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We all know that one of the governing principles of Seder night is מתחיל בגנות ומסיים בשבח. We 

start with the shameful beginnings of our people and we close with a sense of celebration and 

optimism. It doesn’t seem as though there’s any debate about the second half of this statement, 

but the Gemara records a מחלוקת about what the first part means: 

 

. דף קטז עמוד אלמוד בבלי מסכת פסחים ת   

מתחיל בגנות ומסיים בשבח מאי בגנות? רב אמר: מתחלה עובדי עבודת גלולים היו אבותינו. [ושמואל] אמר: עבדים 

 היינו

So what do we do? What’s the conclusion of the debate?  

 

If you were at the Seder, you know the answer – we do both. We start with עבדים היינו. And then 

a few pages later, we start again with ע"ז היו אבותינו מתחילה עובדי .   

 

On reflection, though, it’s bizarre. There can only be one first page in the book. What does it 

mean that we do both – that we start the story twice?  

 

What I’d like to suggest this morning, is that we don’t just start the story twice; we actually start 

it countless times. And it’s with good reason.  

 

We have a special Mitzvah on Seder night called סיפור יציאת מצרים. Each of us is obligated to tell 

the story of the Jewish people – the story of our salvation. We all know the story. We’re all 

familiar with the narrative. The problem is, the Torah doesn’t tell us where to start. And like any 

story, a decision has to be made about where to begin.  

• What’s the context? 

• What’s the background? 

• How much is known? 

• How much can be assumed?  

 

Biographers and historians struggle with this all the time: Where does the narrative begin? I’m 

writing a book of the modern state of Israel. I can’t possibly start in 1948; I need to put things in 

perspective. So what’s the right place to start? The partition plan? The first Zionist Congress? 

Joshua crossing the Jordan? Hashem’s promise to Avraham? It’s a hard question.   

 

And it’s not just that the question is left unresolved on Seder night; the Haggadah features a 

whole series of different theories about where to begin. I have at least five beginnings – five 

suggestions the Haggadah makes about where our story rightfully takes off. There are probably 

more. You already know the first two. 

• According to Rav, we start with Avraham and Terach. 

• Shmuel wants us to start with Pharoah. 
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• The Yerushalmi has a different starting place. You know why we drink four cups at the 

Seder? According to the Palestinian Talmud it’s because the word כוס – the word cup – is 

mentioned four times in the dream of the butler. On this interpretation, the story starts 

with Yosef’s ascension to power. 

• If you ascribe meaning to Karpas, the story starts with an earlier episode in Yosef’s life. 

Why do we dip at the beginning of the seder? To commemorate the dipping that set into 

motion the chain of events that landed the Jewish people in Egypt in the first place – the 

sale of Yosef – immortalized by the brothers’ dipping Yosef’s coat in blood. 

• And the farmer – who recapitulates Jewish history when he brings his bikkurim to the 

Temple – has yet a different starting point: Arami oved avi. It begins with Lavan. It was 

Yaakov’s flight from his father in law that ultimately landed him and his descendants in 

Mitzrayim.  

 

When it comes to the Seder, where to start the story is not an academic question. What’s riding 

on it is nothing less than the attention of our children. 

 

With their teasing from the text the personalities of the four sons, Chazal already demonstrated 

that they were acutely aware of the varied types of children around our table. And you can see 

this same sensitivity playing out here in our discussion of how to start the story.  

 

 ;it’s about relationships between parents and children – מתחילה עודהי ע"ז היו אבותינו •

  .it’s about societal influence and politics – עבדים הייני •

 it’s about sibling rivalry – מכירת יוסף •

 it’s about how fate and circumstance may be beyond our – כוסות בחלום של שר המשקים •

control. Yosef ends up forgotten by the one who should have remembered him. 

• And in ארמי אבד אבי, the real story begins when you join the family of your spouse.  

 

Depending on the child, the kind of narrative we tell will resonate in different ways. For a child 

enmeshed in the throes of sibling rivalry, a story about brothers selling their younger sibling into 

slavery is surely going to ring true. For a different character type, the politics and intrigue of 

Pharoah might be what does it. And so on. 

 

And of course what’s true for children is no less true for us. Depending on our contemporary life 

circumstances, what resonates with us will change, too. And so we cast as wide a net as we can.  

 

But there’s also a message in the Haggadah of consolation about what happens if at first we 

don’t succeed. If our first play doesn’t work, we get a second chance. And a third. And a fourth.  

 

Have you ever wondered why we sing אחד מי יודע at the end of the Seder? What does it have to 

do with the Seder? It’s not as if we say, “Who knows four? Four are the four cups and three are 

the three Matzot.” Maybe it’s there because it’s another beginning. If by the end of the meal all 

else has failed, take one more stab at it. Just go back to the basics. If nothing else, leave the child 

with the message: One is Hashem. Start from there and perhaps – in time – the rest will come.  
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While debate abounds when it comes to the question of where to begin, how to conclude is never 

in doubt. In Judaism, one eye is always trained on the ultimate redemption, the messianic time 

that still beckons.  

 

So whether we’ve pulled them in with a story about difficult in-laws or debates between parents 

and children, we’re also sure to leave them with the universal message of the Seder: Yes, we 

celebrate the salvation of our past, but the best is still yet to come. “Join us,” we say, “in 

authoring the great, but yet unwritten, chapter of the Jewish future.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


