pesach.  Each of the forty-nine 
days of these seven weeks is individually counted.  On the fiftieth day Shavuot is celebrated.  
The command is performed through verbally announcing the count each night. 
 
The Talmud explains that this mitzvah must be performed by all males.104  This law is derived 
from our pasuk.  Ivrit differentiates between the second person singular and the plural.  In this 
case the plural is used.  This means that the counting is performed by many. 
 
There is another instance in which we are required to count towards a date.  This is the 
counting towards the Jubilee year – the Yovel.  The Yovel occurred in the Land of Israel every 
fifty years.  This year was observed through a number of special laws.  Jewish servants were set 
free.  Land was redistributed to the descendants of those who had first occupied the land.  The 
land was not worked during the Yovel year.  Determination of the Yovel required counting.  
Forty-nine years are counted from a Yovel year.  The fiftieth year is the next Yovel. 
 
Who was responsible to count the years between the Yovel years?  This obligation was 
executed by the Great Court.105   This raises an interesting question.  The mitzvah of Sefirat 
HaOmer is performed by individuals.  The counting for Yovel is only performed by the Great 
Court.  Why are these mitzvot assigned to different elements of the community? 
 
A careful analysis of Maimonides’ formulation of each mitzvah will help resolve this issue.  In 
addition to counting the years leading to the Yovel, the Great Court is obligated to declare the 
Yovel year.  These are two separate commandments.  The court is obligated to count the years 
and declare the Yovel.  Maimonides, understandably, connects these two commandments.  The 
counting is requisite for the declaration of the Yovel.  Both elements merge into a single 
objective.106 
 
The Great Court is responsible for the establishment of the Jewish calendar.107  The court 
declared the beginning of each month and subsequently established our current calendar.  The 
establishment of the Yovel year is also a calendar function.  It is quite understandable that this 
mitzvah and the requisite counting should be responsibilities of the court. 

 
104  Mesechet Menachot 65b. 
105 Rabbaynu Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam / Maimonides) Mishne Torah, Hilchot Shemitah VeYovel 10:1. 
106  Rabbaynu Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam / Maimonides) Mishne Torah, Hilchot Shemitah VeYovel 10:1. 
107  Rabbaynu Moshe ben Maimon (Rambam / Maimonides) Mishne Torah, Hilchot Kiddush HaChodesh 1:5. 
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Why is the counting of the Omer an individual responsibility and not the duty of the court?  We 
can only conclude that Sefirat HaOmer does not determine the date of Shavuot.  This occurs 
spontaneously with the advent of the second day of Pesach.  The counting is not required to 
designate the date of Shavuot. 
 
What then is the purpose of counting the Omer?  Through this counting we recognize the 
identity of these intervening days.  We acknowledge the special nature of each day of the 
Omer.  As this is a personal act of acknowledgment, it must be performed by the individual.  
The court cannot perform this mitzvah. (5763) 


