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Opening 
Over the course of this past millennium, the Jewish people have produced more than 4,000 

different versions of the Haggadah. This morning, I want to bring to your attention a text that is 

surely one of the most unusual ever published.   

 

By way of background, in 1921 the Central Bureau of the Bolshevik Party's Jewish Chapter sent 

instructions to all its local branches to organize a 'Red Passover.' If the communists couldn’t stop 

the Jews from observing Pesach, perhaps, they thought, they could do the next best thing: 

Perhaps they could transform the Seder into a platform to promote the communist agenda. They 

began to distribute popular brochures on how to conduct an alternative Pesach celebration; 

cartoons and slogans were widely disseminated. And most interestingly, the Jewish communists 

began publishing what came to be known as Red Haggadahs.  

 

Several thousand of these Haggadahs were published. Today, only a few remain. To my 

knowledge – outside of private collections – the only copy in the United Stated is housed in the 

Judaica collection of Harvard University’s Widener Library.  

 

The entire text of the Red Haggadah was written in Yiddish. And for the most part, the layout of 

the traditional Seder remained intact, but the original content was replaced by communist 

propaganda. On the cover of your source sheet, I’ve reproduced the title page of what became 

known as the Haggadah far Gloiber un Apikorsim – the Haggadah for Believers and Atheists, 

published in Moscow in 1923 by a Moyshe Altshuler and republished in 1927. Notice in the 

illustration that those who observe the traditional Seder are surrounded by ghosts and demons.  

 

In this version of the Haggadah, instead of burning chametz before Pesach: the enemies of 

communism are symbolically cast into the oven: “They recited the blessing: “All landowners, 

bourgeois and their helpers – Mensheviks, Esers, Kadets,  Bundists, Zionists, Esesovtses, 

Eesovtses, Poaley Zionists, Tsaarey-tsienikes – and all other counterrevolutionaries should be 

burned in the flame of revolution.” 

 

Instead of Urchatz, begin by saying: “Wash off all the bourgeois shmutz; wash off the mold of 

generations, un zag nit kein bracha, nur a klala: and do not say a blessing, say a curse. 

Devastation must come upon all the old rabbinical laws and customs, yeshivas and chedarim that 

becloud and enslave the people.”  

 

Instead of the story of how the sea was divided, the Red Haggadah tells the story of the brave 

heroes of the Red Army.  

 

Instead of the groaning of the Jews in Egypt and God’s miracles, Altshuler writes that the real 

suffering is that of the proletariat and peasants in their resistance against their exploiters. 

 

And so it comes as no surprise that Korech – which is our topic this morning – takes on a whole 

new symbolism as well.  

 

Moyshe Altshuler, Haggadah for Believers and Atheists, second edition, reprinted in 

Moscow, 1927 
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Put together the Second 

International and the League of 

Nations. Between them place 

Zionism, and say, “Let them be 

eaten.” May they be eaten by the 

world revolutionary uprising of 

the proletariat. 

רסיםיבער און אפיקאפאר גלו האגאדע 1  

 
 

Just to be clear, my citing a socialist Haggadah does not in any way constitute an endorsement of 

a particular political candidate in advance of Tuesday’s primary.  

 

I think we can all be pretty sure that the goal of Korech is not to symbolically consume the 

Zionists. (Although some points here surely have to be awarded for creativity.) So what then is 

the goal? 

 

An Introduction to Korech 
 

The question if very simple: Why do we eat the Hillel sandwich on Seder night? Or to put it 

differently, what do we say in the Haggadah about why Hillel himself ate this sandwich?  
 

In remembrance of the Temple like Hillel: This is 

what Hillel would do when the Temple stood. He 

would wrap Matzah and Maror together to fulfil what 

is written in the verse: They shall eat it with 

unleavened bread and bitter herbs. 

 2 נוסח ההגדה

זכר למקדש כהלל. כן עשה הלל בזמן שבית 
המקדש היה קיים היה כורך מצה ומרור ואוכלן 

ביחד לקיים מה שנאמר על מצות ומרורים 
 יאכלוהו.

 

And of course it all stems from the verse in Numbers 11. 
 

  יא:במדבר ט 3

ַהֵּׁשנִי ְּבַאְרָּבָעה ָעָׂשר יֹום ֵּבין ָהַעְרַּביִם יֲַעׂשּו אֹתֹו ַּבחֶֹדׁש 
  :ַעל ַמּצֹות ּוְמרִֹרים יֹאְכֻלהּו

They shall offer it in the second month, on the 

fourteenth day of the month, at twilight. They 

shall eat it with unleavened bread and bitter herbs.   
 

(Just to be clear, my citing the Bible does not in any way constitute an endorsement of a 

particular political candidate in advance of Tuesday’s primary.) 

 

What’s clear from the text is that the Korban Pesach is eaten with Matzah and Maror together.  

So if our goal is to fulfill the Mitzvot of Matzah and Maror, the real question is: Why not just 

start with Hillel? 

 

We go through all these steps at the Seder: Matzah, Maror, Korech.... Wouldn't it be much 

simpler to just do Korech? It’s much more efficient. You've covered your Matzah, you've 

covered your Maror and you've covered Hillel. What's the downside?  

 

Let’s learn together the Gemara where we’re introduced to Hillel’s sandwich in the first place: 
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Who is the Tanna that holds Mitzvot do not cancel 

one another [when preformed simultaneiously]? It 

is Hillel. For we have learned: They said about 

Hillel that he would wrap [Matzah and Maror] 

together and eat them as it is written, They shall 

eat it with unleavened bread and bitter herbs. Said 

R. Yohanan: Hillel’s contemporaries disagreed with 

him. For we have learned: May one wrap them 

together and eat them at once as Hillel did? The 

verse tells us They shall eat it with unleavened 

bread and bitter herbs which indicates that they 

may even be eaten independently. . . Now since we 

have not decided in accordance with Hillel or with 

the rabbis – recite the blessing on Matzah and eat it; 

then recite the blessing on Maror and eat it; then eat 

Matzah and Maror [together] without a blessing in 

commemoration of the Temple like Hillel. 

   פסחים קטו. 4

 -מאן תנא דשמעת ליה מצות אין מבטלות זו את זו 

הלל שהיה כורכן אמרו עליו על הלל היא. דתניא: 
בבת אחת ואוכלן, שנאמר על מצות ומררים 

אמר רבי יוחנן: חולקין עליו חביריו על  יאכלהו.
הלל. דתניא: יכול יהא כורכן בבת אחת ואוכלן כדרך 

תלמוד לומר על מצות ומררים  - שהלל אוכלן 
אפילו זה בפני עצמו וזה בפני עצמו.  - יאכלהו 

פילו? אלא אמר מתקיף לה רב אשי: אי הכי, מאי א
רב אשי: האי תנא הכי קתני: יכול לא יצא בהו ידי 
חובתו אלא אם כן כורכן בבת אחת ואוכלן, כדרך 

תלמוד לומר על מצות ומררים  - שהלל אוכלן 
אפילו זה בפני עצמו וזה בפני עצמו.  - יאכלהו 

 -השתא דלא איתמר הלכתא לא כהלל ולא כרבנן 

מברך על מברך על אכילת מצה ואכיל, והדר 
אכילת מרור ואכיל, והדר אכיל מצה וחסא בהדי 

 .הדדי בלא ברכה, זכר למקדש כהלל

 

[Summary of the Gemara: Where is the evidence of a Tana who holds that Mitzvot don’t cancel 

each other – who is the Tana that holds Mitzvot can be combined? It’s Hillel. In Temple times, 

when all the Mitzvot under consideration (Pesach, Matzah and Maror) were Biblical in nature, he 

believes there’s no problem combining them. 

• R’ Yochanan interjects: But everyone disagrees with Hillel. No one would allow this. 

Each Mitzvah must be performed independently.  

• Rav Ashi: No objection – there is support for Hillel. 

• Conclusion: No final decision: We’re not sure. If Hillel is right and the pasuk is telling us 

to combine them, eating them separately would leave us having failed to perform our 

Mitzvot properly. But if the rabbis are right, we’re not permitted to combine them. So we 

split the difference: First do them independently and then eat them combined. Since the 

debate remains ultimately unresolved, do both so that all your bases are covered.]  
 

But there is a problem with this Gemara: 

 

1) While we may be able to follow the internal logic of this exchange, something is amiss. Can 

we think of any other example where we come to a conclusion like this? We have lots of 

debates within the Talmud and beyond it, but in some form or fashion – when there are 

practical matters at stake – we find a way to resolve them. We pick a side or establish a 

middle ground. But the matter is unresolved so we do both? That would be like saying: Well 

there’s a debate about how to light Chanukah candles. Do we start with one candle or eight? 

Just to be sure all our bases are covered, let’s do both. Everyone will light two menorahs: one 

starting with one candle; a second starting with eight. It’s not just absurd, it’s totally 

impractical. At some point we need to figure out a normative practice and then we need to do 

it. Why retain Hillel’s position at all when his practice opposes the majority position? 

 

2) What’s more, the idea of זכר למקדש always commemorates an accepted tradition. Every other 

case is a consensus opinion: 
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• We light a Menorah in shul on Chanukah to remember the Menorah that was 

kindled in the Beit Hamikdash. There’s no controversy. That’s what was done. 

• Even though in the Torah we’re only commanded to take up the Lulav on the 15th 

of Tishrei, we take it up for seven days because that’s what was done in the 

Temple. Again, there was never any debate about this.  

• And we read Parshat Shekalim before Rosh Chodesh Adar to remember that in 

Temple times the מחצית השקל would be collected in that month. It’s a 

commemoration of an observance that was nothing less than universal.  

 

There is no other case in all of Judaism where we replicate the practice of one individual to help 

us remember the בית המקדש. And this is quite intuitive. If the idea is to remember how things 

were done in the זמן המקדש, reproducing the practice of one person who had adopted a fringe 

observance is not going to accomplish this goal. What does it even mean to have a  זכר למקדש
 ?כהלל

 

While it may be noteworthy historically and halachically that Hillel was of a different mind on 

how to fulfill the Mitzvot of Matzah and Maror, why does his practice warrant inclusion in our 

Seder? 

 

Temple Times 
Before addressing our questions, let's back up one step. Our concern is the contemporary 

moment: What do we do at our Seder and why. But what about in Temple times? What did Seder 

night look like when we were eating the Korban Pesach? 

 
One of the amazing things about the Rambam is that he takes us down both roads: Here’s what 

we would ideally do if we had a Beit Hamikdash, and here’s what we do in its absence.  
 

 ו הלכהרמב"ם הלכות חמץ ומצה פרק ח  5
 ואחר כך מברך על נטילת ידים ונוטל ידיו שניה שהרי הסיח דעתו בשעת

חולק אחד מהן ומניח פרוס לתוך שלם  קריאת ההגדה, ולוקח שני רקיקין
ומברך המוציא לחם מןהארץ, ומפני מה אינו מברך על שתי ככרות 

כשאר ימים טובים משום שנאמר לחם עוני מה דרכו של עני בפרוסה אף 
ואחר כך כורך מצה ומרור כאחד ומטבל בחרוסת ומברך כאן בפרוסה. 

ו וצונו על ברוך אתה ה' אלהינו מלך העולם אשר קדשנו במצותי
אכילת מצות ומרורים ואוכלן, ואם אכל מצה בפני עצמה ומרור בפני 

  עצמו מברך על זה בפני עצמו ועל זה בפני עצמו.

Then wrap the Matzah and the 

Maror together and recite the 

brachah… But if one eats the 

Matzah and the Maror separately 

[one after the other], one first 

recites the brachah over the 

Matzah [before eating it] and then 

recites the brachah over the Maror 

[before eating it].   

 

According to the Rambam, you had a choice. Incidentally, it’s actually very much like the like 

the korban pesach itself. The Torah says it could be a lamb or a goat – whatever you prefer. And 

so it is – the Rambam says – when it comes to Matzah and Maror. You can eat them separately 

or together. Either way is fine.  

 

And this is corroborated by the Ramban who says this is really peshat in the pasuk. 

 

And Matzot with Maror shall they eat it. What 

this means is that they eat roasted meat on that 
   רמב"ן על שמות פרק יב פסוק ח 6

ומצות על מרורים יאכלוהו שיעורו ואכלו את הבשר 
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night. And with Matzot and Maror shall they eat 

it. Similarly with Matzah and Maror like [the 

word] im…. But it does not say im to teach 

you that one is not [strictly] obligated to 

wrap them [the Matzah and Maror] together.  

בלילה הזה צלי אש, ובמצות עם מרורים יאכלוהו וכן על 
מצות ומרורים (במדבר ט יא), כמו עם, וכמוהו ויבאו 

האנשים על הנשים (להלן לה כב), וכן ראשו על כרעיו 
ולא אמר "עם", ללמד שאינו ועל קרבו (בפסוק הבא) 

 .חובה שיהא כורכן בבת אחת

 

This is really meaning of the word על; it’s not an obligation – it’s a preference. Had the Torah 

insisted on wrapping them all together, it would have said עם מצות ומרורים. But it never says this. 

The force of this more ambiguous formulation is that Matzah and Maror have to be eaten close to 

one another, but not necessarily in the same bite.  

  

(It’s a little like the word and in English: When you say peanut butter and jelly, everyone 

understands that they’re together. When you say fish and chips, everyone understands they’re 

next to each other.) Built into the preposition is the elasticity to mean more than one thing. 

 

We know that Matzah and Maror have to be eaten close to one another. The Rambam and the 

Ramban are telling you – at least in Temple times – exactly how close was up to you.  

 

And this is precisely the tension the Gemara captures. It’s a choice. Hillel liked one option better. 

His colleagues preferred the other – but either one is OK.  

 

So now what about our question? What about nowadays? 

 

The Problem with Korech Today 
 

Halachically speaking, nowadays there is no choice. Our hand has been forced. We can’t just eat 

the two together; we have to eat one after the other. You see, absent the Korban Pesach, Matzah 

remains דאורייתא. There’s an explicit pasuk that tells we have to eat Matzah on Seder night:  בערב
 But without the Korban Pesach, Maror is reduced to a rabbinic obligation. Its Biblical .תאכלו מצות

status is contingent on its being eaten in the context of the Korban. Today, Maror is only דרבנן. 
When everything was דאורייתא, Hillel was comfortable combining Matzah and Maror. But were 

Hillel alive today, even he would agree that two Mitzvot of different levels can’t be 

accomplished in the same moment. We run into the trap of מצוות מבטלות זו את זו. You have to eat 

them separately.  

 

So now we’re back to square one: 

• We’ve fulfilled our obligation to eat Matzah; 

• We’ve fulfilled our obligation to eat Maror; 

• And absent the Temple – even Hillel would tell you can’t fulfill any of your Mitzvot by 

combining them.  

 

So why do Korech at all? 
 

Korech Unwrapped 
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Let me turn your attention now to the most important source that I want to share with you this 

morning.  

In source #8, you have a transcription of a manuscript known as Oxford 366. Its provenance isn’t 

known precisely, but it comes from the Spanish tradition and probably dates from about the 13th 

century.  

 

(The advent of the internet has obviously changed the world in many ways. One field that’s been 

revolutionized is scholarship. To see different manuscripts of ancient texts, you used to have 

travel to archives all over the world. Now you just click. Hundreds of these manuscripts have 

been digitized and you can see them all right on your tablet. Just as an example is a manuscript 

of our Gemara from 1623 – and the text is not exactly the same.) 

 

7 JTS Manuscript, 1623

 

But I want to call your attention to the next source – which changes everything.  

 

Oxford MS. 366 (Opp. Add. fol. 23), c. 13th century 

Now since we have not decided  in accordance with 

either position – neither with Hillel nor with the 

rabbis – recite the blessing on Matzah and eat it; 

then recite the blessing on Maror and eat it; then eat 

Matzah and Maror [together] without a blessing like 

Hillel in commemoration of the Temple. 

כת"י אוקספורדכת"י אוקספורדכת"י אוקספורדכת"י אוקספורד    8888  

 לא הלכתא איתמר דלא והשתא
 ולא כהלל לא כמר ולא כמר

 לחודא אמצה מבר� כרבנ�
 אמרור מבר� והדר ואכיל

 מצה אכיל והדר ואכיל לחודיה
 זכר כהילל ברכה בלא ומרור
 למקדש

 

Notice the difference? It’s very subtle, but it changes the meaning of the entire passage! It 

doesn’t say – as our text does – then make a sandwich  למקדש כהללזכר  – to remember what Hillel 

did in Temple times. The Oxford manuscript says: Eat them separately, then eat them together 

like Hillel, to remember the Temple! 

 

What helps us remember the Temple is not Hillel’s sandwich, but the practice of eating Matzah 

and Maror both separately and together! Those last two words qualify both sides of the debate!  
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Rabbeinu Eliezer ben R. Yoel HaLevi, who was known as the Raviah, was one of the great 

Tosafists of his generation. (To put him in historical context, he lived at almost exactly the same 

time as the Rambam.) And he actually makes this point explicitly: 

 

Rabbeinu Eliezer ben R. Yoel HaLevi (1140-1225) 

Commemorating the Temple qualifies the entire 

statement – both not wrapping and wrapping. One needs 

to do both to remember how it was done in Temple 

times. 

  ספר ראבי"ה ס' תתקצז ד"ה שאלה קטנה 9

זכר למקדש קאי אכוליה מילתא, אבלא כריכה 
ואף בכריכה. דתרוויהו בעינן למיבעד זכר 

 למקדש.

 

As we just saw, in Temple times you would have a choice. When all the Mitzvot carried Biblical 

weight, either approach was fine. Now in the absence of the Temple, the most important thing is 

not to remember Hillel; it’s to remember that there were two equally viable ways of fulfilling 

our religious obligations of Matzah and Maror on Seder night.  

 

Our mystery is solved. What seemed on its face quite bizarre is actually quite understandable. 

The reason to include Korech is now plain. On Seder night we double up and eat Matzah and 

Maror both the way the rabbis did and the way Hillel did. We do both to commemorate that 

world of possibility.  

 

And on close inspection, that's really what the Rambam says, too. 

 

Nowadays, when there is no [Paschal] sacrifice, after one 

recites the blessing, hamotzi lechem, one recites the 

blessing, al achilat Matzah, dips the Matzah in charoset, 

and eats it. Next, one recites the blessing, al achilat 

Maror, dips the Maror in charoset and eats it. One should 

not leave [the bitter herbs] in the charoset for a prolonged 

period, lest their taste be diminished. And this [eating the 

Maror] is a rabbinic Mitzvah. Next, one wraps Matzah and 

Maror together, dips them in charoset, and eats them 

without reciting a blessing, commemorating the Temple. 

  ו:חרמב"ם הלכות חמץ ומצה  10

בזמן הזה שאין שם קרבן אחר שמברך 
המוציא לחם חוזר ומברך על אכילת מצה, 
ומטבל מצה בחרוסת ואוכל, וחוזר ומברך 

על אכילת מרור ומטבל מרור בחרוסת 
שמא יבטל ואוכל,ולא ישהה אותו בחרוסת 

טעמו, וזו מצוה מדברי סופרים, וחוזר וכורך 
מצה ומרור ומטבל בחרוסת ואוכלן בלא 

 ברכה זכר למקדש.

 

The whole process is זכר למקדש! There’s no mention of Hillel! The most important thing is not to 

remember Hillel’s model per se; it’s to remember that there was more than one right way to 

fulfill our obligations of Matzah and Maror on Seder night.  

  

This then is the message of Korech. It’s about a kind of religious inclusivism. Part of what we 

need to demonstrate on the most didactic night of the year is that our Mesorah itself has many 

faces and many voices.  

 

Seder night is so rule-oriented: 

• Think of Korban Pesach: You have to roast it; you have to be careful not to break its 

bones; you have to eat it on a full stomach; you have to finish it before midnight.   

• Think about the Matzah and the Seder plate: Everything has to be arranged just so.  
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• Think about the evening itself: The Seder has to be conducted step by step and completed 

before time runs out.  

•  

Along comes Korech to help remind us about the notion of inclusivity, about the notion that 

tradition is not monolithic. Within the Mesorah itself there are different acceptable ways to serve 

Hashem. By including Korech, the Haggadah is reminding us to take a broader view of Jewish 

practice.  

 

The acclaimed social critic Imo Philips once told the following story.  

 

He said: “I once saw this guy on a bridge about to jump. I said, "Don't do it!"  

He said, "Nobody loves me."  

I said, "God loves you. Do you believe in God?" 

He said, "Yes." 

I said, "Are you a Christian or a Jew?"  

He said, "A Christian."  

I said, "Me, too! Protestant or Catholic?"  

He said, "Protestant."  

I said, "Me, too! What franchise?"  

He said, "Baptist."  

I said, "Me, too! Northern Baptist or Southern Baptist?"  

He said, "Northern Baptist."  

I said, "Me, too! Northern Conservative Baptist or Northern Liberal Baptist?" 

He said, "Northern Conservative Baptist."  

I said, "Me, too! Northern Conservative Baptist Great Lakes Region, or Northern Conservative 

Baptist Eastern Region?"  

He said, "Northern Conservative Baptist Great Lakes Region."  

I said, "Me, too!" Northern Conservative Baptist Great Lakes Region Council of 1879, or 

Northern Conservative Baptist Great Lakes Region Council of 1912?"  

He said, "Northern Conservative Baptist Great Lakes Region Council of 1912."  

I said, "Die, heretic!" And I pushed him over. 

 

(Just to be clear, my citing a bigot does not in any way constitute an endorsement of a particular 

political candidate in advance of Tuesday’s primary.) 

 

It’s such a timely message for our generation. We’re so silo-ed. The big tents of generations past 

have given way to shtiebels and affinity groups. And from one perspective it’s a testament to the 

robustness and vitality of our community. How extraordinary that we have the bandwidth to 

support a hundred different micro-varieties of Jewish practice. But it also drastically limits the 

exposure we have to Jews who aren’t exactly like us. How many of our closest friends our 

Chassidic or Haredi? How many of them are Reform or Reconstructionist? It’s not an 

indictment. It’s the natural consequence of living in a vibrant, urban Jewish community with lots 

of choices.  
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But from this position we occupy at the center, we also need to look to our right and left every so 

often and remind ourselves that that there’s quite a wide world of Jews out there who aren’t 

Modern Orthodox. 

 

Korech is a moment of great embrace. I’m not talking about compromising our principles; I’m 

talking about recognizing that there’s more than one way to serve Hashem.  

 

And, as Rav Kook so beautifully points out, following the path of Hillel meant there was an 

additional benefit.  

 

 

  הרב אברהם יצחק הכהן קוק, עולת ראיה כרך ב רפ"ט 11

 
 

The Pesach and the Matzah – which symbolize freedom and 

redemption – sweeten for us the scars of bitterness of the exile and 

its spiritual and physical hardships.  

 

Rav Kook speaks in terms of symbolism, but it’s true on a literal level, too. The bitterness of 

Maror is much less poignant when it’s placed in the context of other food. So even if the whole 

process of Matzah, Maror and Korech really constitute a commemoration of a wider berth of 

accepted practice in Temple times, it’s quite intuitive to attribute the story to Hillel – to say  זכר
 Because this is a constant refrain within his life. It’s not just that he’s lenient or .למקדש כהלל

liberal. He’s accommodating. He wants Judaism to be sweeter, more accessible, more 

achievable. 

 

When it comes to קריאת שמע, Beit Shamai insists that a person recite it lying down in the evening 

and standing up in the morning. But Beit Hillel has a much more inclusive reading of the pasuk. 

Shema cannot only be recited at specific times in specific postures. Whenever a person is moved 

to bring holiness into his life, Hillel says that’s fine.   

 

 

Beit Shammai say: In the evening all people 

should recline and recite [the Shema], and in the 

morning they should stand, since it says, When 

you lie down and when you arise. But Beit Hillel 

say: Every person can recite it in the posture that 

he prefers, as it is written: When you walk on the 

road. If so, why does it say When you lie down 

and when you arise? [It means] at the time when 

people are lying down, and at the time when 

people are arising. 

  א פרק ברכות מסכת משנה 12

, ְויְִקְראּו יַּטּו ָאָדם ָּכל ָּבֶעֶרב, אֹוְמִרים ַׁשַּמאי ֵּבית) ג
. ּוְבקּוֶמ6 ּוְבָׁשְכְּב6) ו דברים( ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר, יֲַעמֹדּו ּוַבּבֶֹקר
 ֶׁשּנֱֶאַמר, ְּכַדְרּכֹו קֹוֵרא ָאָדם ָּכל, אֹוְמִרים ִהֵּלל ּוֵבית
 ּוְבָׁשְכְּב6 נֱֶאַמר ָלָּמה, ֵּכן ִאם. ַבֶּדֶר9 ּוְבֶלְכְּת6) שם(

 ָאָדם ֶׁשְּבנֵי ּוְבָׁשָעה, ׁשֹוְכִבים ָאָדם ֶׁשְּבנֵי ְּבָׁשָעה, ּוְבקּוֶמ6
 ְוִהֵּטִתי, ַבֶּדֶר9 ָבא ָהיִיִתי ֲאנִי, ַטְרפֹון ַרִּבי ָאַמר. עֹוְמִדים
 ִמְּפנֵי ַעְצִמיבְ  ְוִסַּכנְִּתי, ַׁשַּמאי ֵבית ְּכִדְבֵרי, ִלְקרֹות
 ַעל ֶׁשָעַבְרּתָ , ְּבַעְצְמ6 ָלחּוב ָהיִיתָ  ְּכַדי, לֹו ָאְמרּו. ַהִּלְסִטים
 :ִהֵּלל ֵבית ִּדְבֵרי
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And so it is when it comes to davening on Yom Tov….  

 

If Yom Tov coincides with Shabbat, Beit 

Shamai say to include eight blessings [in the 

Amidah] – reciting separate blessings for 

Shabbat and Yom Tov. Beit Hillel say to 

include seven blessings. Begin with Shabbat, 

conclude with Yom Tov and mention the 

holiness of the day in the middle.  

12a א"ע יז ביצה מסכת בבלי תלמוד  

 אומרים שמאי בית בשבת להיות שחל טוב יום רבנן תנו
 יום ושל עצמה בפני שבת של] ואומר[ שמנה מתפלל
 מתחיל שבע מתפלל אומרים הלל ובית עצמה בפני טוב
 היום קדושת ואומר שבת בשל ומסיים שבת בשל

 באמצע.

 

 

It was the same Hillel who entertained a trouble-maker who demanded to learn the whole Torah 

on one foot . It was the same Hillel who never became exasperated when he was pestered by 

nudniks asking inane questions. Because Hillel’s was a legacy of religious inclusivism.  

 

So allow me to conclude this section with one final note. You’ll notice that Hillel’s source is a 

passage in פרשת בהעלותך. It comes from the narrative of Pesach Sheni. The question is: Why not 

just use the original source from פרשת בא? 

 

They shall eat the meat that same night; they 

shall eat it roasted over a fire, with unleavened 

bread and with bitter herbs.  

  שמות יב:ח 13

ְוָאְכלּו ֶאת ַהָּבָׂשר ַּבַּליְָלה ַהּזֶה ְצִלי ֵאׁש ּוַמּצֹות ַעל ְמרִֹרים 
 :יֹאְכֻלהּו

 

The Belzer Rebbe once suggested that Pesach Sheni connotes a message of hope. Even if you 

missed your first opportunity, there’s still a second chance. Which of course fits perfectly with 

everything Hillel is trying to do and the agenda he’s trying to promote. Within reason, no one 

should be excluded. When everything is so exacting, there’s a moment at the Seder to reflect on 

how to be inclusive.  

 

If you’ve tuned out, now’s the perfect time to tune back in. Because here’s where I want to pivot. 

I’ve tried to argue that Hillel’s sandwich is representative of a much wider phenomenon. Hillel is 

categorically committed to the ethic of inclusivity. When we reach the step of Korech at our 

Seder, despite what our Haggadahs tell us, the goal is not really to remember Hillel per se, it’s to 

remember a time when there was more than one way to perform the Mitzvot of Seder night. But 

of course we attach this remembrance to Hillel because his was a life devoted to making Judaism 

accessible to all Jews.  

 

But now I want to turn to a less well-known quality of this great sage.   

 

Hillel the Particularist 
 

Taken too far, this approach can of course become counterproductive. The trap is that when 

we’re too accommodating, we lose focus on what’s important and we lose focus on what’s at 

stake. In a world with too many acceptable choices, how do we remain faithful to Orthodoxy? 

To put it a little differently: When we start to think in terms that are too universal, how can we 

remember to think back to the particular?  
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And so it’s actually quite stunning to step back and recognize who Hillel was and what it is he 

stood for.  

 

Allow me to share with you the story of how it was that Hillel rose to prominence in the first 

place. It’s a narrative that’s actually recorded in a few different sources. I want to briefly explore 

two of them with you – the first in the Talmud Bavli; the second in the Talmud Yerushalmi.  

 

 

The Rabbis taught: This law (regarding the 

slaughter of the paschal lamb on Shabbat) was 

forgotten by the sons of Beteirah (the leaders of the 

Sanhedrin). Once the 14
th

 of Nissan fell on Shabbat. 

They forgot whether or not the paschal lamb 

overrides Shabbat. They said: “Is there anyone who 

knows whether or not the paschal lamb overrides 

Shabbat?” [The people] said to them, “There is one 

man who came up from Babylonia and his name is 

Hillel the Babylonian. He served Shemaya and 

Avtalyon, the giants of the generation; he knows 

whether or not the paschal lamb overrides 

Shabbat.” They sent for him and said to him, “Do 

you know whether or not the paschal lamb 

overrides Shabbat?” He answered them [that it 

does]…. Immediately they sat him at the head and 

promoted him to the position of Nasi. And he spent 

the day explicating the laws of Passover. He then 

started to chastise them. He said to them, “What 

caused this to occur to you – that I should come 

from Babylonia and become the Nasi over you? 

Your laziness! For you failed to apprentice with the 

two giants of the generation, Shemaya and 

Avtalyon.” 

 פסחים סו: 14
 חל אחת פעם. בתירא מבני נתעלמה זו הלכה: רבנן תנו

 פסח אם ידעו ולא שכחו, בשבת להיות עשר ארבעה

 אם שיודע אדם יש כלום: אמרו. לאו אם השבת את דוחה

 יש אחד אדם: להם אמרו? לאו אם השבת את דוחה פסח

 גדולי שני ששימש, שמו הבבלי והלל ,מבבל שעלה

 השבת את דוחה פסח אם ויודע ואבטליון שמעיה הדור

 אם יודע אתה כלום: לו אמרו. לו וקראו שלחו. לאו אם

 אחד פסח וכי: להם אמר? לאו אם השבת את דוחה הפסח

 יותר הרבה והלא? השבת את שדוחה בשנה לנו יש

 אמרו. השבת את שדוחין בשנה לנו יש פסחים ממאתים

 ונאמר בפסח מועדו נאמר: להם אמר? לך מנין: לו

 את דוחה -  בתמיד האמור מועדו מה. בתמיד במועדו

, ועוד. השבת את דוחה -  בפסח האמור מועדו אף השבת

 את דוחה כרת ענוש שאין תמיד ומה: הוא וחומר קל

. השבת את שדוחה דין אינו -  כרת שענוש פסח, השבת

 והיה, עליהם נשיא ומינוהו בראש הושיבוהו מיד

 מקנטרן התחיל. הפסח בהלכות כולו היום כל דורש

 ואהיה מבבל שאעלה לכם גרם מי: להן אמר ,בדברים

 שמשתם שלא, בכם שהיתה עצלות - עליכם נשיא

 שכח, רבי: לו אמרו. ואבטליון שמעיה הדור גדולי שני

 זו הלכה: להן אמר? מהו שבת מערב סכין הביא ולא

 נביאים אין אם לישראל להן הנח, אלא. ושכחתי שמעתי

 תוחבו -  טלה שפסחו מי, למחר. הן נביאים בני -  הן

 מעשה ראה. קרניו בין תוחבו -  גדי שפסחו מי, בצמרו

 .ואבטליון שמעיה מפי מקובלני כך: ואמר, הלכה ונזכר

 

The accommodating Hillel we know and love and name organizations and schools after – is the 

same Hillel who privileges nothing more than adherence to the Mesorah. Listen to how he 

castigates the  בתיראבני : How could you have forgotten? Where was your loyalty to the tradition 

and its bearers?   

 

And now look at the same story in the Yerushalmi. 

 

This law (regarding the slaughter of the 

paschal lamb on Shabbat) was forgotten 

by the elders of Beteirah. Once the 14
th

 

of Nissan fell on Shabbat and they did 

not know whether or not the paschal 

 תלמוד ירושלמי פסחים ו:א 15

 ולא שבת להיות עשר ארבעה חל אחת פעם בתירה מזקני נעלמה הלכה זו

 והלל אחד בבלי כאן יש אמרו. לאו אם' השב את דוחה פסח אם יודעין היו

 אם השבת את דוחה פסח אם יודע ואבטליון שמעיה את ששימש שמו

 מימיך שמעת לו אמרו לו וקראו שלחו. תוחלת ממנו שיש איפשר. לאו

 אין וכי להן אמר. לאו אם השבת את דוחה אם בשבת להיות ד"י כשחל
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lamb overrides Shabbat. They said: 

“There is a Babylonian and his name is 

Hillel. He served Shemaya and 

Avtalyon; he knows whether or not the 

paschal lamb overrides Shabbat.”… He 

answered them… They responded… 

“The hekesh can be rebutted… the kal 

ve-homer can be rejected… the 

gezeirah shava can be disproven. . . .” 

And even though he sat and taught 

them all day, they did not accept his 

teaching until he said to them, “For 

Heaven’s sake! This is what I heard 

from Shemaya and Avtalyon.” 

Immediately upon hearing this from 

him, they stood up and appointed him 

Nasi over them.  

 פסחים כמה והלא שנה בכל השבת את דוחה בלבד אחד פסח אלא לנו

. תוחלת עמך שיש אמרנו כבר לו אמרו. . . שנה בכל השבת את ידחו

 ותמיד הואיל מהיקש. שוה ומגזירה וחומר ומקל מהיקש להן דרוש התחיל

 פסח אף שבת דוחה ציבור קרבן תמיד מה. ציבור קרבן ופסח ציבור קרבן

 על מחייבין שאין תמיד אם מה וחומר מקל. השבת את דוחה ציבור קרבן

 דין אינו כרת עשייתו על שחייבין פסח השבת את דוחה כרת עשייתו

 במועדו] ב כח במדבר[ בתמיד נאמר שוה מגזירה. השבת את שידחה

 את דוחה במועדו בו שנאמר תמיד מה במועדו] ב ט שם[ בפסח ונאמר

 אמרנו כבר לו אמרו. השבת את דוחה במועדו בו שנאמר פסח אף השבת

 בתמיד אמרת אם לא. תשובה לו יש' שאמר היקש. מבבלי תוחלת יש אם

 לו יש שאמרת ו"ק. קיצבה לו שאין בפסח תאמר קיצבה לו יש שכן

 שהוא בפסח תאמר קדשים קדשי שהוא בתמיד אמרת אם לא תשובה

 . .. מעצמו שוה גזירה דן אדם שאין שאמרת שוה גזירה. קלין קדשים

 להן שאמר עד ממנו קיבלו לא היום כל להן ודורש יושב שהיה פ"אע

 עמדו כן ממנו ששמעו כיון ואבטליון משמעיה שמעתי כך עלי יבוא
 מקנתרן התחיל עליהן נשיא אותו שמינו כיון .עליהן נשיא אותו ומינו

 לשני שימשתם שלא על לא הזה לבבלי לצרך לכם גרם מי ואומר בדברים

 אצליכם יושבין שהיו ואבטליון לשמעיה עולם גדולי

 

As the Bnei Beteirah make clear: They don’t care about hermeneutics! All they want to know is: 

What is our Mesorah?? And as soon as Hillel tells them, the riddle is solved and the story is over. 

There’s nothing more to know.  

 

And it’s no wonder that Hillel rises to prominence on the buoyancy of his fealty to and 

knowledge of Hilchot Pesach. Because Pesach is the holiday animated by the directive of  והגדת
 .the Mitzvah of transmitting our Mesorah from one generation to the next – לבנך

 

What I want to argue is that it’s no accident that the sage to leave us the legacy of 

inclusivism – and to emphasize it on Seder night – is the very sage who personified the ethic 

of imbibing the tradition from the fount of his forebears.  

 

The prerequisite for Hillel’s progressive stance on inclusivism is an orientation deeply and 

unwaveringly rooted in the form and substance of the Mesorah. Yes, there’s a powerful argument 

to be made in favor of embracing multiple paths of practice; but it’s an embrace that requires a 

posture of rootedness.  

 

 

A young man who’d been studying in Yeshiva in Israel came home to spend Pesach with his 

family. He’d grown up in a Modern Orthodox community, but he had become much more 

scrupulous about the observance of Mitzvot over the course of his time in Israel. 

 

Sure enough when it’s time to perform the Mitzvah of Matzah, the young man begins consuming 

just a staggering amount. Everyone has long since finished eating their Kezayit and he’s still 

going. They’re waiting and they’re waiting…  

 

Finally he finishes and they come to Maror. 
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And it’s the same story. Stalks and stalks of lettuce; spoonfuls and spoonfuls horseradish; the 

whole nine yards. 

 

Everyone is done with Maror and he’s still going. They’re waiting and they’re waiting…  

 

Finally he finishes and they’re ready for Korech. 

 

And again: Huge quantities of Matzah and huge quantities of Maror. And everyone is ready to 

move on to the meal, but he’s still chomping away at his sandwich and they’re waiting and 

they’re waiting…  

 

Finally he finishes and everyone breathes a sigh a relief. 

 

And then he starts again. Another sandwich. Huge quantities of Matzah and huge quantities of 

Maror. And for the life of them, no one can understand what’s going on.  

 

And finally someone breaks the silence and says: “Two sandwiches?”  

 

“Yes,” he says. “One Zeicher l’mikdash; and one Zecher l’mikdash…” 

 

(You know, in the entire corpus of Jewish humor, there’s only one Korech joke. And that was 

it….) 

 

I suppose it’s also possible to become too rooted… But it’s worth considering how we might 

deepen our own connections to our Mesorah on Seder night so that we can be as embracing as 

Hillel. Because in the end, it’s when we’re secure enough in the soundness of our own 

convictions that we can confidently expand the orbit of our religious lives.  

 

Edward Rothstein, who is critic at large for the Wall Street Journal, recently wrote a very 

provocative critique of Jewish museums in the United States. And I share this with you because 

his article captures one of the vexing challenges of our moment: the challenge of how we 

American Jews can cultivate both pride in and fealty to our unique identity. (I’ve given you the 

citation and a paragraph or two so that you can go back and read the article in its entirety.) 

 

He begins by writing: 

 
16 Edward Rothstein, The Problem with Jewish Museums, Mosaic Magazine February 1, 2016 

“The great museums of the 18th and 19th centuries—the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna 

(1891), the British Museum in London (1753), the Louvre in Paris (1792), the State Hermitage in St. 
Petersburg (1764), and many others—were encyclopedic in scope and ambition. Born, in part, of an 
imperial impulse, they aimed to demonstrate the geographical and intellectual range of great national 
powers by becoming repositories of some of the most precious objects on earth. Simultaneously, they 
were shaped by the Enlightenment conviction that both the natural and human worlds could be 
understood and even mastered by subjecting their diverse offerings to scientific analysis and discerning 
the universal laws at work in the midst of miscellany. The Enlightenment museum tried to answer great 
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human questions: where did we come from? what is the significance of what we see? how have we come 
to be its overseer? 
 
“Rebelling against and rebuking their predecessors, the latest museums have created a new genre, one 
that may epitomize our era as neatly as the imperial and Enlightenment museums did theirs. That new 
genre is the “identity museum,” whose origins lie in a mode of politics that developed during the 
1960s….” 

 

He cites as examples new Chinese-American museums, new Japanese-American museums, an 

Asian-American museum, African-American museums, an Arab-American museum, and so 

on…  

 

“In the case of most minorities, to judge by the story told in identity museums, the freedom 

gained in the United States has been the freedom to become most like themselves.” 

 

But when it comes to Jewish museums, Rothstein writes, they utterly defy the mold. “For their 

part, many Jewish American museums are more preoccupied with the freedom of Jews to 

become American than with the freedom of Jews to remain fully Jewish.” 

 

What’s missing, he writes, is any attempt on the part of these Jewish museums to provoke the 

kinds of questions they should rightly be asking: “What has Judaism been as a religion, a living 

congeries of beliefs, laws, and practices? Who have the Jews been as a people and what does 

Jewish peoplehood imply or require of them?” 

 

We’re so anxious to be modern, American, progressive, normal, broad-minded, worldly, 

included… that so often we lose sight of the very thing that makes us… us.  

 

Most of us in the room aren’t museum curators, but we’re all subject to the same challenge. It’s 

built in to the decision to be modern and Orthodox – to the choice we make to be both dwellers 

in the tent of Jacob and citizens of the world.  

 

What we have before us on Seder night is the opportunity to reclaim and re-possess the substance 

of our Mesorah even as we’re mindful of Hillel’s abiding fealty to the notion inclusivity.  

 

To paraphrase my teacher Rabbi Lamm, it’s not just that we have to through the Haggadah on 

Seder night; the Haggadah has to go through us. If we want another generation to care; we have 

to care. If we want another generation to be ambitious about Torah knowledge, we have to be 

ambitious about our Torah knowledge. If we want another generation to be unabashedly proud of 

their identity, we have to be unabashedly proud of ours.  

 

Conclusions: The Mesorah and Inclusivity in Harmony 
In the year after my mother’s passing, Leon Wieseltier’s book, Kaddish, was a source of great 

consolation. It’s also a source of great wisdom. (Just to be clear, my citing a liberal Washington 

insider does not in any way constitute an endorsement of a particular political candidate in 

advance of Tuesday’s primary.) Wieseltier has a beautiful comment on the Mishna in Avos about 

the notion of Mesorah.  
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R. Yose said: The possessions of your friend 

should be dearer to you than your own; ready 

yourself for study Torah for it is not your 

inheritance… 

אבות ב:יז 17  

 והתקן כשלך עליך חביב חברך ממון יהי אומר יוסי רבי
 יהיו מעשיך וכל לך ירושה שאינה תורה ללמוד עצמך
  :שמים לשם

 

 

18 Leon Wieseltier, Kaddish, page 259 

 
 

 

  

 

There’s nothing automatic about the continuity and vitality of the Jewish people. We have to take 

seriously the notion of what it means to be responsible for the transmission of the substance of 

Jewish life and practice that we care so deeply about. As the Bnei Beteirah remind us – it’s so 

easy to forget; it’s so easy for what we know and care about to slip away. The only safeguard 

against slippage is a redoubled attachment to tradition. We have to study it and then we have to 

live it. And then we have to study it and live it some more.  

 

There is nothing that gets more play on Seder night than this theme.  

• The format of questions and answers; 

• The bizarre observances; 

• The combination of intellectual and experiential learning; 

• The storytelling; 

• The songs; 

• The foods we eat; 

 

Everything points toward the same objective: Keep the next generation engaged so that our 

Mesorah can be preserved. It’s on us to make sure our children and grandchildren hold it as 

tightly as we do. 

  

Review 
What I’ve tried to argue this morning is that Hillel bequeathed to us two great mandates – and  

they both come to the fore on Seder night. Korech reminds us not just of how Hillel performed 

his Mitzvot on Pesach, but how his rabbinic colleagues performed theirs. We have to recognize 

that there are multiple paths in the service of Hashem. At the same time, Hillel always stood for 
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the notion of preserving our Mesorah. And it’s no coincidence that these two ethics inhere in the 

same sage. For it’s the Jew who is deeply rooted that’s most able to branch out.  

 

So allow me to close with a final appeal.  

If we’re successful – if we’re able live up to these ambitions – to grasp firmly our Mesorah and 

all it stands for – and at the same time embrace the ethic of inclusivity, we’ll also be in a positon 

to perform a function virtually no one else can in our day: to reach out and bring back to the table 

the Jews of our generation who are slipping into the abyss. . . .  

 

And so I return to the place we began: To the age of Red Hagaddahs – to the age of the 

communists and the unrelenting pressure they applied in the course of achieving their ambitious 

objectives of subjugating the Jews and attenuating their faith.     

 

Anna Shternshis is a Professor of Yiddish and Diaspora Studies at the University of Toronto. 

And as part of her graduate work in the 1990s, she interviewed aging Russian Jews who had 

grown up under communism in the interwar years. Samuil Gil was born in 1921 in a small shtetl 

near Kiev. Listen to his recollections: 

19 Anna Shternshis, Passover in the Soviet Union, 1917–41, East European Jewish Affairs, 

31:1 pages 71-72: An Interview with Samuil Gil (born in 1921 in a small shtetl near Kiev)  
As a child I loved Passover very much. I loved the kugel [traditional desert] which my mother baked 
for the holiday. She made it in a very special way which I have never tasted since. I loved how 
everything went crazy in the house as we were changing dishes for Passover and as my grandmother 
was cleaning the house like crazy. The atmosphere at the [Yiddish] school was different too. Of 
course, we didn't have the day off or anything like that. Still, we had many interesting activities 
taking place in school. First, older children, the komyugistn [Komsomol members] would come to 
conduct some activities for us. They explained how religion oppressed the masses in other countries. 
We played many interesting games together. For example, on the first day of Passover, they would 
gather us together and give each of us ten pieces of bread. We were given the task of going to Jewish 
houses and throwing a piece into the window of ten different houses. The one who was the fastest 
would receive a prize. We enjoyed the game very much, especially when the old, angry women ran 
out of their houses and ran after us screaming 'Apikorsim [heretics]. We felt like heroes of the 
Revolution and were very proud. In the evening, though, we would all go home and celebrate the 
traditional Seder with all the necessary rituals. 
 
Every generation faces its own challenges. Sometimes it’s too little freedom; sometimes it’s too 

much. And if you were to ask: When were the rates of Jewish attrition higher? In Soviet Russia 

in the 1920’s or in 21
st
 century America, I’m not sure what the answer would be.  

 

Since the destruction of our temple – and particularly since the Enlightenment – Jews throughout 

history have struggled with the question of how to maintain their Jewish identities. Whether in 

the context of a regime committed to the elimination of that which makes us different – or a 

culture that valorizes the ethic of individualism – Jewish identity has always found itself in the 

crosshairs of competing values. And not everyone has made it.  

 

Those of us in the Modern Orthodox camp in 2016 in America find ourselves situated in a 

position to matter – to play an outsize role in the story of the Jewish people. With one foot firmly 
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planted in the terra firma of our Mesorah, we can reach out – as Hillel did – and be as inclusive 

as he was. Pledging allegiance to Orthodoxy may require us to be single-hearted, but it need not 

mean that we are single-minded.   

 

How many Jews do we know who’ve predicated their religious lives on the notion that 

traditional Jewish life is simply incompatible with a life fully-engaged in the modern world? 

How many Jews do we know who have never had the experience of Shabbat the way we 

understand it? How many Jews do we know who have never even scratched the surface of 

rigorous Torah learning? 

 

The Mishna in Avot tells us that a person should raise up many students.  

 

And raise up many students: Beit Shamai says that one 

should not teach someone unless he/she is wise, 

humble, of [reputable] parentage and wealthy. And 

Beit Hillel says: Teach every person. For there have 

been many sinners in Israel who were brought close to 

Torah and from them came righteous, pious and 

upstanding [descendants].  

  אבות דרבי נתן נוסחא א פרק ג 20

 אומרים שמאי שבית :הרבה תלמידים העמידוו

 ובן ועניו חכם שהוא למי אלא אדם ישנה אל

 ישנה אדם לכל אומרים הלל ובית ועשיר אבות

 ונתקרבו בישראל בהם היו פושעים שהרבה

 חסידים צדיקים מהם ויצאו תורה לתלמוד

 :וכשרים

 

Looking to our right and looking to our left, few and far between are the communities prepared 

to take up this mantle. Who among them is possessed of both the substance and the vocabulary to 

engage the disengaged? It’s on us to become more like Hillel – to be both unabashed champions 

of our Mesorah and at the same time ready to embrace Jews of all kinds. 

 

These are the Jews who should be with us at our Seder tables. These are the Jews who should be 

with us at our Shabbat tables. And these are the Jews who should be with us in shul. But who’s 

going to bring them? Who’s going to open the door and invite them in? 

 

We start the Haggadah by saying: כל דצריך ייתי ויפסח – whoever is in need, let them come spend 

Pesach with us. For so many in our generation, it’s not a handout they’re looking for; it’s an 

invitation – a welcoming gesture that says: “We on the inside are privy to something 

extraordinary. Won’t you join us?”  

 

Sometimes a sandwich is just a sandwich. But sometimes, it’s so much more.  

 

I wish each and every one of you a chag kasher v’sameach.  

 

 
   
 

 

 

 
With thanks to my colleagues whose help in the preparation of this talk was indispensable: 

Rabbi Dovid Zirkind, Rabbi Daniel Fridman, Rabbi Ari Lamm and Rabbi Noach Goldstein. 

 


