
1 

 

The Ties that Bind 

Pesach II 2014 

The Jewish Center 

Rabbi Yosie Levine 

 

One of the questions for which there never seems to be enough time at the Seder is the question 

about the egg. What’s it doing on our Seder plate?  

 

The truth is that it really goes back to Talmudic times. The Gemara tells us that we’re supposed 

to have two תבשילין – two cooked foods – at our Seder. The idea is to have a zecher both to the 

korban chagigah and the korban pesach that were eaten at the Seder in Temple times. The 

Rambam, for instance, didn’t have an egg at his Seder – he had two pieces of meat. 

 

But already by the time the שלחן ערוך codified this Halacha, he tells us that the practice was to 

have one piece of meat and an egg. 

 

And Chazal explain that the egg is uniquely suited to the Seder night because the egg is the food 

of the mourner and there’s a streak of mourning that runs through the Seder inasmuch as we’re 

grieving over the loss of the Temple and our inability to bring the Korban Pesach as it was meant 

to be brought. And that’s why, chazal say, it’s no coincidence that Pesach and Tisha B’Av 

always fall out on the same day of the week. The Sephardim even have a Kinah on Tisha B’Av 

that begins with the words מה נשתנה. Somehow the two holidays are linked. But the question is 

why? Can we say something more about the Tisha B’Av – Pesach connection? 

 

One of the questions we do ask at the Seder, is why we dip twice? As I once mentioned in the 

past, the two dippings correspond to the bookends of the Exodus narrative. The first signifies the 

moment when it all began – מכירת יוסף – when the brothers took יוסף’s coat and dipped into blood 

– thus beginning our descent into Egypt.  

 

The second dipping corresponds to the moment on the doorstep of freedom. As the Jews 

performed the paschal service, they dipped a bundle of hyssop into a pale of blood – marking the 

end of their obedience to the Egyptians.  

 

What I’d like to suggest is that there’s a good reason to be thinking about Tisha B’Av at the 

Seder – even if only for a moment. Because it’s the theme of Tisha B’Av – internal Jewish 

conflict – that got us into Egypt in the first place. It was animosity between siblings. And the 

prerequisite for redemption is the end to jealousy and petty rivalry and our capacity to function 

as an אגודת אזוב – a unified people.  

 

One of the goals of the Seder is to think about how to get from here to there. We keep coming 

back to Tisha B’Av because the חרבן is code for the same fractiousness and rivalry and jealousy 

that went on between the brothers and Yosef. And it’s the same fractiousness that goes on in 

every generation. 

• In Talmudic times it was the Pharisees and the Saducees. 

• In Medieval times it was the struggle against the Karaites. 

• In modern times it was the Chassidim and the Misnagdim. 
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• And in contemporary times it’s the Traditional and the Liberal, the Sephardim and the 

Ashkenazim.  

 

Yosef and his brothers serve as the paradigm for every one of these great conflicts.  

 

But I want to suggest that in asking us to think about Yosef, the Seder also hints at an answer. 

It’s not perfect, but the Yosef story has a relatively happy ending. Remember the end of  ספר
 .After Yaakov dies, the brothers are worried that Yosef still harbors ill will toward them ?בראשית

But he reassures them and tells them that all will be OK. And the Torah uses the words:  

 וידבר על לבם
What does it mean that he spoke to their heart?  

 

It’s a Biblical idiom and it always means the same thing. It means that someone speaks in a way 

that will be heard.  

 

Think for instance of a less honorable example in the story of שכם and דינה: 

  בראשית פרק לד פסוק ג 

  ַוִּתְדַּבק נְַפׁשֹו ְּבִדינָה ַּבת יֲַעקֹב ַוּיֱֶאַהב ֶאת ַהּנֲַעָר ַויְַדֵּבר ַעל ֵלב ַהּנֲַעָר: 

 

We don’t know the words that he actually uttered, but whatever they were, they were received.  

(See for example Shoftim 19:3). To speak in a way that will be heard is a different way of saying 

to speak in a language that will be understood.  

 

Part of what created the conflict in Yosef’s family was the inability of Yosef and his brothers to 

understand each other. There’s much more to say about this. But just take as one example 

Yosef’s dream about the sheaves. His father and ten brothers are shepherds. Farmers and 

shepherds are archetypal opposites and rivals in the Ancient Near East. They’re fundamentally 

incapable of getting along.  When Yosef starts describing sheaves of wheat to his sheep-herding 

siblings, he may as well be speaking Chinese. Before people can come together, they need to 

share a language.   

 

In a college course he was teaching, Frank Bruni recently lamented a generational disconnect 

between him and his students. “I once brought up Vanessa Redgrave. Blank stares. Greta Garbo. 

Ditto. We were a few minutes into a discussion of an essay that repeatedly invoked Proust’s 

madeleine when I realized that almost none of the students understood what the madeleine 

signified or, for that matter, who this Proust fellow was.” 

 

It’s an age-old issue that speaks to the question of how different generations can come together. 

But Bruni wonders whether the problem is more pronounced in the 21
st
 century. The 

“narrowness of the cultural terrain that they and I share — the precise limits of the overlap — 

suggests something additional at work. In a wired world with hundreds of television channels, 

countless byways in cyberspace and all sorts of technological advances that permit each of us to 

customize his or her diet of entertainment and information, are common points of reference 

dwindling? Has the personal niche supplanted the public square?”  

 

It is what Princeton history professor Daniel Rodger calls an “Age of Fracture.” 
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I would argue that it’s not just that the personal niche has supplanted the public square; it’s 

supplanted the family square.  

 

Of course on Seder night we come together with the shared vocabulary of the Haggadah and the 

shared experience of Jewish history. The problem is that one night a year is not enough.  

 

In thinking about tensions in our own families (and you know that nothing brings up a good or 

deep-seated conflict like Yontif), there is something we can do: We can learn to speak in a 

language that will be understood.  

 

Did you ever notice that the whole Seder is set up as a series of questions? It’s not just מה נשתנה.  

 חכם מה הוא אומר –:ארבע בנים �

 פסח על שום מה, מצה זו שאנו אוכלים על שום מה �

� Even the songs we sings: אחד מי יודע 

 

Everything is formulated as a question because questions invite dialogue. They bespeak humility. 

Maybe we have answers that are known to us, but asking questions re-affirms our interest in 

hearing other voices.  

 

It’s not by chance that Pesach is the holiday whose principal locus is the home.  שה לבית אבות שה
 .We can talk about building a community and building a nation until we’re blue in the face .לבית

But if we haven’t invested in the foundation – if we haven’t invested in our own families – then 

we’ll be building castles in the sky.  

 

How many Pesachs are we granted in a lifetime? Let’s put this one to good use – by finding the 

ties that bind us both to our literal and figurative brothers.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


