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Students and Teachers Unite 

Pesach 2009 

Rabbi Yosie Levine 

 
The most recent issue of Commentary Magazine features an article by Jesse Kellerman 
titled: Let My People Go to the Buffet: A Memoir of a life Spent in Passover Hotels. This 
is an excerpt that I thought you might appreciate: 

 
 
So allow me to begin by commending of each you for choosing the high road rather than 
opting for Canyom Room C. There’s something that I quite enjoy about the intimacy of 
Pesach on the West Side.  
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And as we’ll talk about in a moment, I hope it will be an opportunity not just to enjoy one 
another’s company – but also to learn from one another as well. 
 
I’d like to pose to two questions to you: One is quite general – the other much more 
specific: 
 
My first question is a very basic one: Who needs the Haggadah? Why in fact do we have 
a script for Seder night? Of course there’s a seder. We have a lot to do – there are a 
number of mitzvos to keep track of and it’s helpful to have some guidance. But why the 
text of the Haggadah specifically? Why not a little outline listing the various elements of 
the night – like the one that appears at the beginning of most Haggadahs?  
 
To hone in a little more, what I’m really asking is why the maggid section looks the way 
it does. Remember it’s from the word Maggid that we derive the word Haggadah. If our 
goal of Maggid is to retell the story of the Exodus, why not just read the story as it 
appears in Sefer Shmos? Why is the presentation of the Haggadah so fragmented and 
piecemeal? We jump around from one drasha to another to a mishna to a pasuk to a 
medrash. We’re all over the map. And even if there is a rhyme and a reason to the order 
of the seder, would it not have been more a direct kiyum in the mitzvah of סיפור יציאת 
  ?to simply go ahead and tell story of the Exodus מצרים
 
That’s my big question – why a Haggadah? Why our patchwork maggid? Why not use 
the original? 
 
My smaller question is this – and I hope it will help us answer the bigger question: 
There’s a very odd formulation that serves as our introduction to the four sons. Right 
before we get to the תם, רשע, חכם  and the שאינו יודע לשאול, the author of the Haggadah 
presents us with a kind of prologue. Does anyone remember what it is? 
The Haggadah says, 

.רוך הוא ברוך שנתן תורה לעמו ישראל ברוך הואברוך המקום ב  
Blessed is Hashem who has given the Torah to his people, Israel, blessed is he.  

 
It’s so strange. Seemingly out of left field, right in the middle of maggid we have this call 
to praise Hashem. So my second question is what is ברוך המקום ברוך הוא doing in the 
middle of our Haggadah? 
 
I’d like to share with you an explanation proposed by Rav Soloveitchik. The Rav 
suggests a kind of re-envisioning of seder night. And that is to see the entire Haggadah 
through the lens of Talmud Torah. That in point of fact, we’re as interested – if not more 
interested – in the means of seder night than the ends.  
 
If we were simply interested in accomplishing the goal of retelling the story of the 
Exodus, the simplest and most direct means by which to accomplish this goal, would 
certainly be to read excerpts from Sefer Shemos. What better way to remain true to the 
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 narrative than to read the primary texts themselves. Who would need all the יציאת מצרים
back and forth of maggid? 
 
But ends on seder night are almost secondary to the means. Think of the four questions in 
the mah nisthana? Do we even answer the questions? Why do we lean tonight? Is there an 
answer in the Haggadah? Why do we dip twice? The Haggadah never tells us.  
 
Because this goes to the very same point – namely, that the goal on seder night is neither 
to reproduce to the story of the Exodus as it was told in the Torah nor is it to fully resolve 
the many questions that invariably arise at the seder.  
 
As Rav Soloveitchik puts it, what we’re doing at the seder is something much more 
fundamental. We’re engaging fully in the process of תלמוד תורה. Studying Torah isn’t 
reading a text. It’s engaging in a process that provokes questions and stimulates 
conversation.  
 
That’s why we introduce the four sons with ברוך המקום ברוך הוא. Does this formulation 
ring a bell for anyone? It’s a paraphrase of ברכת התורה that we say every morning. As 
we’re about to embark on a special mitzvah of Talmud Torah – not just reading or telling 
the story – but really studying the texts, it makes perfect sense that we introduce this 
section of the haggadah with a kind of bracha.  
 
And as we say every morning, we ask Hashem to help us make the words of Torah sweet 
אלוקינו את דברי תורתך בפינו' והערת נא ה –  – because we’re less interested in the sheer 
content, and much more interested in ensuring that everyone is part of the process – and 
that everyone attaches to it. 
 
That’s why the Haggadah feels like such a hodgepodge. It’s quite intentional. There’s an 
assortment of Peshat and Derash, stories and halacha, mikra and mishna. The goal is to 
cast as wide a net as possible so that everyone at the seder will find his or her unique 
portal of entry.  
 
So right at the moment when we call attention to the fact that we have so many different 
personalities sitting at our table – right at the moment when we’re about to introduce in 
earnest the notion of Talmud Torah – quoting passages from the Torah and exploring 
them – we pause to recite ברכת התורה. We stop to recognize that this is in fact what we’ve 
been called to do here on Seder night. 
 
That’s why, as the Rambam says right at the beginning of פרק ז'  of הלכות חמץ ומצה –  
 even great scholars who know the story by heart – are obligated in the – אפילו חכמים גדולים
mitzvah of סיפור יציאת מצרים.  
Think of the sages in Bnei Brak – they knew everything – but it didn’t matter. They were 
still engaged in the exchange of ideas – because that is precisely what’s demanded of us 
on Seder night.  
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Growing up, we always used to have a model seder a week or so before Pesach. It was a 
way to really pay full attention to the children – at a time of day when they were still 
awake. It’s such a great concept – a model Seder. Because that’s exactly what our seder 
should be. A model for the rest of our year. 
On Pesach it’s easy. We’ve done it so many times that our accumulated knowledge 
makes us all resident experts. Think of how you’ve explained to a newcomer the 
symbolism of matzah or marror. That explanation is a beautiful fulfillment of the ethic of 
teaching Torah – exactly the process in which we are supposed to be absorbed on Pesach 
night.  
 
But the Seder is just a more developed example of what we should be doing day in and 
day out – and that is the mitzvah of studying and teaching Torah.   
 
As the gemara says, (Brachos 31a) – whenever you say goodbye to someone, you should 
always leave them with words of Torah. Because conversation surrounding Torah has so 
many facets, the discussion is never closed. It’s a way of keeping the connection between 
two people open. When they talk again, they’ll have an unfinished conversation to which 
to return.  
 
On Sunday I was busy helping facilitate the sale of chametz. And someone who’s not a 
member but davens with us sometimes stopped by to give me his mechiras chametz form. 
And he said, Rabbi Levine – I wanted to share with you some good news.  
What’s the news, I said. 
I got engaged, he told me. 
And I said Mazel tov – that’s fantastic news! Who’s your fiancé? Where did you meet? 
And he told me that he met his bride to be on the 10th floor of The Jewish Center on the 
2nd night of Pesach last year – upstairs at MJE beginners’ seder.  
 
Maybe it began with a question. Maybe it began with an answer. I don’t think it matters. 
Because part of the beauty of Talmud Torah is that we privilege both. You don’t need to 
know everything to be an active participant in the mitvah of Talmud Torah. All you need 
is a willingness to be part of the process. 
 
So tonight, when we’re a little more awake for the second seder, I hope we’ll approach 
the text of the Haggadah – not as a script – but as a source of inspiration. The Haggadah 
is our great reminder that deep down, each and every one of us can be and should be – 
not only a student of Torah – but a teacher of Torah as well.  
 
 


