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The Princess Bride is one of my favorite childhood movies. Toward the beginning of the film, 

there’s a great duel between the characters portrayed by Mandy Patinkin, Inigo Mantoya, and 

Cary Elwes, the man in black. Inigo is so struck by the fencing prowess of his adversary that he 

wishes to know his identity.  

“Who are you?” he asks. 

“No one of consequence,” says the man in black.  

“Please,” Inigo says. “I must know.”  

To which the man in black in replies: “Get used to disappointment.”  

 

Inigo is defeated and only much later learns the true identity of the man who’s bested him.  

 

It may not be the first word we think of when it comes to Pesach, but disappointment actually 

abounds on this holiday.  

• Think of the four archetypal sons who join us at the Seder: One we have no qualms about 

calling a Rasha. How dispiriting that despite our best efforts to instill in him a love of 

Judaism, he’s rejected his tradition and offers nothing but taunts and barbs. And there’s a 

second son who’s only nominally better. The שאינו יודע לשאול. We ask so little. All we 

want is for the child to ask a decent question – any question! – and even this is too much 

for him. Half the children at the Seder have disappointed us. 

• Next, we can’t help but think of the people not at our Seder. How sad it is that there are 

fractures in our lives. Friends or family members who should rightly be together with us 

– but for one reason or another – are sadly absent.  

• And of course then there’s Yizkor: those who are missing from our most joyous 

celebration because they’re no longer with us. How disheartening to pause and remember 

the people with whom we used to celebrate Pesach that have passed away.  

• And disappointment is arguably the theme of Shir Hashirim, too. It’s a series of 

frustrations and unrequited loves. “I searched for you, but you were gone.” 

 

What, then, does Pesach teach us about how to confront the challenge of disappointment? Is 

simply getting used to it the best we can do? Or does our tradition offer something more?  

 

With your permission, I’d like to venture three suggestions – three thoughts about how we might 

conceive of the solution to this riddle. 

 

The first answer is the most obvious, but at the same time the least perceptible.  

 

Why is it that we read Shir Hashirim today? To read Eichah on Tisha B’Av or Esther on Purim – 

those choices require little explication. But what does a love poem have to do with Pesach?  

 

It’s when we think about Shir Hashirim as a metaphor for the bond between Hashem and the 

Jewish people that the answer becomes clear. For Pesach is not just the anniversary of the birth 
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of our nation; it’s the celebration of our entering into a ברית ארוסין with Hashem. In the love story 

between God and his people, Pesach represents that special moment when we became betrothed 

to one another – committed by virtue of a covenantal relationship.  

 

We all have frustrations, disappointments, losses, unmet expectations. To bear them alone would 

be an almost superhuman task. But such is not our burden. Because we have a relationship with 

Hashem. And so we are never alone.  

 

We don’t need to wait until Yizkor to open up and share our pain with our Creator. We can do 

that on any day of the year – because we’re blessed with the gift of Tefillah – with the 

opportunity to speak personally to the Almighty – to share both our aspirations and our 

disappointments.  

 

It’s hard for us moderns to relate to Hashem in this way. When we think of God, we naturally 

imagine a transcendent being; but God is also immanent – close by, accessible. So many other 

religions require intermediaries between the people and their God. But not so Judaism.  

 

The text of our siddur may be immovable; but that doesn’t mean our Tefillah can’t move us. The 

first response to disappointment is to remember that we are not fated to bear it alone. Hashem is 

forever with us.  

 

Second, it’s worth noticing that while disappointment may be a trope on this holiday, Pesach also 

offers up a countervailing force that’s no less prominent – and no less powerful. And that of 

course is the theme of song.  

 

It’s not just that the Seder features beautiful tunes; Pesach is suffused by the ethic of שירה:  

• The whole Haggadah turns on the paragraph that begins with the words  לפיכך אנחנו חייבים
 That the story of the Jewish people is one of salvation and redemption .להודות ולהלל

requires us to offer up a song: ונאמר לפניו שירה חדשה. 

• Seder night is the only time on the Jewish calendar that we recite Hallel at night. 

• We read שירת דוד in the Haftarah of שביעי של פסח. 

• We read the story of קריאת ים סוף and the song at the sea.  

• And of course today we read שיר השירים – a book of songs.  

 

Everyone who sings on Pesach has suffered a setback.  

• The Israelites were separated from a myriad of relatives that didn’t make it out of Egypt.  

• King David suffered a lifetime of family discord and political conflict. That he was never 

permitted to build the בית המקדש was the height of disappointment.  

• And to read the book of קהלת is to know the psychic turmoil of King Solomon. 

 

And yet they sang. They seized on that which was salutary and they celebrated it.  

 

This then is the second response to disappointment. There is always a perspective from which 

things can seem more positive and more hopeful.  
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One morning in the Kovno ghetto in 1941, the Jews had gathered together to daven. It was 

already clear to them that there was no hope of escape. The old pious Jew who had gotten up to 

lead the davening, could finally say the words no longer. He came to the bracha that we recite 

every morning: בא"ה אמ"ה שלא עשני עבד. He turned to his fellow מתפללים and he said: “I cannot 

say this brachah. How can I thank God for my freedom when I’m a prisoner facing death. Only a 

madman could say this prayer now.” 

 

They turned to the young Rabbi Ephraim Oshry for advice. Perhaps the man was right. Perhaps 

they should skip the brachah. 

 

“No,” he said. “We cannot abolish this brachah. Our enemies wish to make us their slaves. They 

may control our bodies, but they do not control our souls. By making this brachah we declare 

that we still see ourselves as free men, temporarily in captivity, awaiting God’s redemption.” 

 

Whatever our condition – whatever our situation – there is always room for a brachah; there is 

always room for song.  

 

Our job is to have the vision to identify what it is: to see the world as a series of musical notes – 

one of which is always waiting to be sounded.  

 

Finally, the Megillah of Shir Hashirim itself offers up one final commentary. 

 

At the end of the third chapter, the Megillah records the following imperative:  

 ת ִלּבֹו: ְצֶאינָה ּוְרֶאינָה ְּבנֹות ִצּיֹון ַּבֶּמֶל, ְׁש+מֹה ָּבֲעָטָרה ֶׁשִעְּטָרה־ּלֹו ִאּמֹו ְּביֹום ֲחֻתּנָתֹו ּוְביֹום ִׂשְמחַ 

 

Oh maidens of Zion: Go out and gaze upon the crown that Shlomo’s mother gave him on the day 

of his wedding.  

 

But as the Midrash writes:  

 א"ר חנינא בר יצחק, חזרנו על כל המקרא ולא מצינו שעשתה בת שבע עטרה לשלמה.

We can’t find it. There’s no record anywhere of a crown that Batsheva gave to her son.  

 

Rabbi Moshe Alshech, the great 16
th

 century rabbi in Safed, offers an extraordinary suggestion. 

The day to which the Megillah refers here, he says, is the day on which Shlomo married the 

daughter of Pharaoh – the woman who would lead him down the path of ignominy.  

 

The crown Batsheva offered her son was a metaphorical crown of reproof. “How could you do 

this,” she said. “How could you betray the legacy of your father?” It was the tearful rebuke of her 

son that she placed on his head.  

 

Here we have the very paradigm of disappointment. Here we have the mother of a man who at 

the same moment he’d reached the pinnacle of political achievement had sunken to the nadir of 

religious life. Her expectations had been foiled and her hopes dashed.  

 

But rather than accept the hand she’d been dealt, she protests. Batsheva reminds us that we don’t 

always have to accept disappointment as a kind of fate. We may not be in a position to change 
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the final verdict, but neither are we obliged to sit idly by, complicit in a narrative with which we 

do not agree. 

 

Each of us walks this earth bearing our own frustrations and disappointments on one shoulder. 

The trick is to make sure of what we bear on the other: To remember that we are never alone 

because Hashem with us. To remember to always make room for song. To remember that we 

need not remain passive when life conspires to confound us. And to remember that in this season 

of גאולה, redemption is always within reach.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


