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Prague Haggadah 

 

 

A family was hosting a very large group of guests on Seder night. After welcoming everyone, the 

hostess announced: There are two things you need to know about our Seder. The first is that the 

children are the most important people at the table and the second is that questions are more 

important than answers. Then she turned to her six-year-old daughter and said: “Sweetie, why 

don’t you start us off by asking a question.” 

“But I don’t know what to say,” the little girl said meekly.  

"Well then just say one of the questions you’ve heard mommy say," the woman responded.  

Her daughter thought for a moment and then said, "My God: Why did I invite all these people to 

the Seder?  

 

The Seder is our time to ask questions. And there are three in particular that I’ve been thinking 

about this year:  

 

The first comes from the text of the Haggadah. 

 

  יכול מראש חודש 1
May one start [telling the story of Pesach] on Rosh Chodesh 

[Nissan]? That is why the Torah writes, On that day. If the 

obligation is on that day, perhaps one can begin the Seder 

during the day? The Torah therefore writes, because of this. 

One cannot say because of this except at a time when 

Matzhah and Marror are set out before you.  

  נוסח ההגדה 1

יכול מראש חדש, תלמוד לומר ביום 
ההוא, אי ביום ההוא יכול מבעוד יום, 

בעבור זה לא  -תלמוד לומר בעבור זה 
אמרתי אלא בשעה שיש מצה ומרור 

 לפניך.מנחים 

 

It’s only at a time when you’re able to point to the Matzah and Maror in front of you that you can 

fulfil the mitzvah of sippur yetziat Mitzrayim.  

 

At first glance, this has to strike us as odd. Would we think about putting up a Sukkah two weeks 

early and trying to fulfil the Mitzvah of Sukkah? Pesach has a date. Why would we entertain the 

possibility that the holiday could be observed at any other time? 

 

2 Remembering and Recounting 

There’s an old question about the difference between sippur and zechira: We have a mitzvah to 

remember the exodus every day of the year. We fulfil that Mitzvah by reciting Shema. So what’s 

special about the Seder? We have a mitzvah called Sippur Yetziat Mitrayim. Of course we 
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understand that it’s a much broader mandate and there’s something more involved. I want to ask 

a slightly different and maybe unanswerable question: Why do we need both? If I’m an 

observant Jew, I’m already thinking about the Exodus every day of the year? 

 

3 Who Knows One? 

At the end of the Seder we sing a series of songs. One of them is called אחד מי יודע – Who knows 

one? And it’s bizarre. It seems like a kind of nursery rhyme or lullaby. Here we are having 

completed the most elaborate Jewish ritual of the year. We sit in the rarefied air of those who 

have made it to the end. We occupy this exalted spiritual state. And then we sing a ditty? What 

are we doing singing a children’s song at the end of the Seder? 

 

The Rambam 

What I’d like to propose is that imbedded within a cryptic formulation of the Rambam are the 

answers to all of our questions and a message that is especially and uniquely relevant to the 

people in this room today: 

 

It is a positive commandment of the Torah to relate the 

miracles and wonders wrought for our ancestors in Egypt 

on the night of the fifteenth of Nisan, as [Exodus 13:3] 

states: "Remember this day, on which you left Egypt," just 

as [Exodus 20:8] states: "Remember the Sabbath day." 

 

From where [is it derived that this mitzvah is to be 

fulfilled on] the night of the fifteenth? The Torah teaches 

[Exodus 13:8]: "And you shall tell your son on that day, 

saying: 'It is because of this... [implying that the mitzvah 

is to be fulfilled] when matzah and maror are placed 

before you. 

 רמב"ם הל' חמץ ומצה ז:א 2

מצות עשה של תורה לספר בנסים ונפלאות 
שנעשו לאבותינו במצרים בליל חמשה עשר 

בניסן שנאמר זכור את היום הזה אשר 
כמו שנאמר זכור את יום יצאתם ממצרים 

, ומנין שבליל חמשה עשר תלמוד השבת
לומר והגדת לבנך ביום ההוא לאמר בעבור 
זה בשעה שיש מצה ומרור מונחים לפניך. 

שאין לו בן, אפילו חכמים גדולים ואף על פי 
חייבים לספר ביציאת מצרים וכל המאריך 

  .בדברים שאירעו ושהיו הרי זה משובח

 

 

What’s the connection to Shabbat? We just said a moment ago: Sippur is different from Zechira. 

Why would the Rambam invoke the mitzvah to remember Shabbat here? It’s the furthest thing 

from what he’s trying to explain.  

 

And if you go back to the pasuk that Rambam cites and its classic interpretation, the problem 

gets even worse.  

 

Remember in an ongoing sense…. Pay 

attention to constantly remember that day of 

Shabbat: Should you chance on a [prized] 

article [during the week], set it aside for 

Shabbat. 

 3 רש"י שמות כ:ח

זכור לשון פעול הוא, כמו (ישעיה כב יג) אכול ושתו, 
(שמואל ב ג טז) הלוך ובכה, וכן פתרונו תנו לב לזכור 

תהא מזמינו תמיד את יום השבת, שאם נזדמן לך חפץ יפה 
 :לשבת

 

The Rambam is trying to argue that there’s a discrete and specific Mitzvah to tell the story of the 

Exodus on Seder night? The Mitzvah of remembering Shabbat is almost the opposite: The 

obligation is to remember it always! 
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So let’s return for a moment to our first question: 

 

The Haggadah’s suggestion of starting two weeks early may seem a little extreme, but every year 

without fail someone asks me if they can start the Seder early. And in principle, there’s a very 

strong case to be made:  

 

Unquestionably the most important line of Seder night is והגדת לבנך. The whole purpose is to 

educate the children. And everything is about the kids. 

 

He should make changes on this night so that the children 

will see and will [be motivated to] ask: "Why is this night 

different from all other nights?" until he replies to them: 

"This and this occurred; this and this took place." 

What changes should be made? He should give them 

roasted seeds and nuts; the table should be taken away 

before they eat; matzot should be snatched from each 

other and the like. 

 רמב"ם ז:ג 4

וצריך לעשות שינוי בלילה הזה כדי שיראו 
הבנים וישאלו ויאמרו מה נשתנה הלילה הזה 
מכל הלילות עד שישיב להם ויאמר להם כך 
וכך אירע וכך וכך היה. וכיצד משנה מחלק 

להם קליות ואגוזים ועוקרים א השולחן 
קודם שיאכלו וחוטפין מצה זה מיד מלפניהם 

 זה וכיוצא בדברים האלו....

 

And it’s so crucial and so indispensable that we spend the whole night trying to keep the children 

awake. We need them. The whole night belongs to them and we want to do everything in our 

power to keep the awake and engaged.  

• We ask questions 

• We pour cups of wine that we don’t drink 

• We play games 

• We dip more than usual 

• We lean 

• We hide the Matzah 

• We give out prizes 

 

There is no other event on the Jewish calendar that calls on us to jump through so many hoops – 

all for the sake of making sure the children don’t fall asleep. 

 

And in codifying the timing of the Seder, the Shulhan Arukh is acutely aware of all of this: 

 

One’s [Seder] table should be set from earlier in the day so 

that one may begin the Seder as soon as it’s nighttime. 

Even if one is in the study hall, he must pick himself up for 

it is a Mitzvah to hurry and eat so that the children do not 

fall asleep. But one may not make Kiddush before 

nightfall.  

 5 ש"ע תע"ב סעיף א

יהיה שלחנו ערוך מבעוד יום, כדי לאכול 
מיד כשתחשך; ואף אם הוא בבית המדרש, 

יקום מפני שמצוה למהר ולאכול בשביל 
התינוקות שלא ישנו, אבל לא יאמר קידוש  

 .עד שתחשך

 

So how about a much simpler solution? Rather than starting the Seder at 8pm, why not start the 

Seder at 5pm? Or even better – why not do it at noon? 
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R. Israel Isserlein, who was the chief rabbi of Vienna in the 15
th

 century, wondered about this 

question. Nightfall in Vienna in mid-April is about 830pm. So as a general matter they would 

daven Maariv early. His question was: Can you start the Seder before it’s dark outside?  

 

 6 תרומת הדשן ס' קלז

מבהכ"נ בערבית עדיין יום הוא, שרי לקדש על שאלה: בע"פ כשיוצאים 
   ?הכוס ולהתחיל הסדר מבעוד יום או לאו

תשובה: יראה דלא שרי למיעבד הכי, דהתוס' ומרדכי ואשירי ריש ע"פ 
כתבו בשם הר"י דאורלינ"ש, דאין מצות מצה ומרור אלא בלילה ממש. 

ר וא"כ אע"ג דקודם שיסיים האגדה /ההגדה/ ויגיע לאכול מצה ומרו
יהיה לילה ממש, מ"מ כוס של קידוש שהוא אחד מד' כוסות גם אכילת 
שאר ירקות ויתר שינוי דעבדינא כדי שישאלו התינוקות, וכ"ש האגדה 

עצמה בעי נמי דליהוי בשעת שראוי לאכול מצה ומרור, דכל הני אמצות 
מצה ומרור שייכי, וגמרינן ודרשינן והגדת לבנך כו' בעבור זה לא 

שעה שיש מצה ומרור מונחים לפניך. ר"ל בשעה שראוי אמרתי אלא ב
לאכול מצה ומרור, דהא מבעוד יום נמי היה יכול להניח לפניו. וא"כ 

ע"כ אין לומר האגדה /ההגדה/ קודם הלילה ממש, והשינוי נמי אין כאן 
דרך כדי שישאל הבן ויגיד לו האב. וקידוש נמי הואיל וכוסו בכלל ד' 

ן גאולה במצה שהיא זכר לחירות, א"כ כולהו כוסות מן הרמוזים בלשו
 צריכין שיהא לילה ממש.

 

When we leave the synagogue on the night of Pesach 

and it’s still light outside, is it permissible to make Kiddush and begin the Seder  after Maariv

while it’s still day? It appears that it is not permissible to do so…..  

 

But it wasn’t just the desire to accommodate the kids that gave rise to this question. What’s 

amazing to notice is that the locus classicus for when to tell the story of the Exodus is wildly 

ambiguous. Have a look at the next source. It’s on that day that we’re commanded to tell the 

story, but exactly when that day is remains something of a mystery.  

 
3 And Moses said unto the people: 'Remember this day, in which 

ye came out from Egypt, out of the house of bondage; for by 

strength of hand the LORD brought you out from this place; 

there shall no leavened bread be eaten. 4 This day ye go forth in 

the month Abib. 5 And it shall be when the LORD shall bring 

thee into the land of the Canaanite, and the Hittite, and the 

Amorite, and the Hivite, and the Jebusite, which He swore unto 

thy fathers to give thee, a land flowing with milk and honey, that 

thou shalt keep this service in this month. 6 Seven days thou 

shalt eat unleavened bread, and in the seventh day shall be a 

feast to the LORD. 7 Unleavened bread shall be eaten 

throughout the seven days; and there shall no leavened bread be 

seen with thee, neither shall there be leaven seen with thee, in all 

thy borders. 8 And thou shalt tell thy son in that day, saying: It is 

because of that which the LORD did for me when I came forth 

out of Egypt.  

 7 שמות פרק יג

 הַזּהֶזכָוֹר אֶת הַיּוֹם ג) וַיּאֹמֶר משֶֹׁה אֶל הָעָם 

אֲשֶׁר יצְָאתֶם מִמִּצְרַיםִ מִבֵּית עֲבָדִים כִּי בְּחזֹקֶ 
  :ידָ הוֹצִיא יקְוָֹק אֶתְכֶם מִזּהֶ וְ.א יאֵָכֵל חָמֵץ

  :בְּחדֶֹשׁ הָאָבִיבד) הַיּוֹם אַתֶּם יצְֹאִים 

ה) וְהָיהָ כִי יבְִיא2ֲ יקְוָֹק אֶל אֶרֶץ הַכְּנעֲַניִ 
י וְהַיבְוּסִי אֲשֶׁר נשְִׁבַּע וְהַחִתִּי וְהָאֱמרִֹי וְהַחִוִּ 

לַאֲבתֶֹי2 לָתֶת ל6ָ אֶרֶץ זבַָת חָלָב וּדְבָשׁ 
  :בַּחדֶֹשׁ הַזּהֶוְעָבַדְתָּ אֶת הָעֲבדָֹה הַזּאֹת 

תּאֹכַל מַצּתֹ וּבַיּוֹם הַשְּׁבִיעִי  שִׁבְעַת ימִָיםו) 
  :חַג לַיקוָֹק

רָאֶה ז) מַצּוֹת יאֵָכֵל אֵת שִׁבְעַת הַיּמִָים וְ.א יֵ 
  :ל2ְ חָמֵץ וְ.א ירֵָאֶה ל2ְ שְׂארֹ בְּכָל גְּבֻל2ֶ

לֵאמרֹ בַּעֲבוּר  וְהִגַּדְתָּ לְבִנְ( בַּיּוֹם הַהוּאח) 
 זהֶ עָשָׂה יקְוָֹק לִי בְּצֵאתִי מִמִּצְרָיםִ:
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When the Exodus actually began is an open question. So all kinds of possibilities emerge:  

Maybe we should start 30 days before Pesach.  

 

One should start exploring and explicating the 

laws of Passover 30 days prior to Passover. 

Rabb Simeon ben Gamliel says: Two weeks 

[before Passover].  

 8 פסחים ו.

שואלין ודורשין בהלכות הפסח קודם הפסח שלשים יום, 
 .רבן שמעון בן גמליאל אומר: שתי שבתות

 

 

Maybe we should start, as the Haggadah suggests, on Rosh Chodesh. After all, there’s a perfectly 

plausible case to be made that it was on Rosh Chodesh that the redemption began.  

 

 העמק דבר שמות לד:יז 9

.... ומכאן למדנו לעסוק כי בחדש האביב יצאת ממצרים
בעניני פסח מראש חדש כדי שיהיה זה העסק מועיל 

ים ד"ו בהא דפסח מדבר להשריש אמונה, וכדמסיק בפסח
שהזהיר משה לישראל מראש חדש, ואפילו לחכמים 

דרשב"ג דשלשים יום לפני הפסח שואלין ודורשין 
והיינו בהלכות פסח, מכ"מ מר"ח יש לעסוק יותר, 

דאמרינן בהגדה יכול מראש חדש כו', הרי דס"ד 
דמצות ספור ממש בא מראש חדש, והוא מהאי קרא 

כנה לזכירת עניני פסח, להוסיף ה שבא לאחר העגל
 .ובשביל זה התכלית כדי לחזק האמונה ויראת ה' בלב

Aviv you left Egypt…. So -For in Chodesh ha

we might have thought, based on this verse, 

that the obligation to tell the story of the 

Exodus could have begun on Rosh Chodesh….  
  

 

Or maybe it should be on Shabbat Hagadol. The original preparation for Korban Pesach took 

place on the 10
th

 of Nissan – which in the year of the Exodus – was on Shabbat:  

 

Tell all the congregation of Israel that on the 

tenth day of this month every man shall take 

a lamb according to their fathers’ houses, a 

lamb for a household. 

 10 שמות יב:ג

דַּבְּרוּ, אֶל- כָּל- עֲדַת ישְִׂרָאֵל לֵאמרֹ, בֶּעָשׂרֹ, לַחדֶֹשׁ הַזּהֶ: 
 .וְיקְִחוּ לָהֶם, אִישׁ שֶׂה לְבֵית-אָבתֹ-- שֶׂה לַבָּיתִ

 

There is custom to so recite the Haggadah in the afternoon 

[of Shabbat Hagadol], from the words “We were slaves,” 

through “to atone for our sins” [following dayeinu].  

 11 רמ"א ס' תל הלכות שבת הגדול

המנהג לומר במנחה ההגדה, מתחלת 
 נותינו.עבדים היינו עד לכפר על כל עו

 

[By the way: It’s a good thing the Sephardim don’t have this practice. Given what I learned from 

my experience at Shearith Israel two weeks ago, I’m not sure where they would find the time….] 

 

issan:of N 
th

Or maybe the right time is Erev Pesach, the 14 



7 

 

 פירוש הריטב"א על ההגדה 12

והגדת לבנך יכול מר"ח וכו'. פי' אין זה מתשובת שאינו 
יודע לשאל, אלא כיון שתפס התנא המקרא דורש אותו. 
ולזה שאינו יודע לשאל ראוי לדרוש פירוש הפסוק הזה 

יותר אימתי הוא זמן ההגדה הזאת. ואמר אילו אמר הכתוב 
ביום ההוא הייתי יכול לדרוש סתם והגדת לבנך ולא אמר 

כי שמא מר"ח ניסן אנו חייבים לדרוש זה, כדרך שדרש 
משה רבינו ע"ה לישראל במצרים, ועוד לפי שאמר 

למעלה (שמות י"ג) ועבדת את העבודה הזאת בחדש הזה, 
לכך הוצרך הכתוב לומר ביום ההוא דמשמע בעיצומו של 

שנתחיל ואפילו אמר ביום ההוא הייתי יכול לומר  יום,
להגיד כן מבעוד יום, שהוא יום י"ד, לפי שבו מתחלת 

עבודת הפסח שהיא שחיטתו כמו שאמר הכתוב 
(במדבר ל"ג) ממחרת הפסח יצאו בני ישראל ביד 

רמה, שר"ל ממחרת שחיטת הפסח שהיא ביום ט"ו 
, ולפיכך אמר כאן יכול מבעוד יום שהוא זמן יצאו

ת"ל בעבור זה, העבודה וזמן שחיטת הפסח חייב בהגדה, 
לא אמרתי לך לספר אלא בשעה שיש מצה ומרור מונחים 

לפניך על השלחן שתוכל להראות אותם באצבע שאתה 
  אומר מצה זו מרור זה.

I could have 

concluded that one 

should start telling 

on Erev the story 

of  
th

Pesach, the 14

for that is  Nissan,

when the service 

of the [Korban] 

Pesach began. 

Namely, that is 

when it was 

slaughtered as the 

verse states: On 

the day after the Pesach the Israelites left Egypt 

with a mighty hand. That is to say, on the day 

on the  –lamb  after the slaughter of the paschal

they left….  – 
th

15  

 

So as much as we would love to start early, we cannot. The Haggadah goes out of its way to 

insist that the proper – and exclusive – time to perform the mitzvah of סיפור יציאת מצרים is on the 

15
th

 of Nissan. The question is why.  

 

If the goal is just to have visual aids at our disposal to enhance the story-telling experience, we 

could’ve added the visual aids any time. Why does the Mitzvah have to be done at such a 

specific moment?  

 

Now let’s return to our perplexing Rambam. Remember the problem? Why the comparison to 

Shabbat? 

 

What’s the Rambam’s source for the connection between Pesach and Shabbat? It’s an obscure 

Midrash that apparently escaped the attention of the super-commentaries on the Rambam.  

 

Advise the Jewish people: Just as I created the world 

and said to them to remember the day of Shabbat as a 

remembrance of the work of creation as it is written: 

Remember the day of Shabbat…. So, too, do they 

remember the miracles and wonders that I performed 

for you in Egypt. And you must remember on the day 

that you went out from there. For it is written: 

Remember this day that you left Egypt….  

 13 שמות רבה פרשת בא יט:ו

והזהר לישראל כשם שבראתי את העולם 
ואמרתי להם לישראל לזכור את יום השבת זכר 

למעשה בראשית שנאמר זכור את יום השבת, 
כך היו זוכרים הנסים שעשיתי לכם במצרים 
וזכרו ליום שיצאתם משם שנאמר זכור את 

 היום הזה אשר יצאתם ממצרים.... 

 

The Torah commands us to tell the story of the Exodus. The question is: Why does it matter 

when I do it? When it comes to the basic mitzvah of remembering the Exodus, I do it every day! 
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Why should the singular Mitzvah of Sippur Yetziat Mitzrayim be any different? Let’s pick a 

time to sit down and devote four hours to the project. We’ll use all the symbols; we’ll follow the 

text of the Haggadah. Think of the Mitzvah of Tzeddakah. Who cares when I do it? As long as it 

gets done, the timing should be irrelevant.  

 

To remember Shabbat is to carve out what Abraham Joshua Heschel called, “a sanctuary in 

time.” And that time matters. It can only be accomplished on Shabbat, the Midrash reminds us. 

So, too, the mitzvah of recounting the story of the exodus. It can only happen on the 15
th

 of 

Nissan. 

 

What the Rambam is telling us is that anniversaries matter. What we learn from Shabbat is that 

the remembrance of the event has to take place on the day of the event of itself. In the case of 

Shabbat, the day of the week matters; in the case of Pesach; the day of the year matters.  

 

This is what the Rambam refuses to take for granted. To our 21
st
 century sensibilities, it may 

sound obvious, but in fact it’s anything but obvious. When it comes to the date on which we 

perform this sacred Mitzvah, there’s no margin for error. There are a hundred reasons why we 

might have thought we could do this Mitzvah at a different time. The Rambam reminds us right 

from the get-go that we cannot. Shabbat hast to be observed on its specific anniversary; and 

Pesach has to be it observed on its specific anniversary.  

 

And parenthetically, R. Jacob Emden went even further. He objected to the practice of reading 

the Haggadah on Shabbat Hagadol. It would be like eating Matzah on Erev Pesach. It’s too soon. 

It’s not time for the Mitzvah….  
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 14 ר' יעקב עמדן, מור וקצעיה ס' תל

 

 

On what grounds can 

one justify starting 

early?... Certainly on 

Erev Pesach it’s not 

appropriate – just as 

there is a prohibition 

against eating Matzah 

before the Seder. Here, 

too, the uniqueness [of 

the Haggadah] makes it 

more special and invites 

listeners to pay careful 

attention. If they have 

already read it earlier in 

the day, the contents will 

already be stale and no 

one will be stirred.  
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Psychologists have discovered this, too. They’ve identified something called the anniversary 

reaction.  

 

 

15 Journal of Psychosomatics November, 

1979 

Vol. 20. No. 11 

 

 
 

Think of post-traumatic stress. We know that sights or sounds or smells can be triggering for 

people. Old memories or images can come rushing back. 

 

What the Rambam is telling us is that what we know to be true on the level of sensory 

experience is equally true when it comes to temporal experience.  

 

Sadly we know this all too well from 9/11. Just the date itself conjures up all kinds of feelings 

and emotions.  

 

But it’s not just trauma that can be triggered by a particular date on the calendar; an anniversary 

can just as easily release a torrent of euphoria.  
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Certain dates have been seared into our communal consciousness and now they transcend 

personal memory.  Even I wasn’t there to experience the original event first-hand, the event has 

become part of my collective DNA. And retelling the event on the day of its occurrence is unlike 

the experience of retelling it at any other time.  

 

Question 2: Sippur and Zechirah 

 

But there’s a second message that emerges from the Rambam’s comparison to Shabbat. And it’s 

this message that points us in the direction of an answer to our second question: Why do we need 

a mitzvah to tell the story of the Exodus on Pesach when we have a mitzvah to remember the 

event every day of the year?  

 

What’s important to notice is that the goal of remembering Shabbat is not just to remember that 

God rested on the 7
th

 day; it’s to remember what he rested from; it’s to remember the God of 

creation: זכר למעשה בראשית.  
 

By comparing Pesach to Shabbat, the Rambam is insisting that we zoom out.  

 

Every other day of the year, we mention and remember the Exodus, but there’s no context. On 

Seder night, we provide the background. We tell the story.  

That’s what the Gemara means when it tells us מתחיל בגנות ומסיים בשבח. Unlike the free-flowing, 

generalized memory of the everyday Mitzvah, Sippur Yetziat Mitzrayim is about telling a story 

with a beginning and an end.  

 

We give the exodus a context.  

 

Two beggars are sitting side by side on a street in Rome outside the Vatican. 

 

One has a cross in front of him; the other one the Star of David. Lots of people go by and look at 

both beggars, but only put money into the hat of the beggar sitting behind the cross. 

 

A priest comes by and notices what’s happening. Everyone is giving money to the fellow behind 

the cross. And no one is supporting the other beggar.  

 

Finally, the priest goes over to the beggar behind the Star of David and says, "My poor fellow, 

don't you understand? This is a Catholic country; this city is the seat of Catholicism. People 

aren't going to give you money if you sit there with a Star of David in front of you, especially 

when you're sitting beside a beggar who has a cross. In fact, they would probably give more to 

him just to spite you." 

 

The beggar behind the Star of David listens to the priest, turns to the other beggar with the cross 

and says: "Moishe, look who's trying to teach the Goldstein brothers about marketing." 

 

Things look different depending on how and where they’re situated.  
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When we think about the larger context, it deepens our appreciation for the specific moment. If, 

as we discussed, there’s something special about celebrating anniversaries, it’s not just the 

historical date or time to which we’re returning. In the wedding anniversary analogy, it’s not just 

the moment of the chuppah we recall; it’s the first date and the courtship and the engagement and 

the marriage. We distill it into a single unit on the calendar, but the Rambam is reminding us not 

to be deceived. Yes – the Exodus itself happened at a particular moment in time – but our 

obligation is to see and remember a much larger picture.  

 

What we do every day of the year is too abridged. It’s the shorthand version. To gain a real 

appreciation for what happened, we need a story with a beginning, middle and end. That’s what 

we do just once a year: That’s the Mitzvah of סיפור יציאת מצרים.  

 

Question 3: Transformation  

 

Finally: What’s the meaning of the song we sing at the end of the Seder?  

 

By returning us to the mitzvah of Shabbat, the Rambam is signaling something else: We’re not 

remembering for the sake of remembering. Yes, there’s a celebratory component to the Seder 

and an educational component to the Seder. But there’s also a higher goal.  

 

Remember the Sabbath Day to make it holy.  16 שמות פרק כ 

 זכור את יום השבת לקדשו. 

 

Remembrance is not intrinsically valuable; it’s instrumental; it’s goal-oriented. In the case of 

Shabbat it’s to create a day of sanctity. In the case of the Seder, we have a different objective. 

It’s not a secret. It’s just the next pasuk.  

 

You shall tell your son on that day, ‘It is because of 

what the LORD did for me when I came out of Egypt.’ 

And it shall be to you as a sign on your hand and as aa 

memorial between your eyes, that the law of the 

LORD may be in your mouth. For with a strong hand 

the LORD has brought you out of Egypt. 

 17 שמות פרק יג

ח וְהִגַּדְתָּ לְבִנ2ְ, בַּיּוֹם הַהוּא לֵאמרֹ:  בַּעֲבוּר זהֶ, 
 לִי, בְּצֵאתִי, מִמִּצְרָיםִ. ה'עָשָׂה 

יד2ְָ, וּלְזכִָּרוֹן בֵּין עֵיני2ֶ, -ט וְהָיהָ ל2ְ לְאוֹת עַל
כִּי בְּידָ חֲזקָָה,   , בְּפִי(:ה'לְמַעַן תִּהְיהֶ תּוֹרַת 

 .מִמִּצְרָיםִ ה'הוֹצִא2ֲ 

 

You’ll tell the story; you’ll put on Tefilin. Why? So that the words of Torah will be on your lips. 

 

If the goal were just to educate the next generation, we could hand out textbooks or hire 

professional educators. But the point is that there’s another goal. And that’s for us to be moved.  

 

When the students of the rabbis in Bnei Brak arrive, they don’t just say the time for telling the 

story is over. They say רבותינו הגיע זמן קריאת שמע של שחרית. It’s time to return to the everyday. 

Now that you’ve been transformed, go back to the normative with a new sense of perspective.  

 

That’s the meaning of the song we too easily mistake for a nursery rhyme at the end of the Seder.  
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My friend Rabbi David Wilensky once suggested a solution to this riddle. We sing this song to 

demonstrate just how far we’ve come. Our Jewish consciousness has been heightened to such a 

degree that now all of our associations are Jewish! You say six and I say Mishna. You say 11 and 

I say Yosef’s dream. It’s the evidence that the Seder has worked! I’ve been transformed. The 

Torat Hashem just rolls off my lips.  

 

The goal in Egypt was the transformation of a people and that remains our goal on Seder night: 

We begin as outsiders looking back on time through the window of ancient texts and songs; we 

end as insiders looking ahead at the future through the lens of a renewed Jewish consciousness.  

 

So the Rambam has helped us answer our three questions: 

1) Yachol MeRosh Chodesh is absolutely the right query. But from Shabbat we learn that 

anniversaries need to be celebrated in their right moment. Part of our objective on Seder 

night is to fold ourselves into the story of the Exodus. Sights and smells help us recreate 

the experience. And on a metaphysical level, so does the date of the original experience. 

2) Sippur is very different from Zechirah. The idea is not just to recall a particular moment 

in time, but to recall the context of the moment. Shabbat is code for the story of creation 

and rest; Exodus is code for the story of slavery and redemption. On any other night of 

the year we recall a passing memory. On Seder night, we locate that memory within a 

larger context. 

3) And finally, the Rambam helps us understand that the process of remembering and re-

experiencing is not an end unto itself. There’s a larger goal to bear in mind.  זכור את יום
 We’re aspiring toward something. And if we’re successful, the Seder will .השבת לקדשו

leave us transformed. The words of the Torah will be so familiar, they’ll have become 

second nature.    

 

So there’s just one question that remains unanswered: Why do we keep talking about Jewish 

Center Day?   

 

Our ushers are now distributing an extraordinary document.  

 

On March 24, 1918 – exactly 100 years ago to the day – the members of this shul consecrated 

this sanctuary and ushered in our first century.  

 

And our forebears had the audacity to call it Jewish Center Day. I’ve reproduced for you the 

program of the Dedication Exercises and Festivities.  

 

To the best of my knowledge, there are only two original copies of this document that survive. 

One is housed in the archive at the National Library of Israel in Jerusalem. The second is on loan 

to The Jewish Center by the chair of our board, Virginia Bayer Hirt. And you can see it in our 

archives case on the 1
st
 floor.   

 

It was a major moment in the life of our shul and it was a major moment in the life of the 

community. The American Jewish Chronicle covered the event in its news section.  
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There’s actually a debate about the proper text of the last line. In the original version, it specified 

simcha dancing. Mordechai Kaplan was very worried that mixed dancing might lead to… mixed 

dancing…. Or Reconstructionism…  

 

So allow me to conclude by mapping what we’ve learned from the Rambam about the Seder onto 

our own Centennial celebration.   
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What’s the significance of Jewish Center Day? 

What’s supposed to be embedded in the psyche of a Jewish Center member on the 100
th

 

anniversary of our institution?  

 

First: As we’ve gone to great lengths to demonstrate: Anniversaries matter. They give us a 

chance to travel back in time and become bearers of memory and history that transcend any one 

of us. How extraordinary to be part of this 100 year-old story. 

 

Second: Of course the moment is significant, but we have to step back and appreciate the wider 

perspective – not just the moment, but the greater context: In 1918 the Jewish world was 

splintering. Reform Judaism was on the ascendancy. There were almost no barriers to entry for 

Jews who were all-too-anxious to become part of contemporary America. Meanwhile, the 

traditionalists found themselves closing ranks, desperately trying to stem the tide of assimilation.  

 

And so there were two worlds.  

• Acculturated Jews who had made the decision that their Jewish identities would play 

second fiddle to their American aspirations. 

• And shtiebel Jews who were committed to the preservation of their Eastern European 

traditionalism and were utterly unwilling to venture out into the treife medina. 

  

We may not have been the first and we certainly were not the only ones to respond. But along 

came The Jewish Center and suggested that there could be a middle ground – there could be a 

Center. Here was an institution deeply committed to Tradition and at the same time dedicated to 

the proposition that its members could be citizens of the world. Our opening program featured a 

theatrical performance.... and Minchah.  

 

It’s staggering to notice how relevant this message remains. How extraordinary to sit in the pews 

of this same sanctuary 100 years later and recognize that the need to create and maintain an 

integrated, middle ground for Jews of the 21
st
 century has never been more pressing.  

 

Finally, when it came to the Seder, by comparing Pesach to Shabbat, the Rambam reminded us 

that remembrance has to be attached to a goal. When we sing אחד אני יודע it’s the telltale sign that 

we’ve achieved a new level of consciousness.  

 

This is an amazing time to be part of The Jewish Center. And we have so much to celebrate.  

 

But we have much larger aspirations.  

 

To paraphrase Rabbi Lamm, our objective is not go through the Haggadah; it’s for the Haggadah 

to go through us. 

 

And so it is with our institution. Of course we want everyone to come every week or even every 

day. But not for the sake of coming and going; for the sake of coming and leaving transformed. 

 

Jewish Center Day is an opportunity to pause and reflect not just on what we’ve accomplished as 

an institution, but to embrace the prospect of being transformed by the institution. To see 
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ourselves not just as Jewish Center members, but as Jewish Center Jews: Jews who see the world 

through the lens of all that we stand for:  

• An unwavering commitment to tradition coupled with unending intellectual curiosity  

• The desire to integrate Torah values and the wider world 

• A passion for chesed and social action 

• And an abiding love for Israel and her people 

 

At the end of the day, the success of our Seder rises and falls on our willingness to approach the 

Seder table with an open heart and an open mind. Are we going through the motions or do we 

permit ourselves to be moved?  

 

And the success of our Jewish lives as Jewish Center members in these next 100 years rises and 

falls on the same question.  

 

Globally, we’ve helped build the State of Israel, spirit refugees to safety, advocate on behalf of 

Soviet Jewry, raise money for victims of terror, and care for the indigent the world over.  

 

Locally, we’ve made davening decorous, accessible and inspiring; we’ve created a welcoming 

and caring community; we’ve made Torah learning sophisticated and relevant; and the ethic of 

  .undergirds all that we do חסד

 

We’ve moved mountains and transformed lives.  

 

The question is: What happens next?  

 

The most tragic of the four sons is not the רשע, but the שאינו יודע לשאול – the one who comes to 

the Seder with no question – with nothing to ask; nothing to gain. He’s the foil for everything 

we’re trying to accomplish.   

 

And so the Haggadah insists: את פתח לו. You start. You make the first move. You ask the first 

question. You be the one to open up the possibility that something transformative might yet 

happen.  

 

Once a year – or once every hundred years – it’s the responsibility and privilege of an institution 

and its members to pause and wonder aloud: What’s our question? What are our greatest 

aspirations for our families, for our community and for the Jewish people?  

 

If we are but willing to take the risk of asking, we may discover that we’re busy transforming the 

world over these next 100 years; and maybe ourselves in the process.  

 

I wish each and every one of you a Chag Kasher v’Sameach and a Happy Jewish Center Day.  


