
This Shabbos 25 years ago, I stepped up to the bimah as a 13-year-old Bar Mitzvah to read 
Parshat Ki Tavo, which describes the vidui bikkurim, the declaration made over a basket of 
one's first fruit.  I'll admit it's taken some time, but as an adult, husband, father, and member of 
the Jewish community, I've come to appreciate the significance of this ancient ceremony, how 
relevant it is in modern times, and why we need to relive it every year in the Passover seder: At 
its core (pun intended), it's about the centrality of national history to our identity as Jews and 
our obligation to teach history to the next generation.  

A quick refresher: The Jewish people are commanded, upon conquering and settling the Land 
of Israel, to make a pilgrimage to Jerusalem to bring the first ripened fruits to the Beit 
Hamikdash and present them to the Kohanim in a basket as a sign of thanksgiving to Hashem.  
It was intended to be a festive scene filled with music and celebration. 

The act makes a powerful statement about living in and 
contributing to one's community.  Each person is 
effectively saying, "I'm not just a farmer.  Yes, I 
work the land and grow crops.  I work hard 
every day in the soil under the hot sun.  And 
yet, instead of savoring the literal fruits of my 
labor, here I am donating it to the Temple 
because I'm part of a community, and I 
recognize that my contribution is essential to 
the functioning of the Temple from which I 
stand to benefit tremendously."  

Merely donating one's fruits, though, was not 
enough.  Each person had to make the following 
remarkable declaration:  

My father was a wandering Aramean, and he went down into Egypt and lived there, few 
in number, and there became a great nation, powerful and numerous.  But the Egyptians 
ill-treated us and made us suffer, subjecting us to harsh labor.  Then we cried out to the 
Lord, the God of our ancestors, and the Lord heard our voice and saw our misery, toil, 
and oppression.  So the Lord brought us out of Egypt with a mighty hand and an 
outstretched arm, with great terror and with signs and wonders.  And He brought us to 
this place and gave us this land, a land flowing with milk and honey (Devarim 26:5-9).  
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The declaration takes the mitzvah to a whole other level.  It is essentially the Jewish redemption 
story in a nutshell: the patriarchy, the growth of the nation, the oppression of slavery, the 
liberation from Egypt, and finally, the conquest of Israel at the hand of God.  The passages are 
familiar because they have been incorporated into a key portion of Maggid in the Passover 
Haggadah as we commemorate the birth of Jewish nationhood each year.  

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, z”l,  notes that for the first time, retelling the nation's history becomes 
an obligation for every citizen of the nation.  "Jews were commanded to become a nation of 
storytellers," he says.  The obligation does not belong to the elite, it belongs to each individual 
Jew, and so it is recited in the first person.  "Everyone one of us is a guardian of that story and 
memory."  

Why?  Because Jewish history is the foundation of our religious identity.  It provides a context 
in which we can understand who we are and what we are doing, even for something seemingly 
so commonplace as growing fruit.  As Rabbi Sacks says, it connects us not just horizontally to 

family and community but vertically as a link on an ancient 
chain to those who came before us that will continue 

in perpetuity so long as we keep telling the story.  
The incomparable history of the Jews is a 

blessing to be cherished because it provides 
so much meaning to our daily lives.  

The obligation to instill an appreciation 
of our history has arguably never been 
more important than in today's society, 

which has narrowed the place for 
tradition and honoring the past.  It has 

become far more fashionable to condemn – 
and often cancel – the past under the guise of 

social justice.  This must be confronted head-on, 
especially where it implicates the story of the Jewish people 

and the history of the State of Israel.  Parshat Ki Tavo teaches us that the key to Jewish 
continuity is fostering a culture in which we honor the past, make it part of our identity and 
ensure those values are passed on to the next generation. 

Jordan and Caroline Bryk moved to Scarsdale from the Upper East Side last August.  
They are grateful to have found such a wonderful home at Young Israel along with 
their three children, Margaux (WDS 2nd grade), James (WDS kindergarten) and Nicky 
(Chabad 2s).
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