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Opening 

The very elderly Rebbe is on his deathbed and his Chassidim have gathered around in the hopes 

that he will impart to them one final piece of wisdom before he leaves this world. They’re 

waiting and waiting, but the Rebbe says nothing.  

 

They try giving him a cup of tea. He drinks a few drops, but utters no word. 

They try a glass of warm milk. He gives it a taste, but the silence continues. 

 

Finally, the shamas has an idea. He goes back to the kitchen and pours a generous amount of 

whiskey into the glass of milk and returns a moment later. 

 

The Rebbe takes a sip. Then another – until he’s finished the whole glass down to the last drop.  

 

He gathers his strength to raise himself up. He gestures for everyone to lean in. And then he says:  

"Don't sell that cow."  
 

We’ve always known that there is an undeniably strong connection between alcohol and wisdom. 

And there is no occasion on the Jewish calendar that summons us to drink more wine than the 

Pesach Seder. So this morning, I’d like to explore with you the wisdom of drinking so liberally 

on Seder night. Allow me to pose three questions on the four cups.  
 

 

Questions: 
1. Every aspect of the Seder is replete with meaning: 

• Matzah symbolizes the poor man’s bread. 

• Marror gives us a flavor for the bitterness of slavery. 

• Salt water reminds us of the tears we shed in Egypt.  

So my first question is – very simply – what’s the meaning of the four cups? What is their 

message on Seder night?  

 

2. Second, why is it necessary to drink the cups at four intervals over the course of the 

Seder? Normally, we race to fulfill our mitzvos. זריזין מקדימין למצוות. Where else in Jewish 

life do we have a requirement to prolong the performance of a mitzvah? Every sacred 

duty has its appointed time and it can’t be performed prematurely. But typically, as 

soon as the opportunity arises, we run. What’s so different in the case of the arba 

kosot?  

 

3. Finally, why wine? Whatever the deeper reasons behind this set of four, we have to 

wonder about the contents of our cups. Could we not have used four matzot or four of 

anything else to accomplish our goal? 

 

What I’d like to propose this morning is that the four cups preach three lessons – each of them 

worthy of our attention as we prepare for Pesach. The first is a lesson about our relationship with 

Hashem; the second about relationship with time; and the third about our relationship with the 

Jewish tradition itself.  
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So let’s start from the beginning.  

 

Background: 
  תלמוד בבלי מסכת פסחים דף צט עמוד ב  1

משנה. ערב פסחים סמוך למנחה לא יאכל אדם עד 
שתחשך. אפילו עני שבישראל לא יאכל עד שיסב. ולא 

  יפחתו לו מארבע כוסות של יין, ואפילו מן התמחוי. 

  

On Erev Pesach one is not permitted to eat 

until dark. Even a Jewish pauper must not eat 

without reclining. And he [the pauper] may not 

drink fewer than four cups of wine, even [if he 

is supported] from the communal charity fund.  

  
Everyone it seems is obligated to drink four cups of wine. Normally if one is so destitute that he 

requires public assistance for his daily sustenance, he is exempt from prohibitively expensive 

Mitzvot. And yet right away we get a sense from the Mishna that there’s something so crucial – 

so fundamental about the four cups – that everyone has to participate.  
 

Four cups corresponding to the four languages 

of redemption that are mentioned in connection 

with the Egyptian exile: I will bring you, I will 

rescue you, I will redeem you and I will take 

you.  

  רש"י מסכת פסחים דף צט עמוד ב  2
כנגד ארבעה לשוני גאולה האמורים בגלות  -ארבע כוסות 

מצרים והוצאתי אתכם והצלתי אתכם וגאלתי אתכם 
 ולקחתי אתכם בפרשת וארא.

 

Literary 

3 Exodus Chapter 6 

6 Wherefore say unto the children of Israel: I am the 

LORD, and I will bring you out from under the burdens of 

the Egyptians, and I will rescue you from their bondage, 

and I will redeem you with an outstretched arm, and with 

great judgments; 7 and I will take you to Me for a people, 

and I will be to you a God; and ye shall know that I am 

the LORD your God, who brought you out from under the 

burdens of the Egyptians. 

ו ָלֵכן ֱאמֹר ִלְבנֵי-יְִׂשָרֵאל, ֲאנִי ה', ְוהֹוֵצאִתי 
ֶאְתֶכם ִמַּתַחת ִסְב)ת ִמְצַריִם, ְוִהַּצְלִּתי ֶאְתֶכם 

ֵמֲעבָֹדָתם; ְוגַָאְלִּתי ֶאְתֶכם ִּבזְרֹוַע נְטּויָה, 
 ּוִבְׁשָפִטים ְּגדִֹלים.

ז ְוָלַקְחִּתי ֶאְתֶכם ִלי ְלָעם, ְוָהיִיִתי ָלֶכם 
ֵלא)ִהים; ִויַדְעֶּתם, ִּכי ֲאנִי ה' ֱא)קיֶכם, 

.ם, ִמַּתַחת ִסְבלֹות ִמְצָריִםַהּמֹוִציא ֶאְתכֶ   

 

Now we know there’s a fifth word, והבאתי, but we’ll leave that for another time.  

Four cups corresponding to the four formulations of redemption at the beginning of פרשת וארא.  

 

But we have to stop and wonder what this really means. If the goal is to call our attention to the 

literary beauty of the text, let’s read the text during the Seder! And even if we accept the 

argument that drinking four cups will somehow remind us of these four words, we still have yet 

to explain the significance of these four words. Since when do synonyms in the text occasion 

their own Mitzvos? Sukkos in the Torah has two names. It’s called חג הסוכות and חג האסיף. Do we 

ever find a rabbinic injunction to pick up the lulav a second time corresponding to the second 

formulation? What’s going on here?  
 

The author of the Torah Temimah, R’ Baruch Halevi Epstein, is bothered by precisely this problem and 

offers us our first clue: 
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In all the commentaries in which this explanation is cited, it 

is quoted as “corresponding to the four formulations of 

redemption.” But one notices that in the citation of the 

Jerusalem Talmud that we’ve cited, the word “formulations” 

is absent. It rather reads, “corresponding to the four 

redemptions.” In my opinion, this text makes much sense. 

For if one simply accepts the approach of “four formulations 

of redemption,” there would be no reason to enact four cups 

of thanks, for there was only one act of redemption – 

whether it is referred to by one word or 14 different words. 

But corresponding to four redemptions makes everything 

comprehensible, especially when one notices four discrete 

aspects contained within these four formulations.    

   ה הערה ו פרק שמות הערות תמימה תורה 4 
 שהובאה אגדה וספרי והמפרשים הפוסקים ובכל

 של לשונות ארבע כנגד בלשון הובאה זו דרשא

 חסרה שהעתקנו שבירושלמי רואה והנך, גאולה

 ולדעתי, גאולות ארבע כנגד אלא", לשונות" מלה

 כנגד כפשוטו נפרש אם כי, מאד מכוון זה לשון

 לקבוע בדבר טעם אין גאולה של לשונות ארבע

 ענין והרי, הודאה של כוסות ארבע זה בשביל

 ועשר בארבע אם אחת בלשון אם, הוא אחד הגאולה

 הענין יתבאר גאולות ארבע כנגד אבל, לשונות

 שונים ענינים' ד נמצא יפה כשנעיין כי יען, היטב

 שלם ענין הוא ופרט פרט כל אשר, אלו מאמרים' בד

 .מיוחדת הודאה ושוה לעצמו כשהוא

 

  א"ה י"פ פסחים ירושלמי 5

 כנגד, יוחנן ר"א, בפסח כוסות לארבע מניין

  ולקחתי. וגאלתי והצלתי והוצאתי, גאולות ארבע

From where do we know there are four cups on 

Passover? R. Yochanan said: They correspond to the 

four redemptions: I will bring you, I will rescue you, I 

will redeem you and I will take you.  

 

He encourages us to look at the text of the Yerushalmi. When you do, you notice something 

conspicuous. The word לשונות is absent. It’s not about four words for redemption. We’re not 

celebrating synonyms. There are rather four discrete aspects to the redemptive process.  

 

The Rishonim usually understand these four words as stages of this process. First God lessened 

the work load; then the Jews became free; then they left the land of their oppression; and finally 

they received the Torah.  

 

But this morning, I’d like to suggest a literary approach to solving this riddle. If we take a 

moment to examine the meanings of these four words, we’ll discover something quite 

extraordinary.  

 

Taking it from the top, what’s the meaning of והוצאתי?  

Look at the word in context: 
 

And the men said unto Lot: “Who else have you 

here? Sons-in-law, your sons, and your daughters, 

or anyone else that you have in the city; bring them 

out of the place.” 

  בראשית פרק יט  6
ְל5 פֹה ָחָתן ּוָבנֶי5 ּוְבנֶֹתי5  (יב) ַוּיֹאְמרּו ָהֲאנִָׁשים ֶאל לֹוט עֹד ִמי
  ְוכֹל ֲאֶׁשר ְל5 ָּבִעיר הֹוֵצא ִמן ַהָּמקֹום: 

 

And Moses said unto God: 'Who am I, that I should 

go unto Pharaoh, and that I should bring forth the 

children of Israel out of Egypt?' 

  שמות פרק ג 
מֶֹׁשה ֶאל ָהֱא)ִהים ִמי ָאנִֹכי ִּכי ֵאֵל8 ֶאל ַּפְרעֹה ְוִכי (יא) ַוּיֹאֶמר 

 אֹוִציא ֶאת ְּבנֵי יְִׂשָרֵאל ִמִּמְצָריִם:

Bring the blasphemer outside the camp; and let all 

that heard him lay their hands upon his head, and 

let all the congregation stone him. 

  כד  ויקרא פרק
(יד) הֹוֵצא ֶאת ַהְמַקֵּלל ֶאל ִמחּוץ ַלַּמֲחנֶה ְוָסְמכּו ָכל ַהּׁשְֹמִעים ֶאת 

 יְֵדיֶהם ַעל רֹאׁשֹו ְוָרגְמּו אֹתֹו ָּכל ָהֵעָדה: 

 

It seems always to be associated with the movement from one place to another. It refers always 

to a change in location.  
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Now let’s look at the second word: והצלתי 
 

I am not worthy of all the mercies, and of all the 

truth, which Thou hast shown unto Thy servant; for 

with my staff I passed over this Jordan; and now I 

am become two camps. 

Rescue me, I pray Thee, from the hand of my 

brother, from the hand of Esau; for I fear him, lest 

he come and smite me, the mother with the 

children. 

  בראשית פרק לב  7
(י) ַוּיֹאֶמר יֲַעקֹב ֱא)ֵהי ָאִבי ַאְבָרָהם ֵוא)ֵהי ָאִבי יְִצָחק יְקָֹוק ָהאֵֹמר 

  ְּת5 ְוֵאיִטיָבה ִעָּמ8:ֵאַלי ׁשּוב ְלַאְרְצ5 ּוְלמֹוַלדְ 

(יא) ָקטֹנְִּתי ִמּכֹל ַהֲחָסִדים ּוִמָּכל ָהֱאֶמת ֲאֶׁשר ָעִׂשיָת ֶאת ַעְבֶּד5 ִּכי 
  ְבַמְקִלי ָעַבְרִּתי ֶאת ַהּיְַרֵּדן ַהּזֶה ְוַעָּתה ָהיִיִתי ִלְׁשנֵי ַמֲחנֹות:

נִֹכי אֹתֹו ֶּפן יָבֹוא (יב) ַהִּציֵלנִי נָא ִמּיַד ָאִחי ִמּיַד ֵעָׂשו ִּכי יֵָרא ָא
 ְוִהַּכנִי ֵאם ַעל ָּבנִים:

And they said: 'An Egyptian rescued us out of the 

hand of the shepherds, and moreover he drew 

water for us, and watered the flock.' 

  שמות פרק ב 
ְוגַם ָּד)ה ָדָלה ָלנּו  (יט) ַוּתֹאַמְרןָ ִאיׁש ִמְצִרי ִהִּציָלנּו ִמּיַד ָהרִֹעים

 ַוּיְַׁשְק ֶאת ַהּצֹאן:

that ye shall say: It is the sacrifice of the LORD'S 

passover, for that He passed over the houses of the 

children of Israel in Egypt, when He smote the 

Egyptians, and rescued our homes.' And the people 

bowed the head and worshipped. 

  שמות פרק יב 
(כז) ַוֲאַמְרֶּתם זֶַבח ֶּפַסח הּוא ַליקָֹוק ֲאֶׁשר ָּפַסח ַעל ָּבֵּתי ְבנֵי 

יְִׂשָרֵאל ְּבִמְצַריִם ְּבנָגְּפֹו ֶאת ִמְצַריִם ְוֶאת ָּבֵּתינּו ִהִּציל ַוּיִּקֹד ָהָעם 
 ַוּיְִׁשַּתֲחוּו:

 

  .is not just movement, but rescue – usually from some kind of plight or certain danger הצלה

 

Whereas the first language connotes something entirely impersonal, hatzolah bespeaks the 

beginning of a relationship. To rescue someone is not just to move them, but to recognize their 

distress and respond in kind (just like the outstanding volunteers of West Side Hatzolah about 

whom we can never say enough). 

 

Now let’s turn to the word גאלתי: 
 

  ויקרא פרק כה  8
ְוגַָאל (כה) ִּכי יָמּו8 ָאִחי5 ּוָמַכר ֵמֲאֻחּזָתֹו ּוָבא גֲֹאלֹו ַהָּקרֹב ֵאָליו 

  ֵאת ִמְמַּכר ָאִחיו:

  (כו) ְוִאיׁש ִּכי )א יְִהיֶה ּלֹו ּגֵֹאל ְוִהִּׂשיגָה יָדֹו ּוָמָצא ְּכֵדי גְֻאָּלתֹו:

If thy brother be waxen poor, and sell some of his 

possession, then shall his kinsman that is next unto 

him come, and shall redeem that which his brother 

hath sold. And if a man have no one to redeem it, 

and he be waxen rich and find sufficient means to 

redeem it;  

  במדבר פרק לה 
(כא) אֹו ְבֵאיָבה ִהָּכהּו ְביָדֹו ַוּיָמֹת מֹות יּוַמת ַהַּמֶּכה רֵֹצַח הּוא ּגֵֹאל 

  ְּבִפגְעֹו בֹו:ַהָּדם יִָמית ֶאת ָהרֵֹצַח 

[O]r in enmity smote him with his hand, that he 

died; he that smote him shall surely be put to 

death: he is a murderer; the avenger of blood shall 

put the murderer to death when he meeteth him.  

  רות פרק ג 
  גֵֹאל ָאנִֹכי ְוגַם יֵׁש ּגֵֹאל ָקרֹוב ִמֶּמּנִי: (יב) ְוַעָּתה ִּכי ָאְמנָם ִּכי אם

And now it is true that I am a near kinsman; 

howbeit there is a kinsman nearer than I.  

  

The גואל is always a relative of some kind. Geulah always connotes a familial relationship.  

The languages of redemption have now moved from impersonal to personal to familial. 

 

Finally, we have the word ולקחתי: 
 

  שמות פרק ב  9
  (א) ַוּיֵֶל8 ִאיׁש ִמֵּבית ֵלִוי ַוּיִַּקח ֶאת ַּבת ֵלִוי:

And there went a man of the house of Levi, and 

took to wife a daughter of Levi.  

 And Aaron took him Elisheba, the daughter of  שמות פרק ו 
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(כג) ַוּיִַּקח ַאֲהרֹן ֶאת ֱאִליֶׁשַבע ַּבת ַעִּמינָָדב ֲאחֹות נְַחׁשֹון לֹו ְלִאָּׁשה 

  ַוֵּתֶלד לֹו ֶאת נָָדב ְוֶאת ֲאִביהּוא ֶאת ֶאְלָעזָר ְוֶאת ִאיָתָמר:

Amminadab, the sister of Nahshon, to wife; and she 

bore him Nadab and Abihu, Eleazar and Ithamar.  

 

 .is the Torah’s euphemism for intimacy ויקח
 
The four expressions of redemption are no mere synonyms. From a literary perspective, it’s clear that they 

track a profound progression in the emerging relationship between Hashem and the Jewish people. When 

 .say that four cups of wine correspond to the four formulations of redemption, it’s not a mnemonic חז"ל

Something big is happening.  

 

The goal is for us to organize our evening according to the same principle of development that 

undergirded our original transformation from bondage to freedom. By modeling the four cups on the 

four redemptions, we remind ourselves that the purpose of the evening is to see ourselves within the 

context of a personal journey.  

 

And this is the famous position of the Rambam: 

 

 

 

 ז-ו הלכות ז פרק ומצה חמץ הלכות ם"רמב 10

 בעצמו הוא כאילו עצמו את להראות אדם חייב ודור דור בכל

 ועל', וגו משם הוציא ואותנו שנאמר מצרים משעבוד עתה יצא

 כאילו כלומר היית עבד כי וזכרת בתורה ה"הקב צוה זה דבר

  . ונפדית לחירות ויצאת עבד היית בעצמך אתה

  

 והוא ולשתות לאכול צריך הזה בלילה אדם כשסועד לפיכך

 חייב נשים בין אנשים בין ואחד אחד וכל, חירות דרך מיסב

, מהם פוחתין אין, יין של כוסות ארבעה הזה בלילה לשתות

, כוסות מארבעה לו יפחתו לא הצדקה מן המתפרנס עני ואפילו

 . רביעית מהן כוס כל שיעור

  
In every generation, a person is obligated to 

demonstrate to himself that it is as if he himself, at this 

very moment, had left the servitude of Egypt. . . 

Therefore, one must eat and drink while reclining in the 

manner of free people; and each person – man and 

woman alike – is obliged to drink four cups of wine on 

this night, no fewer. . . .  

 

This is such a subtle, but crucial point. For the Rambam, we’re obligated to demonstrate in no uncertain 

terms that we ourselves have undergone redemption. But wouldn’t one toast suffice to acknowledge 

the celebration of our freedom? Mazel tov. Let’s raise our glass and drink to our newfound liberty. Isn’t 

that enough? 

 

The answer is no. Because redemption itself is too shallow a word to characterize the much more 

nuanced process of our journey toward liberation. In the first instance we may have been physically 

extracted from Egypt, but we had developed no connection with our redeemer. As the words of  פרשת

 so beautifully communicate to us, it was only with the passage of time that we began to appreciate וארא
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a closer and deeper relationship with Hashem. The four cups take us back to the four discrete 

stages of this journey.  

 

There was a couple that had two little boys, around eight and ten years old. They loved nothing 

more than making mischief. Whenever there was trouble, their parents could be sure they were 

the culprits.  

 

The day finally arrived when their parents had reached their limit. It seemed that nothing they 

said or did could improve the behavior of their children. Grasping at straws, they decided to send 

the boys to meet with their local rabbi.  

 

He asked to meet with the boys individually, so the eight-year-old was sent to meet with him 

first. The rabbi sat the boy down and asked him sternly, "Where is God?" 

 

The boy made no response, so the rabbi repeated the question in an even sterner tone, "Where is 

God?"  

 

Again the boy made no attempt to answer, so the rabbi raised his voice and began waving his 

finger, "WHERE IS GOD?" 

 

At that, the boy bolted from the office, ran straight home, and hid himself in his bedroom closet. 

His older brother followed him into the closet and said, "What happened?" 

 

The younger brother said, "This time we are in BIG trouble. God is missing and they think we 

did it!" 

 

It can’t be that we go through the entire Seder with God missing. It can’t be that we think about 

Him only in the abstract. We moderns have a hard time talking so openly about God, but I assure 

you once a year is not too much. The point of the Seder is not just to recount the story of our 

people. And it’s not even to simply see ourselves as occupying a place within the great chain of 

Jewish history. It’s to recognize that – like our ancestors before us – over time – each of us is 

capable of developing a unique and personal relationship with Hashem. 

 

The Rav once put this so beautifully in the eulogy he gave for his mother. 

 

11 Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Eulogy for his Mother 

I learned from her the most important thing in life - to feel the presence of the Almighty 
and the gentle pressure of His hand resting upon my frail shoulders. 
 

This then is the first message of the four cups: The Seder is not merely a sequence of 

haphazardly arranged rites and rituals. If the Seder is our journey, the four cups are the signposts 

along the way. Each one pushes the night’s agenda one step further. They help us notice that 

we’re not just plodding along; we’re building toward something. Like any relationship, it starts 

from scratch and develops from there: From the mechanistic quality of והוצאתי – what we might 

call simply “going through the motions” all the way to the intimacy of ולקחתי. 
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 חייב אדם להראות את עצמו כאילו הוא בעצמו יצא עתה משעבוד מצרים

 

It’s not simply the notion that there’s a personal element to the redemptive process, it’s that 

there’s a personal element to our relationship with Hashem. 

 

By the end, when we lift the cup of Hallel and chant the words of Nirtzah, it’s our fervent hope 

that we’ll be singing the praises – not of the idea of God in history or the principle of a people 

redeemed – but of a Creator that we can call our own.     
 

 

Halachic 
Before moving to our next section, let me ask you to flip back for a moment to the cover or your 

handout. I’ve reproduced for you a page from an illustrated Haggadah that was published in 

Germany in 1512. This is actually the first printed Latin translation of the Haggadah. (And it’s 

striking to notice that the participants seem to be dressed conspicuously like Franciscan monks. 

Perhaps it is no coincidence that this Haggadah was published during the papacy of Pope Julius 

II, who himself had a Franciscan background.) 

 

Notice how many cups appear in front of each participant. We all know that unlike Kiddush on a 

regular Shabbos, for instance – when one cup is sufficient for multiple people – at the Seder 

everyone gets their own כוס. But in this Haggadah, everyone has their own four cups! 
 

11a Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi, Haggadah and History 

 

 
 

Halachically speaking, it might actually be the position of Rashi that one requires four separate 

cups, but this surely never became the normative practice. The question of four versus one, 

however, has another very important manifestation in the Gemara and I want to take a closer 

look at it with you. But let me ask you to consider the question first: 

 

What if a person decides to jump the gun? Rather than pacing himself and distributing his four cups 

along the course of the Seder, he instead decides to drink all four cups right up front. Maybe he’s thirsty. 

Maybe that’s his normal practice. Whatever his reason, he makes Kiddush and then proceeds to drink 

not one cup of wine, but four. What’s the halacha?  

 
You naturally see the two sides of the argument: On the one hand – technically speaking – he has drunk 

four cups of wine. On the other, he performed the mitzvah out of order. Is this ok or would this person 

be required to go ahead and drink the three remaining cups at their assigned intervals?  (For those of 

you keeping score, that would be a total of seven cups – not including any discretionary drinking during 

the meal. Needless to say, such a scenario would surely make for a raucous rendition of  גדיאחד .) 

 

 

Let’s turn to the Gemara: 
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   ב עמוד קח דף פסחים מסכת בבלי תלמוד 12
 צריך הללו כוסות ארבעה: שמואל אמר יהודה רב אמר

 שתאן, יצא - חי שתאן. יפה כוס מזיגת כדי בהן שיהא

. יצא -  ביתו ולבני לבניו מהן השקה, יצא - אחת בבת

 לא חירות ידי, יצא יין ידי: רבא אמר. יצא - חי שתאן

 ארבעה ידי, יצא - יין ידי: אמר רב, אחת בבת שתאן. יצא

 . יצא לא - כוסות

 

R. Yehudah said in the name of Shmuel: If 

one drank all four cups at once, he has 

fulfilled his obligation. [What does it mean 

that] one who drinks all four cups [has 

fulfilled his obligation]? Rav said: With 

regard to wine he has fulfilled his obligation. 

With regard to the four cups, he has not 

fulfilled his obligation. 

 

   

 

The answer is somewhere in the middle. Now – this is news to us – but apparently there are two 

components of the mitzvah. He’s fulfilled one, but he’s missing the other. He’s covered his 

mitzvah of wine, but not his mitzvah of the ארבע כוסות. And this is in fact the halacha: 

 

One must drink the four cups in order. Should 

he drink them consecutively – out of order – he 

has not fulfilled his obligation.  

  שולחן ערוך אורח חיים סימן תעב סעיף ח 13

 זה אחר זה שתאן ואם, הסדר על כוסות' ד לשתות צריך

 . יצא לא, כסדר שלא

 

Simply drinking all four cups is not sufficient.  

 

But on reflection, we have to wonder why. Normally, we race to fulfill our mitzvos. As soon as 

the opportunity arises, we hasten to accomplish our religious goals. What’s so different in the 

case of the arba kosot? What’s problematic about drinking all four cups right at the beginning 

of the Seder?  

 

There’s actually a raging debate about the correct text of this Gemara, but for the sake of 

simplicity, let’s use Rashi’s girsa (see especially בדפי הרי"ף) – which is actually a little different 

from our own. And it begins to shed light on this question: 

 

  רש"י מסכת פסחים דף קח עמוד ב  14
  ששתה ארבעה כוסות. –ידי יין יצא 

כלומר אין זו מצוה  –ידי חירות לא יצא 
  שלימה.

He has fulfilled his obligation to drink wine inasmuch 

as he drank four cup(ful)s. But with regard to freedom, 

he has not fulfilled his obligation. That is to say, his 

mitzvah is incomplete.   

Obviously when it comes to drinking wine, there’s no disputing that you’ve drunk the requisite amount 

of wine. But there’s a second component and that’s where there’s a deficiency:  
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Rava said: The rabbis enacted 

that we drink four cups of wine 

in the manner of those who 

enjoy freedom. Accordingly, 

each one is treated as its own 

mitzvah.  

   ב עמוד קיז דף פסחים מסכת בבלי תלמוד 15
, הלל את עליו גומר - רביעי. מזונו על מברך - שלישי כוס לו מזגו. משנה
 בין. ישתה - לשתות רוצה אם, הללו הכוסות בין. השיר ברכת עליו ואומר
  . ישתה לא לרביעי שלישי

: לו אמר! כוס טעונה המזון ברכת מינה שמע: לרבא חנן רב לו אמר. גמרא
 . מצוה ביה נעביד וחד חד כל, חירות דרך רבנן תיקנו כסי ארבע

 

The conclusion of this Gemara is that each of the four cups is necessary because they are intended to 

convey a sense of חרות.  

As we already noticed in our earlier discussion, part of the goal of the four cups is to demonstrate a 

feeling of freedom. We drink while leaning. We drink liberally. All of this speaks the language of the 

liberated man. What we learn from this Gemara is that there’s another dimension to the liberated man 

– and that is: he’s not in a hurry. In the case of the four cups, hastening to accomplish the goal runs 

counter to the very purpose of the mitzvah.  

Part of being a freeman means the freedom to tread slowly and deliberately rather than racing through. 

If part of the purpose and function of the arba kosot is to demonstrate חירות, then we have to 

remember that it’s not just that we are free to drink the night away. Form mirrors function. The freeman 

is not in a rush. He controls his own schedule. And this is how we comport ourselves at the Seder. 

While it’s true that we left Egypt בחפזון, in haste, we consign this fact to the historic narrative. It plays 

no role on Seder night. We may have to move quickly at times during the Seder to insure that we fulfill 

the night’s mitzvos at their appointed hour; and we obviously want to try keep small children from 

starving, but principally, the four cups remind us that we’re in no particular hurry.  

 

 

16 Rabbi Joseph Solovetichik, Festival of Freedom p. 97 

This is the greatness of our people. Waiting 
is the art a Jew knows best; no other nation 
knows how to wait like the Jew. “Next year 
in Jerusalem!” “This year we are here; next 
year – in the land of Israel!” “This year we 
are slaves; next year – free men!” This is a 
characteristic trait of the Jew. The Messiah 
is a little slow in coming; nevertheless we 
are still waiting. If he knocks on our door, 
we will open it for him.  

 
 

What I’d like to suggest is that the arba kosot teach something fundamental about the virtue of waiting.  
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Because there is yet another valence to the fact that we have four cups. Temporal fours and multiples of 

four in the Torah always signify a length of time needed for transformation: 

• For God to recreate the world in פרשת נח, there’s a flood that lasts 40 days. 

• For Moshe to learn the Torah and bring a new conception of God and his world to the Jewish 

people, he spends 40 days and 40 nights on Har Sinai. 

 it’s four generations of Egyptian exile before the Jewish people are – ודור רביעי ישובו הנה •

redeemed.  Or 400 years. 

• 40 years in the wilderness. 

• The list goes on. 

 

The patience required during the intervals between the four cups is no less important than the four cups 

themselves. Because they furnish us with the opportunity to transform ourselves.  

We quote the pasuk from the end of Sefer Yehoshua at the Seder: 

And I gave unto Isaac Jacob and Esau; and I 

gave unto Esau mount Seir, to possess it; and 

Jacob and his children went down into Egypt. 

 יהושע פרק כד:ד 17
ָוֶאֵּתן ְליְִצָחק ֶאת יֲַעקֹב ְוֶאת ֵעָׂשו ָוֶאֵּתן ְלֵעָׂשו ֶאת ַהר ֵׂשִעיר 

 ָלֶרֶׁשת אֹותֹו ְויֲַעקֹב ּוָבנָיו יְָרדּו ִמְצָריִם: 

 

There couldn’t be a starker contrast. Yitzchak leave his inheritance to Yaakov and Esav. Esav goes 

straight to Har Seir. No waiting. But Yaakov first goes to Mitzrayim.  

As the great Norwegian playwright noticed, this is one of our foremost qualities. “The Jew,” Henrik Ibsen 

wrote (Peer Gynt, 1867), “has taught me how to wait.” 

But I want to take a moment to clarify a crucial distinction. It’s important to point out that waiting is not 

a virtue in and of itself. In fact, passive waiting can be quite deadening.  

18 Oh, The Places You’ll Go: The Waiting Place, Dr. Seuss 
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I love this limerick because each of us can surely relate to this quandary. If waiting is simply 

another way to describe passivity, it’s difficult to identify its utility. The trick, I would submit to 

you, is to make waiting a transformative experience. 

 

We’ll talk more about the question of why we use wine in a few moments, but it should not be 

lost on us that the very vehicle of this message is itself the product of slow and gradual 

fermentation. Wine cannot be produced instantaneously. 

 

In order: That is to say, one recites the 

Haggadah between [drinking] the [four] cups.  
מגן אברהם סימן תעב  19  

פי' שיאמר ההגד' בנתיים: -על הסדר    

  

As the Magen Avraham writes, to drink the cups in order means to recite the Haggadah between 

the drinking of those cups. For through the process of discussing the Haggadah and performing 

the mitzvos of seder night, the hope is that we’ll be developing ourselves along the way. By 

ascribing meaning to all that we are doing as we move from cup to cup, there is no question that 

we will be different people by the time the end of the Seder arrives.  

  

This then is the second message of the four cups: It’s a message about how we relate to time: It’s 

possible to turn passive waiting into something transformative. It’s up to us to attach content and 

substance to the time we have – not for the sake of filling the moments – but for the sake of 

deepening our relationship to the thing for which we are waiting.  
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So many of us are waiting: Waiting for the right person to turn up; waiting up for the right career 

opportunity to come along; waiting for the right opening to insert ourselves more firmly into 

Jewish communal life or Jewish learning.  

 

There is nothing wrong with waiting – provided that we use the time to transform ourselves – 

such that when the waiting is over – we are ever-more-suited to our new identity. 

 

It’s really quite stunning to think about it. There is no more celebrated event in Jewish history 

than the Exodus from Egypt. The event itself left us wandering in a wilderness for 40 years. And 

yet – the capacity to expectantly prepare for the future – despite the fact that we had not yet 

arrived in the Promised Land – warrants our most fervent celebration! This capacity for patience 

is no small matter.  

 

But we must actively choose. Do we use the time constructively or do we squander it? The four 

cups – neatly assigned to their respective stages of the Seder – provide us an exceptional 

opportunity: The chance to model this ethic of actively waiting – and by engaging in the search 

for meaning – to undergo the process of self-transformation.   
 

History: 
We now come to our third and final chapter. Having explored the text of the redemption and grappled 

with some of the halachic intricacies of the four cups, let’s turn our attention now to the discipline of 

history. Can we say something that speaks to the question of why the rabbis would have chosen wine 

specifically for the performance of this mitzvah? Naturally, wine helps create a freer state of mind, but is 

there perhaps something more going on?  

 

Speaking of wine, I just wanted to call your attention to a news story that received considerably 

less coverage than Mayor Mike’s attempted ban on soda. Apparently Mayor Bloomberg now has 

his sights trained on wine and matzah consumption. You can read more about it in the article I’ve 

excerpted for you from The Jewish Week. Needless to say, the very powerful Manischewitz 

lobby is on top of it we’ll keep you abreast of the situation.  

 

20 The Jewish Week, Purim Edition, February 22, 2013 
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So let’s return to our question: Why wine? 

One possibility – and this is the position on the Baalei Tosafot – is simply that the four cups 

occupy a space within in the normal framework of Mitzvot. Whenever the opportunity arises to 

attach a cup of wine to a mitzvah, to introduce a כוס של ברכה, we seize upon it. Think of 

Havdalah, or Shevah Brachos. Using wine elevates the mitzvah.  

 

But in the time that we have remaining, I’d like to share with you a fascinating hypothesis put 

forward by the author of the משך חכמה, R. Meir Simcha of Dvinsk.  
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משך חכמה שמות ו:ו 21  

 
 

 

According the משך חכמה, the rabbis privileged wine in this unique instance because it separates 

us from non-Jews. As the Midrash writes, the Israelites were redeemed in the merit of four 

practices to which they had adhered throughout their servitude in Egypt: They were scrupulous 

about keeping their names; they preserved their own language; they did not engage in character 

assassination; and they maintained high standards of sexual propriety. It was in these ways that 

Jews in Egypt remained distinct. 

 

By drinking wine at the Seder, we raise our glasses to the value of Jewish exceptionalism that 

enabled the redemption. That the Jews remained distinct allowed for our redemption as a 

separate people. So at the Seder, we pay tribute to this history by choosing a drink that embodies 

our distinctness. Nothing draws a line in the sand quite like Jewish wine.  

 

The ingredients are no different. It’s not technically an issue of Kashrut that renders wine 

halachically palatable or not. That wine produced by non-Jews is off limits to us is a function of 

a rabbinic decree intended to keep us from fraternizing excessively with people whom we are not 

permitted to marry. Or to put in contemporary terms, mixed drinking might lead to mixed 

dancing.   

 

And historically, it’s fascinating to consider the possibility that the introduction of the four cups 

of wine at the Seder may be virtually contemporaneous with the ban on wine produced by non-

Jews. 

 

And these are the laws that the sages formulated in the 

attic of Chananyah ben Chizkiyah ben Garon. For on one 

occasion they went up to visit him. Votes were cast and 

counted, Beit Shammai outnumbered Beit Hillel and they 

enacted 18 measures on that very day.  

   ב עמוד יג דף שבת מסכת בבלי תלמוד 22
 בעליית שאמרו ההלכות מן ואלו. משנה
 נמנו. לבקרו שעלו גרון בן חזקיה בן חנניה
 עשר ושמונה, הלל בית על שמאי בית ורבו

 . ביום בו גזרו דברים
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Eighteen rabbinic enactments were decided upon in one day in the attic of חנניה בן חזקיה – one of 

which, the Gemara (17b) says, was the ban on non-Jewish wine. Sectarianism was running 

rampant and the rabbis were searching urgently for ways to keep Jews in the fold.  

 

And this is all happening in Palestine in the post-Temple period at the end of the 1
st
 century CE. 

So it’s not inconceivable that the rabbis chose wine for the four cups to emphasize that the 

Jewish people are a nation apart – and it has been our willingness to remain a nation apart that is 

responsible for our survival. Drinking kosher wine as opposed to a more generic beverage re-

enforces the fundamental notion that we Jews are different.  

 

This is only a theory and it can’t be easily proven. But in any event, it’s clear that one of the 

major themes of the Seder is this sense of Jewish distinctiveness. As the Haggadah points out:  

 

And he became there a great nation: This teaches 

that the Jews were distinctive there [in Egypt]. 
נוסח ההגדה 23  

.מלמד שהיו ישראל מציונים שם - ויהי שם לגוי   

 

This is part of what we’re preserving in drinking wine over the course of the seder, as opposed to 

any other drink.  

 

I want to argue that the third message of the four cups is a message about Jewish particularism. 

It’s appealing in our generation to get caught up in the universal themes of תקון עולם or becoming 

an אור לגויים. Those are noble ambitions and we should pursue them. But at least one night of the 

year it’s appropriate for us to turn inwards. 

 

It’s the only holiday in which the principle locus of celebration is the home. It’s an opportunity 

for us to think about what’s uniquely Jewish – what’s uniquely ours – what distinctive Jewish 

message we are transmitting to the next generation. 

 

Sukkot is a universal holiday. Pesach is particularistic. It’s about our story – the Jewish story.  

 

 

24 David Brooks, The Power of the Particular, June 25, 2012 

When we are children, we invent these 

detailed imaginary worlds that the child 
psychologists call “paracosms.” These 
landscapes, sometimes complete with 
imaginary beasts, heroes and laws, help us 
orient ourselves in reality. They are 
structured mental communities that help 
us understand the wider world.  
We carry this need for paracosms into 
adulthood. It’s a paradox that the artists 
who have the widest global purchase are 
also the ones who have created the most 
local and distinctive story landscapes. 
Millions of people around the world are 
ferociously attached to Tupac Shakur’s 

version of Compton or J.K. Rowling’s 
version of a British boarding school or 
Downton Abbey’s or Brideshead 
Revisited’s version of an Edwardian 
estate.  
Millions of people know the contours of 
these remote landscapes, their typical 
characters, story lines, corruptions and 
challenges. If you build a passionate and 
highly localized moral landscape, people 
will come. . . .  
It makes you appreciate the tremendous 
power of particularity. If your identity is 
formed by hard boundaries, if you come 
from a specific place, if you embody a 
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distinct musical tradition, if your concerns 
are expressed through a specific 
paracosm, you are going to have more 
depth and definition than you are if you 
grew up in the far-flung networks of 
pluralism and eclecticism, surfing from 
one spot to the next, sampling one style 
then the next, your identity formed by soft 
boundaries, or none at all. . . 
The whole experience makes me want to 
pull aside politicians and business leaders 

and maybe everyone else and offer some 
pious advice: Don’t try to be everyman. 
Don’t pretend you’re a member of every 
community you visit. Don’t try to be 
citizens of some artificial globalized 
community. Go deeper into your own 
tradition. Call more upon the geography 
of your own past. Be distinct and credible. 
People will come. 

 

Going deeper into our own  

Before closing this section tradition is precisely what Pesach is all about. We should approach 

our Mesorah with a sense of deep pride. Torah and halacha should be no casual acquaintances, 

but rather life-long companions. When it comes to Judaism, if we’re not going to become the 

experts, who are?   

 

, let me take you on a brief digression. Because no discussion of the history of the arba kosot would 

be complete without mention of the famous position of the Taz. 

 

Rabbi David ha-Levi Segal was one of the greatest Torah luminaries of his generation and to this day his 

commentary to the Shulchan Aruch is considered indispensable. He was a Polish rabbi and lived through 

one of the most horrific events in the Jewish history of the middle ages – the Chimilnicki massacres of 

1648-49. He and his family escaped to Moravia, but his first-hand experience of course colored his 

halachic outlook.  

 

 

One should preference red wine (over white).  25 תעב סימן חיים אורח ערוך שולחן   
 אדום. יין אחר לחזור מצוה

 

   ט ק"ס תעב סימן חיים אורח ז"ט 26
(משלי  יתאדם כי יין תרא אל דכתיב

 מעלה הוא' שהאדמדומי מ"ש כג:לא)

 ולא בזה כוסות' בד כאן' הטו והקפיד

 לאדום רמז עוד דיש ב"ער' בסי בקידוש

 ישראל בני שוחט פרעה' שהי לדם זכר

 מפני אדום יין מליקח נמנעו והאידנא

  :ה"בעו שקרים עלילות

For it is written: Do not stare at that red wine. (Proverbs 

23:31). This indicates that its redness is a value. The Tur is 

insistent upon this when it comes to the four cups even 

though he makes no such demand when it comes to Kiddush 

for there is another allusion to redness inasmuch as it 

reminds us of the Jewish blood which Pharaoh spilled. 

Nowadays we are prevented from using red wine because of 

the blood libels which have come upon us in our sinfulness.   

  
With the advent of the blood libel, the Taz writes, we use white wine. Fearing for the safety of his 

community – lest anyone seize upon consumption of red wine at the Seder as an opportunity to 

perpetrate acts of violence against the Jews – the Taz forewent the presumptive preference for red wine 

at the Seder. I suppose this created a kind of bitter irony. Surely on seeing his glass of white wine on 

Seder night, the Taz – or any other Jew – could not help but remember those darkest episodes of our 

collective past when the blood of our brethren flowed more freely than our sacred wine.   
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We are blessed to live in an age and in a land where the ethics of pluralism and toleration form the very 

bedrock of our society. And we should never take this for granted. But nor should we forget our history.  

 

נובכל דור ודור עומדים עלינו לכלותי  

 

27 Jonathan Safran Foer, Why a Haggadah, NY Times, 2012  

Our grandparents were immigrants to America, but natives to Judaism. We are the 

opposite: fluent in “American Idol,” but unschooled in Jewish heroes. And so we act like 
immigrants around Judaism: cautious, rejecting, self-conscious, and feigning (or achieving) 
indifference. In the foreign country of our faith, our need for a good guidebook is urgent. 
 

How many of our great grandparents – how many of our aunts and uncles – were among those in 

the annals of our history who perished for the simple reason that they were Jews? 

 

Every time we deepen our commitment to our Mesorah, we pay tribute to the lives they led and 

the deaths they died.  

 

Our people has a storied history. We don’t purport to have a monopoly on truth, but neither do 

we shrink from the idea that our unique Mesorah is our most treasured gift. We believe that our 

ethics, our values and our Mtizvos – properly understood and faithfully executed – have the 

capacity to transform us and to transform the world around us. But the starting point must be a 

knowledge of our own tradition anchored deeply enough in our Torah and our Talmud to 

withstand the blustering winds of popular fad and passing fancy.  

 

Drinking wine on Seder night is no accident of history. It is a purposeful ploy to prompt our 

proclivity toward particularism.  

 

 

Four Cups Half Full 
To recap: 

Through a literary lens we learned that the four cups are signposts along the path of a great Seder 

journey. Our goal is not only to see ourselves as part of the story of the Exodus, but to recognize 

in so doing that each of us has the capacity to cultivate and develop our own personal 

relationship with the Almighty: From the impersonal והוצאתי to the intimate ולקחתי.  
 

In our halachic discussion, we discovered that four cups preach patience – not for the sake of 

waiting – but for the sake of providing us an opportunity to attach meaning to all that we do: A 

chance to transform ourselves.  

 

And historically, the wine contained in the four cups reminds us that Pesach is particularistic. We 

may have lessons to teach the world, but we need to recognize that those lessons will be better 

understood the more fluently we speak the language of our own tradition.  

 

In many Sephardic communities, the Seder ends with the fourth cup. They don’t say  חסל סידור
 ?Why .לשנה הבאה בירושלים But we continue. We sing .פסח
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Two holidays end this way: Pesach and Yom Kippur. You know the connection?  

 

These are the two great holidays devoted to the project of looking back. On Yom Kippur we look 

back at the past year and take stock of our missteps so that we can properly perform the mitzvah 

of teshuva and achieve kapparah. And on Pesach, we’re devoted to the ethic of  לבנךוהגדת , telling 

the story of the Jewish people to our children.  

 

So we conclude by affirming that while we are summoned to bethink the past, we do not belong 

to the past. The Jew looks eternally to the future.  

 

As Jonathan Sacks once put it, Judaism is the only civilization whose Golden Age is yet to come. 

 

As we put down that fourth cup, we acknowledge that the mitzvot may be complete, but the 

journey is unfinished. The cups may be empty, but we look on them as though they are half full. 

For when it comes to the story of the Jewish people, our most prized vintage is still waiting to be 

produced. 

 

I wish each and every one of you a חג כשר ושמח.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


