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With thanks to Erica Brown, on Thursday, we hosted a zoom call with the Chief Rabbi of 

Odessa, Rabbi Avraham Wolff, who told us the following story. 

 

Shortly after Russia invaded Ukraine, Rabbi Wolff needed to find refuge for 120 Jewish orphans 

in his care. Through his network of contacts, he arranged for them to find shelter in Berlin. The 

problem was that between Odessa and Berlin were seven border crossings. And none of these 

kids had a passport, let alone a visa. All they had were photocopies of their birth certificates.  

With the help of a diplomat friendly to the Jewish community in Berlin, the children were able to 

pass through the border of each country without incident: From Ukraine through Moldova, 

Romania, Hungary, Slovakia, Czechia, and finally, Germany. 

 

The bus ride took a total of 52 hours. And now the children are safe. 

  

Rabbi Wolff said this his grandfather was born in Nurenberg and fled the Nazis during World 

War II. Now his grandson was helping the Jews of Ukraine fleeing the Russians find safe have in 

Berlin.  

 

The world has been turned upside down.  

 

And so this morning, I’d like to do something a little different with you. Thinking about the 

Haggadah we’ll use on Seder night, I want to start at the back of the book. I want to explore the 

very last section of the Haggadah – and maybe in the process – think about how we might begin 

to turn the world right side up again.  

 

A few years ago, someone called Rav Herschel Schachter with the following question. 

A young rabbi was going to be making a seder at a retirement home in his community. And they 

wanted to start the seder early. The problem is: The mitzvot of Pesach can’t be done until it’s 

Pesach. So you can’t make Kiddush early. You can’t eat matzah early. You can’t even tell the 

story of יציאת מצרים early. Was there anything that could be done before nightfall – before it was 

the 15
th

 of Nissan? 

 

So Rav Schachter said, “How about Nirtzah? Take the songs from the end of the Seder and start 

with them. You’ll sing with them for 15-20 minutes and by the time you’re done, you’ll be ready 

to say Kiddush….” 

 

Everyone knows these songs that we have at the end of the seder. 

Chad Gadya, Echad mi Yodeah….  

They’re famous. 

They’re in every Haggadah. 

And apparently, you can say them either before or after the Seder. 

 

But if we ever stopped to think about them – or if we ever had to actually explain them – we 

would be at a total loss.   

 

Most of the songs barely have a connection to Pesach. And yet they’re universal. Find me a song 

about the steps of the seder that doesn’t end with Nirtzah.  
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It’s a puzzle.  

 

The problem is that the Pesach Seder suffers from being top heavy. We spend 45 minutes talking 

about Ha Lachma Anya and Mah Nishtana and then we have to race through the rest of Maggid 

in 20 minutes. By the time we get to Nirtzah, we’re totally spent. 

 

And it’s not just us. The commentaries on the Haggadah function the same way. Everyone has 

something to say about the first half of the Seder. The second half… not so much.   

 

But before we get into the meat of what I want to talk about this morning, let’s just start by 

defining our terms. When we talk about Nirtzah, what are we referring to? 

 

Background 

 

Already in the 13
th

 century, we have a source that mentions singing at the end of the seder:  

 

 שבלי הלקט סדר פסח ריח 1

 
 

Over time, what developed was the inclusion in the Haggadah of seven piyyutim. By the end of 

the middle ages, they start appearing in all kinds of Ashkenazic Haggadot: 

 

 

 
British Museum Add MS 14762, 

Ashkenazi Haggadah (1430-1470) 

  הגדה של פסח: נרצה 2
 סידור פסח חסל .1

 אז רוב ניסים )ויהי בחצי הלילה( .2

 אומץ גבורתך )ואמרתם זבח פסח( .3

 אדיר במלוכה )כי לו נאה( .4

 אדיר הוא .5

 אחד מי יודע .6

 חד גדיא   .7

 

And you can see an example from a 15
th

 century Haggadah. What I’ve reproduced for you is the 

last page of the Haggadah. It ends with the song Adir Hu. That’s it.  

 

The final two songs – Echad mi yodeah and Chad gadya – are very late additions. They first 

appear in the Prague Haggadah 1590. 
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National Library of Israel, Prague Haggadah (1590)  

 

Part of what makes this so confusing is that in many Haggadot – including the Rabbi Sacks 

Haggadah printed right here in the 21
st
 century – three of these songs appear at the end of Hallel! 

They’re not even in the Nirtzah section of the Haggadah – which is of course where they belong. 

 

Questions: 

 

When it comes to all the other stages of the Haggadah, we have a pretty good idea what they’re 

about. There’s a basis in a pasuk or in a Mishnah. We know what we’re doing. 

 

But what’s Nirtzah?  

It’s not in the Torah. 

It’s not in the Mishnah. 

It’s not in the Gemara. 

It’s not in the Rambam. 

It’s not in the Shulhan Arukh. 

And yet: It’s included in every Haggadah that we own. 

 

It’s a night of four questions, so here are four questions I have about Nirtzah: 

 

1 Where did come from? Why did it pop up in Ashkenaz and not Sepharad? 

2 Why is it called נרצה? That word has nothing to do with songs or singing.  

3 What’s the message behind this section of the Haggadah? 

4 Why might all of this be relevant to our particular moment?  

 

 

1 A History of Nirtzah: The Winey Path from Story to Song 

So let’s take it from the top. Was there something happening in Ashkenaz as opposed to 

Sepharad that might explain why these songs crept into the Ashkenazic seder during the 

medieval period but not the Sephardic seder? 

 

We all know the story from the Haggadah about the sages of Bnei Brak. 

 הגדה של פסח: מגיד 3
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י יְּ  זֶׂר וְַּרבִּ יעֶׂ י ֱאלִּ ַרבִּ ה בְּ ַרק, ַמֲעשֶׂ נֵי בְּ בְּ ין בִּ ֻסבִּ ָהיּו מְּ פֹון, שֶׂ י ַטרְּ יָבא וְַּרבִּ י ֲעקִּ יָה, וְַּרבִּ ן ֲעזַרְּ ָעזָר בֶׂ לְּ י אֶׂ ְוָהיּו ְמַסְפִרים הֹוֻשַע וְַּרבִּ

גִּיַע זְַּמן קְּ  ,ָכל אֹותֹו ַהַליְָלה ִביִציַאת ִמְצַריִם ם: "ַרבֹוֵתינּו, הִּ רּו ָלהֶׂ ם וְָּאמְּ יֵדיהֶׂ מִּ ָבאּו ַתלְּ יתַעד שֶׂ ל ַשֲחרִּ ַמע שֶׂ יַאת שְּ  "!רִּ

 

Most sections of the Haggadah have an earlier source. It’s a pasuk; it’s Mishna, it’s a Midrash. 

This story appears only in the Haggadah. The characters are familiar to us from the Mishnah, but 

there’s no Mishna with this story. There is, however, a kind of parallel story in the Tosefta: 

 

 יב-י הלכות יא תוספתא מסכת פסחים )ליברמן( פרק 4

אפלו בינו  חייב אדם לעסוק בהלכות הפסח כל הלילהאין מפטירין אחר הפסח אפיקומן כגון אגוזין תמרים וקליות. 

  לבין בנו אפלו בינו לבין עצמו אפלו בינו לבין תלמידו

 

עד הלילה  מעשה ברבן גמליאל וזקנים שהיו מסובין בבית ביתוס בן זונין בלוד והיו עסוקין בהלכות הפסח כל

 קרות הגבר הגביהו מלפניהן ונועדו והלכו להן לבית המדרש

 

 

After Chatzot, when all the Mitzvot are complete and the seder is over, there’s an ethic to stay up 

all night and talk about – either Hilchot Pesach or the story of the Exodus. And the Tur and the 

Shulhan Arukh kind of blend the sources together: 

 

 

 טור אורח חיים הלכות פסח סימן תפא 5

ומנהג פשוט הוא שלא לשתות יין ופי' ה"ר יונה טעם למנהג לפי שחייב אדם לעסוק כל הלילה בהלכות פסח וביציאת 

והכי איתא בתוספתא ואם ישתה ישתכר מצרים ולספר בנסים ונפלאות שעשה הקב"ה לאבותינו עד שתחטפנו שינה 

חייב אדם לעסוק בהלכות פסח וביציאת מצרים כל הלילה וזהו ששנינו מעשה בר"א ורבי יהושע שהיו מספרים 

 ביציאת מצרים כל הלילה וכו'.

 

It’s interesting that the two sources are conflated. It’s not exactly clear how we’re meant to be 

spending our time after the Seder. But we certainly understand the basic idea. We’re meant to 

talk more about Korban Pesach and Yetziat Mitzrayim. The problem is: If we would allow the 

consumption of wine after the seder, that would put us over the top.  

 

So now we know the goal. The goal is to remain sober enough after Hallel so that we can 

continue talking about the Exodus. 

 

The question is: How large was the gap between expectation and reality. Everyone’s supposed to 

avoid speaking Lashon Harah. We try – but we don’t always bat 1.000.  

 

If 100 years from now a historian found our shul bulletin, they would see that davening starts at 

9am. But they would be left to wonder: Did everyone come at 9am? Or were there also a handful 

of people who arrived 10 minutes later? 

 

So what was happening at these Sedarim in medieval Europe? Did the reality on the ground meet 

the halakhic ideal? Were people staying up after the seder to keep talking about the Exodus and 

the Korban Pesach? 

 

It’s hard to know the answers to questions like these, but the sources give us some clues.  
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Of course we have an obligation to drink four cups of wine. Maybe a fifth. But what about 

beyond the four cups or between the four cups?  

 

The Mishna gives us a general guideline: 

 משנה פסחים קיז: 6

ּתֹות  ם רֹוצֶׂה לִּשְּ י  —ֵבין ַהּכֹוסֹות ַהָללּו, אִּ יעִּ בִּ י לִּרְּ ישִּ לִּ ה, ֵבין שְּ ּתֶׂ ה —יִּשְּ ּתֶׂ  .ֹלא יִּשְּ

 

Between these cups of wine, one can drink [additional wine]. Between the third and fourth cups, 

one may not drink [additional wine].  

 

But how it shakes out as a matter of practice is fascinating.  

And here we start to see a gap open up between the Ashkenazim and the Sephardim.  

 

In medieval Sepharad, the poskim were much more constrictive about how much wine could be 

drunk over and above the four cups.  

 

So for instance, the Shulhan Arukh codifies the Mishna’s ruling that you can’t drink anything 

between the third and fourth cup. 

 

 ח סימן תעטשולחן ערוך אורח חיים הלכות פס 7

 ולא ישתה יין בינו לכוס רביעי.

But the Rema in Krakow is much more lax….  

 רמ"א הלכות פסח סימן תעט 8

 מיהו מכוס שלישי יכול לשתות כמה פעמים והכל מחשב שתייה אחת, אע"ג דהפסיק בנתיים 

 

find a similar divide And when it comes to drinking between the first and second cup, we 

between the Ashkenazim and the Sephardim. 

  

The second is poured right at the beginning of Maggid before the Mah Nishtana. But we’re not 

going to drink until the very end of Maggid before the meal. So the question is: Can you drink 

ring Maggid?du 

 

The Baal Ha-Meor has no objection: 

 

 בעל המאור פסחים כד. 9

אם רצה לשתות בתוך ההגדה הרשות בידו כדתנן בין הכוסות הללו אם רצה לשתות ישתה. ואין הפרש בין שותה לפני 

 ההגדה לשותה בתוך ההגדה ואין לנו למחות בידו אם בא לשתות בתוך ההגדה.

 

But the Sephardim think this is crazy.  

 

 הר"ן על הרי"ף מסכת פסחים דף כד עמוד א 10

דאע"ג דאמרי' דבין הכוסות הללו אם רצה לשתות ישתה משמע ודאי דהיינו בין כוסות אבל לא באמצע הכוס שאחר 

 שמזג הכוס לספר עליו יציאת מצרים שהוא מן התורה אינו בדין שימזוג כוס אחר וישתה

 

 מלחמות ה' מסכת פסחים דף כד עמוד א 11
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ומה שכתב בעל המאור ז"ל שהוא אומר שאם רצה לשתות בתוך ההגדה הרשות בידו כדתנן בין הכוסות הללו אם רצה 

 חס ושלום שלא התירו אלא בין כוס לכוסלשתות ישתה 

 

reason, the Ashkenazim So now we have a clue. Is four cups a floor or a ceiling? For whatever 

are much more permissive about how much wine a person can drink beyond the minimum. 

Meanwhile the Sephardim don’t like it one bit.  

 

And I’ll share with you a second clue: 

There’s not just a difference in the quantity of wine that’s being imbibed, there’s a qualitative 

difference.  

 

In medieval Sepharad, wine was typically diluted. 

 

Rambam and Shulhan Arukh are always talking about mixing or diluting their wine. 

 

 רמב"ם הלכות חמץ ומצה פרק ז 12

שתיה  ארבעה כוסות האלו צריך למזוג אותן כדי שתהיה

עריבה הכל לפי היין ולפי דעת השותה, ולא יפחות 

בארבעתן מרביעית יין חי, שתה ארבעה כוסות אלו מיין 

 שאינו מזוג יצא ידי ארבעה כוסות ולא יצא ידי חירות...

[With respect to] these four cups, one must 

mix them [with water] so that [the wine 

tastes] pleasant. Everything must be 

[determined]  according to the [quality of the] 

wine and according to the preference of the 

drinker. 

 

 

 שולחן ערוך אורח חיים הלכות פסח סימן תעב 13

  שיעור הכוס, רביעית לאחר שימזגנו

 

But the Ashkenazim always say that mixing/diluting is not at all necessary! 

 

 רשב"ם פסחים קח: 14

 .אבל יינות שלנו לא בעי מזיגהוהני מילי ביינות שלהן דדרו על חד תלת 

 

In the times of the Talmud, they would dilute their wine. But we don’t do that anymore! 

 

 מרדכי מסכת פסחים תוספת מערבי פסחים 15

 :אבל ביין שלנו שאינו חזק כל כך טוב לשתות חיביותר כדאמרינן בכמה דוכתי דוקא ביין שלהן שהיה חזק 

 

 טור אורח חיים הלכות פסח סימן תעב 16

 ויין שלנו לכתחלה אינו צריך מזיגה.

 

 רמ"א אורח חיים הלכות שבת סימן רעב 17

 ויינות שלנו יותר טובים הם בלא מזיגה.

 

 הלכה ט הגהות מיימוניות הלכות חמץ ומצה פרק ז 18

 מפרש רשב"ם דהיינו דוקא מיינות שלהן דדרו על חד תלת אבל ביינות שלנו אין צריכין מזיגה, ע"כ:
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How different was the wine being produced in Spain versus the wine being produced in France? 

We’re talking about the same moment in history. We’re talking about the same part of Europe. 

The only thing separating Spain and France is the Pyrenees. It’s the same wine! But in Sepharad 

they’re adding water and in Ashkenaz they’re it drinking straight up.  

 

So this is my theory: I can’t prove it, but what I would speculate is this. In Sepharad, there was a 

tight grip on excess wine consumption on Seder night. There were limits to how much could be 

drunk over and above the minimum. And anything that was being drunk, was first watered down. 

So among the Sephardim, there would have been very little impetus to do anything other than 

what the Tosefta prescribes. When the seder is over, everyone participating is meant to linger 

and study the halachot of Pesach or stay up and talk more about the miracles of יציאת מצרים.  

 

But among the Ashkenazim, there would have been a real concern that anyone who made it to 

the end of the seder would be in no condition to be studying halachic texts or talking coherently 

about the exodus. They were drinking more often and they were drinking an undiluted product.  

 

And so a substitute emerged: One could capture the spirit of the Tosefta by singing songs that 

were connected to the themes of the evening. And this was something that could be done almost 

irrespective of one’s state of sobriety.  

 

R. Chaim Benveniste, writing in the 17
th

 century says this almost explicitly: 

  

 כנסת הגדולה הגהות טור אורח חיים סימן תפא 19

ברוב נסים  חייב אדם לעסוק בהלכות פסח וכו'. נ"ב ]נכתב בצדו[: ובאשכנז נהגו לומר מזמורים שעשו פייטנים, כמו אז

 ואומץ גבורתך, וכי לו נאה ואדיר הוא וכו'.

 

What you really should be doing is learning hilchot Pesach. But in Ashkenaz, they replaced that 

learning with singing.  

 

And I would suggest that now we know why. This is the answer to our first question. 

Why did these songs pop up specifically in medieval Ashkenaz? 

Because that’s where they were contending with a population that – in all likelihood – would 

have been ill-suited to be עוסק בהלכות הפסח by the time the seder was over.  

 

A man walks into a pub. The bartender asks him: “What’ll you have?” 

 

The man says: “Give me three pints of beer please.” 

 

So the bartender brings him three pints and the man proceeds to alternately sip one, then the 

other, then the third until they’re gone.  

 

The bartender says: “Sir, You don’t have to order three at a time. I can keep an eye on it and 

when you get low I’ll bring you a fresh cold one.” 
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The man says: “You don’t understand. I have two brothers. All of us live in different countries. 

We made a commitment to each other that every Saturday night we would still drink together. So 

right now, each of my brothers is drinking with me.” 

 

And so it was: Every week the man came in and ordered three beers.  

 

Then one week he came in and ordered only two.  

 

The bartender said to him: “I’m so sorry for your loss.” 

 

The man said, “What do you mean?” 

 

“Well,” the bartender says, “I just assumed that if you only ordered two drinks, it must be 

because one of your brothers passed away.” 

 

The man said: “Oh, my brothers are fine; I just quit drinking.” 

 

In Ashkenaz, song became the substitute for being involved in “hilchot ha-pesach and yetziat 

mitzrayim.” 

 

It can’t be that you just closed the Haggadah and went to bed. There had to be some kind of 

gradual trailing off. Where learning wasn’t possible because people might have been a little 

tipsy, the next best thing was song.  

 

 

2 The Etymology of Nirtzah: Back to the Temple 

So now we understand something about how it might have emerged.  

But why is it called Nirtzah?  

 

Let me take you on a little tangent and share with you a beautiful comment of the Netztiv – 

which incidentally – will shed a lot of light on two other unusual practices we have at the seder.  

 

 הגדת אמרי שפר מאת הנצי"ב, פתיחה 20

 

 
 

Our sages organized the seder to correspond to the times in 

which we ate sacrifices. And it’s for this reason that we 

wash our hands before karpas. The Taz wonders why we 

care about [washing our hands before eating a vegetable] on 

seder night when we’re lenient about it the rest of the year. 

But it’s no question. Because on seder night we act as we 

would have when we ate a korban pesach. And that’s why 

we have the practice to wear a kittel. It has nothing to do 

with not giving in to extravagance and remembering the day 

of the death. That makes no sense. It’s rather because the 

pesach was a korban… And as such, it had to be eaten with 

a sense of reverence – like [the way we dress] at the time of 

prayer. If one ate at a king’s banquet, one wouldn’t dress the 

way he does at home. In Jerusalem, when they would eat the 

korban pesach, they would wear a plain white garment. And 

we comport ourselves just as they did when they ate the 
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 korban pesach.  

 

One of the great aspirations of the seder is that we’ll one day be able to eat the korban pesach 

again.  

 

And so we conclude with a section that tips our hat to this aspiration. Like we always say in 

Vayikra: 

 ונרצה לו לכפר עליו

It’s our hope that the korban will be pleasing to Hashem and that it will achieve its purpose and 

affect atonement.  

 

And this of course supports our theory that this whole section of the Haggadah is really meant as 

a stand-in for the learning about the Korban Pesach that we would have been doing.  

 

Calling this section nirtzah is a kind of euphemism.  

We wish we were bringing the korban Pesach. And if that’s not possible, we wish we were at 

least learning or talking about the korban pesach. But if we can’t even do that, we can do a little 

singing and connect ourselves in that way to the hope that next year we’ll be in a position to 

celebrate Pesach in a rebuilt Jerusalem.  

 

 

3 What are We Waiting For? 

So now to our third question. What’s it all about? What’s the message of nirtzah? 

Let’s turn for a moment to the content. We could spend hours just teasing out the meaning of 

each song. But in a nutshell, is there a theme that binds them together? It’s beautiful that we’re 

singing. But what are these songs all about? What’s the message they’re meant to convey? 

 

Let’s learn together a beautiful comment of the Maharal.  

 

 

 

 

 

21 Haggadah of the Maharal (Warsaw, 1905) 
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Nirtzah connects us to the second half of Hallel. The Hallel we said earlier in the night is just 

called Hallel. That’s about the salvation in Egypt. בצאת ישראל ממצרים. But this section is called 

 It’s future looking. In the same way that God performed miracles to save our .הלל נרצה

forefathers, it’s our hope that He’ll perform miracles for us.  

 

Up until now we’ve been looking back; now we turn around and look forward – toward a future 

redemption.  

 

Incidentally, the Maharal Haggadah was published by our friend, R. Yudl Rosenberg – whom 

you may remember from our discussions about the golem. Guess where he found the 

manuscript? In the Royal Library of Metz… which of course never existed….  

 

Many of the comments attributed to the Maharal are not inaccurate. Rosenberg just took essays 

or comments that the Maharal wrote in other sources and compiled them into a Haggadah. It’s 

not so different from the Rav Soloveitchik Haggadah. The Rav never sat down and wrote a 

Haggadah. But he once gave a talk on the 10 plagues and he wrote an essay on freedom and he 

gave a shiur on Matzah. And if you put them all together, you have a nice Haggadah. Yudl 

Rosenberg did the same thing; he just forgot tell us. And if you say that your Haggadah is based 

on a lost manuscript that’s being published for the first time, you might get a few more 

customers…. 

 

So any time someone quotes the Maharal Haggadah – or tries to sell you one in a Jewish 

bookstore – just take it with a grain of salt.  

 

In this case, the Abarbanel said it before the Maharal so we have it on good authority….  

 

If this is the stage of the seder that we start thinking about the future redemption, it makes perfect 

sense that we would attach to Hallel songs that lead us in that direction.  

And there’s a king of off-handed remark in the Yosef Ometz that helps tie things together.  

 

 
R. Yosef Yuspa Hahn 

(1570-1637) 

יוסף אומץ חלק א דיני הסדר  22

 סימן תשצג

בקריאת שמע שלפני מיטתו אין 

לומר ויהי נועם ושאר פסוקים 

דשמירה, כי על כן נקרא ליל 

שימורים שהוא משומר ובא מן 

המזיקין. ומפני זה אנשי מעשה אין 

סוגרין דלתותיהם בבריח חזק כדרכם 

כל הלילות, להראות העמים והשרים 

את יופי בטחונם וחוזק אמונתם שליל 

בה בוא וזה הוא מיוחד לשמירה, 

יבוא ברינה משיחנו במהרה 

 אמן כן יהי רצון. בימינו,

 

At kriat shema before bed, one 

does not recite va-yehi noam and 

the other verses of protection. For 

this night is known as leil 

shimurim; one is protected from 

all dangers. For this reason, pious 

individuals do not lock their doors 

with a bolt as they do on all other 

nights – to demonstrate to all 

people the depth of their 

conviction and the strength of 

their faith that this night is set 

aside for shemirah. For on it will 

come in song our messiah, 

speedily in our days….  
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It’s always song that accompanies us on our journey back to Jerusalem. 

 

That’s what we say in חסל סידור פסח: 

 פדויים לציון ברינה!

Which is a paraphrase of the pasuk in Isaiah! 

 

 

And those the LORD has rescued will return. They will 

enter Zion with singing; everlasting joy will crown their 

heads. Gladness and joy will overtake them, and sorrow 

and sighing will flee away. 

 ישיעהו לה:י 23

דּויֵי ה' יְֻּשבּון,  ַחת ּוָבאּו ִצּיֹון ְבִרנָהּופְּ מְּ , וְּשִּ

מְּ -עֹוָלם, ַעל יגּו, רֹאָשם; ָששֹון וְּשִּ ָחה יַשִּ

 .וְּנָסּו יָגֹון ַוֲאנָָחה

 

If we’re going to look forward now to the ultimate redemption, it’s totally unsurprising that we 

would do so in the midst of song.  

 

4 Conclusions 

Allow me to conclude with one final thought.  

The Midrash tells us: 

 

 מכילתא 24

בו נגאלו ובו עתידין להגאל. –ליל שמורים הוא לה'   

The 15
th

 of Nissan is the night on which Hashem watches over us. It was on this night that we 

were redeemed and it’s on this night that in the future we will be redeemed once again.  

 

Nissan is a kind of circle. 

You could get the wrong idea from the seder. 

You could walk away with the message that we’re at the end of the story so we’re finished. 

Hashem saved us. We’re so grateful. We say Hallel. We drink our final cup of wine and we say 

goodnight.  

 

But it’s actually the opposite. 

Because we’ve come full circle, we’re at the beginning of the story! 

Hashem saved us so that we could arrive at this moment when we would be looking forward to a 

future redemption.  

 

So when the halacha demands that after the seder we spend the whole night talking about Pesach, 

you know what we do? We don’t talk about the Pesach of the past; we sing about the Pesach of 

the future! 

 

It’s expansive. The idea of a redemption that happened yesterday opens up for us the possibility 

of an even fuller redemption tomorrow. 

 

I want to share with you a beautiful passage from Yossi Klein Halevi’s book about the six day 

war: 

 

It’s a memory of one the soldiers on that fateful day when we returned to the Kotel.  



13 
 

Yossi Klein HaLevi, Like Dreamers 95-96 

 

 
 

That’s the feeling we’re meant to be left with at the end of the seder. If Hashem could save us 

from the Egyptians and the crusaders and the Cossacks, why can’t there be an even more 

spectacular salvation in our own day? 

 

So when we reach the end, we can’t but help think about the next chapter – the chapter of 

Eliyahu ha-Navi. Now we’re in a position to wonder aloud about what redemption could look 

like in the future. By singing songs about Hashem’s might and the Temple, we reaffirm that the 

end is really the beginning.  

 

Final Thoughts 

There’s a system of numerology that Chazal sometimes use called Atbash. The first letter in the 

alphabet corresponds to the last. The second corresponds to the second to last and so on.  

When it’s used to impute meaning to a certain word or name, that can be a little dicey. But when 

it’s used as a memory device, it can be deployed to great effect.   

 

So there’s an amazing mnemonic to know if you ever want to impress someone at a cocktail 

party. 

 

If you want to know what day a Jewish holiday will fall out on the calendar, you can use Pesach 

as your guide by using Atbash. 

 

Here’s how it works: 
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25 Pesach as a Mnemonic for the Jewish Calendar 

 

 

1. Aleph = Tav - Tisha B'Av (Shabbat) 

2. Beth = Shin – Shavuot (Sunday) 

3. Gimel = Resh - Rosh Hashana (Monday) 

4. Daled = Kuf - Keriat Hatorah, i.e. Simchat Torah (Tuesday)  

5. He = Tzadi - Yom Tzom Kippur, (Wednesday) 

6. Vav = Pe – Purim (Thursday)  

 

The first day of Pesach will always fall out on the same day of the week as Tisha B’Av. 

The second day of Pesach will always fall out on the same day of the week as Shavuot. 

The third day of Pesach will always fall out on the same day of the week as Rosh Hashana.  

Right on down the list.  

 

It’s all very clever. But the mnenomin only works for the six days. The seventh day of Pesach 

had no analog. Until 1948. The seventh letter, ז, corresponds to the seventh to last letter, ע. The 

seventh day of Pesach always falls out on the same day of the week as Yom ha-Atzmaut – the 5
th

 

of Iyar. 

 

Built into the ending is always the beginning. 

 

We end with חד גדיא – one goat – which takes us right back to the first mitzvah given to the 

Jewish nation – the mitzvah of Korban Pesach – which is a lamb or a goat.  

 

But here’s the kicker. The idea is that when we return to the beginning, we’re not the same.  

You know why we sing Echad mi Yodeah? 

 

It has nothing to do with Pesach! But it signals to us that the seder has worked. 

You say 6, I say Mishnah. 

You say 11, I say the stars in Yosef’s dream. 

It’s like a game of free association and the answers tell us that now we’re able to see the world 

through the lens of Torah and Mitzvot. It signals to us that we’ve been transformed. 

Now that we’re at the end, we’re ready to go back to the beginning.  

And when we do, it’ll be a different beginning, because we’ll be different people. 

 

To quote R. Nachman of Breslov, who – as you know – was born in the town of Międzybóż in 

present-day Ukraine:  

 סיימנו את הסדר, אבל האם באמת סיימנו?

Can we ever say in good faith that we’ve reached the end?  

 

My friends:  

Over these past two years, our world has been turned upside down.  

We’ve borne witness to a social fabric that’s fraying in ways we never could have imagined.  

 

 People are driving irresponsibly and breaking out into fights on airplanes.  

 Crime rates are surging, and drug and alcohol use are off the charts. 
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 Schools and hospitals are reporting more and more bad behavior.  

 Religious affiliation is down across the board.  

 Communal institutions are suffering.  

 

Where we once had community, now we have solitude.  

Where we once had civility, now we have hostility. 

Where we once had peace, now we have war.   

 

The seder reminds us that the end can be the beginning, but it won’t happen by itself.  

Before Hashem redeemed us, we had to become His partners. We had to offer up a korban 

pesach. We had to show our faith and perform mitzvot. We had to come together; take 

responsibility for one another; and lock arms in common cause.  

The process of redemption demands our initiative because each of us has a role to play.  

 

As Jewish history has shown us time and time again, every ending is a beginning. Wherever we 

stepped up to take responsibility, redemption was never far away.  

 

Each of us can take the ethics and values that we highlight on seder night and make them 

priorities in the weeks and months ahead: 

 

 By turning to relationships that we’ve left unattended, we’ll expand our capacity to care.  

 By thinking about others before ourselves, we’ll add civility to our lives. 

 By retraining our social muscles: by adding warmth and optimism and generosity to the 

lives of those around us, we’ll start to sew back together the social fabric of our 

community.  

 Any by re-committing ourselves to being responsible to our communal and civic 

institutions, we’ll help heal the fractures that are all around us.   

 

When we start the redemptive process, Hashem responds in kind.  

 בו נגאלו ובו עתידין להגאל

With our initiative and God’s help, we’ll start to turn the world right side up again.   

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

 

 

 

 

 


