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Mit’chila ovdei avoda zara hayu avoteinu, v’achshav keirvanu ha-Makom la-avodato - In 
the beginning our forefathers were idol worshippers. Now God has brought us near to His 
service. 
 
 While no Ma Nishtana or Avadim hayinu, this may be the most important line of the 
Haggadah.  
 
 The Mishna in Pesachim (116a) lays out the order of Magid at the Seder: Mat’chil 
bi’g’nut u’mesayeim b’shevach. We begin with the negative and conclude with joy and praise. 
The Seder experience must include the bad times before we celebrate the good. The Gemara 
presents the machloket (dispute) between Rav and Shmuel as to what exactly is the negative. Rav 
says we begin with “Mit’chila.” Shmuel says we begin with “Avadim hayinu.” Who’s right? In 
classic Jewish fashion, they’re both right. We start with “Avadim hayinu,” but we also include 
“Mit’chila.” What is the machloket all about? 
 
 Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik sees this dispute rooted in another discussion about slavery. 
The Talmud in Gittin (38b) addresses the freeing of a slave. Can one just free a slave by 
declaring the slave free or is a get shichrur, a document specifying the freedom, necessary? It is, 
of course, a machloket. What is the root of this dispute? The Rav explains that according to Rav 
Yosef in the Gemara, just freeing is enough. The bonds of slavery can be broken with a simple 
declaration. Nothing more is necessary. According to Rav Chiya, though, you can’t simply send 
the slave away by telling him “You’re free.” There needs to be a formal record of the narrative 
that spells out that the slave, who was subject to the master’s every whim and was his property, 
now has full freedom. A get is required to sever the bond completely.  
 
 Within the context of yetziat mitzraim, the exodus from Egypt, this is the dispute between 
Rav and Shmuel. According to Shmuel, we were slaves and now we are free. The whole story of 
our past preceding the persecution is not as important as simply stating. “Avadim hayinu, we 
were slaves and now we can move on to our destiny. According to Shmuel, however, we need to 
start at the very beginning. We need to know all of the details about our past. Before we begin to 
talk about the exodus, we need to say a few words. 
 
 Why is it so important to start at the very beginning? There are three “Mit’chila 
messages” that emerge from this seder declaration. 
 
 First is the message that all of the details are essential when the story is transformational. 
Rav Soloveitchik once explained that the Haggadah is called the Haggadah (and not another 
term) since as it is meant to be a “haggadat eidut,” the halakhic term for the testimony of 
witnesses. In Jewish law, an awesome responsibility is placed upon witnesses as it is they who 
determine a halakhic reality. For example, the Jewish calendar used to be determined by the 
witnesses who saw the new moon. The Talmud states that if witnesses or the rabbis questioning 
them made a mistake, the testimony, once properly accepted, was still valid. Another example is 
that a murder can only be a capital crime if there are proper witnesses who fulfill their detailed 
duty in warning the murderer and then are able to pass through the cross examination of the 
court. At a Jewish wedding, the witnesses are the ones who validate the nuptials as having 
halakhic standing. If something turns out to be wrong with the witnesses, the whole marriage 
may be called into question. Witnesses through haggadat eidut determine reality.  
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The Haggadah on Pesach determines our reality as a nation. Yetziat mitzraim is at the 

foundation of our existence as a people and a religion. On this day, the Jewish people were 
forever changed. As with testimony, every single detail matters, so we must start “Mi’t’chila,” 
from the very, very beginning. 
 
 The second Mit’chila message is that we are a product of our past – warts and all. 
Throughout the seder, we are reminded that everyone has a seat at the table. We invite those in 
need and those without observance and those without an education. Rich and poor, religious and 
secular, everyone is included. Chasidic tradition teaches that Mit’chila is the source of this 
principle. Our ancestors were idolators. With such humble origins, we don’t have the right to 
exclude anyone from our Seder. 

Rav Kook understands Mit’chila to teach us that our idolatrous origins contribute to our 
religious identities today. Judaism is a very detailed, technical religion. We may have a tendency 
to focus on its intellectual and ritual side while ignoring the spiritual component and limiting our 
imagination. This, notes Rav Kook, can lead a Jew to avoid “thinking big” in improving the 
world and finding creative solutions to problems. The rectification for this trait comes from our 
idolatrous past. Think about the imagination required and creativity employed in deciding that 
trees or stones or the sun is a god. Imagination and fantasy were the driving factors for idolatry – 
the idolatry of our ancestors and, therefore, part of our religious DNA. We have left that world 
far behind us, but that imagination is purified when put to use in the achievement of a spiritual 
and sacred life. 

At the Seder, we must mention Mit’chila to understand who we are and reconnect with 
those traits that are needed to optimize our religious reality. 

The exploration of our idolatrous past is more than just history. Mit’chila conveys 
messages of how every detail in our history is part of our transformation into the Jewish nation 
and that our entire past provides the spiritual DNA for our current religious experience. 
Mi’tchila’s third message highlights the crucial role that the details of a story play in effectively 
ensuring the stability and continuity of the Jewish people.  

Bruce Feiler, in a recent New York Times article (3/15/13), addressed the research of 
Emory psychologists Marshall Duke and Robyn Fivush, who developed a measure called the 
“Do You Know?” scale. They asked children to answer 20 questions. Examples included: Do 
you know where your grandparents grew up? Do you know where your mom and dad went to 
high school? Do you know where your parents met? Do you know an illness or something really 
terrible that happened in your family? Do you know the story of your birth? They found that the 
more children knew about their family’s history, the stronger their sense of control over their 
lives, the higher their self-esteem and the more successfully they believed their families 
functioned.  

 
Why does the knowledge of such details make a difference? Psychologists have found 

that every family has a unifying narrative, and this narrative has a major impact on family life. 
Some families have “the ascending family narrative,” which goes something like: “Son, when we 
came to this country, we had nothing. Our family worked. We opened a store. Your grandfather 
went to high school. Your father went to college. And now you. ...”  
 

Other families have a “descending narrative:” “Sweetheart, we used to have it all. Then 
we lost everything.”  
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“The most healthful narrative,” Dr. Duke noted, “is the oscillating family narrative: 

‘Dear, let me tell you, we’ve had ups and downs in our family. We built a family business. Your 
grandfather was a pillar of the community. Your mother was on the board of the hospital. But we 
also had setbacks. You had an uncle who was once arrested. We had a house burn down. Your 
father lost a job. But no matter what happened, we always stuck together as a family.’ ”  

 
Drs. Duke and Fivush found that students had the most self-confidence when they knew 

they belonged to something bigger than themselves. Some ways to convey this sense is through 
the celebration of holidays or big family get-togethers.  
Feiler concluded: “If you want a happier family, create, refine and retell the story of your 
family’s positive moments and your ability to bounce back from the difficult ones. That act alone 
may increase the odds that your family will thrive for many generations to come.”  

 
This sounds a lot like Pesach. This is exactly what we do at the Seder by including the 

themes of Mit’chila. This is exactly how the Exodus has become ingrained in Jewish hearts, 
minds, and souls. 

 
In 1947, David Ben Gurion addressed the UN Commission on the Partition of Palestine:  
 
Three Hundred years ago a ship called the Mayflower set sail to the New World. This 
was a great event in the history of England. Yet I wonder if there is one Englishman who 
knows at what time the ship set sail? Do the English know how many people embarked 
on this voyage? What quality of bread did they eat? 

 
Yet more than 3,300 years ago, before the Mayflower set sail, the Jews left Egypt. Every 
Jew in the World, even in America or Soviet Russia knows on exactly what date they left 
– the 15th of the month of Nisan; everyone knows what kind of bread the Jews ate – 
matza. Even today the Jews worldwide eat matza on the 15th of Nisan. They retell the 
story of the Exodus and all the troubles Jews have endured since being exiled, saying: 
“This year, slaves. Next year, free! This year, here. Next year, in Jerusalem, in Zion, in 
Eretz Yisrael!” This is the nature of the Jews. 
 
Mit’chila ovdei avoda zara hayu avoteinu, v’achshav keirvanu ha-Makom la-avodato. In 

the beginning our forefathers were idol worshippers. The narrative – the full narrative – of the 
Exodus has made us who we are. We must pay close attention to the whole truth – every detail – 
of our transformation into k’lal yisrael (the nation of Israel). It is the entirety of our experience 
that has created such a diverse and glorious people, and conveying the details of the story is the 
source of our strength. 

 
Kol ha-marbeh harei zeh meshubach. The more time we devote to telling the story at the 

Seder, the greater is the praise. In an age when fewer Jews are familiar with the narrative of our 
people, the more important it is to tell it over. In a time when most information is communicated 
in Tweets and text messages, we have an even greater responsibility to tell over the entire story 
of the Jewish nation. The more we do, the stronger our families and community will be. Harei 
zeh meshubach. This will be a glorious thing. 
 
 


