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WE OFTEN THINK of slavery and oppression in physical terms. The Torah
certainly emphasizes the physical experience of suffering in Egypt. As with
all suffering, however, slavery took a spiritual toll as well. This is why it was hard for
Benei Yisrael to listen to Moshe: because of a “restriction of spirit” (Exodus 6:9).

As our enslavement includes both physical and spiritual qualities, then, the same
must be true of our salvation. God broke our physical bonds and extricated us bodily
from the land of Egypt. But that physical deliverance from bondage was only part
of the story. Ultimately, it served as a prerequisite for a great spiritual emancipation
at Har Sinai when we received the Torah. We quote God’s articulation of this in the
Shema every day: “I took you out of the land of Egypt to be to you a God” (Numbers
15:41). The result and purpose of the physical Exodus was to free our bodies, but also
to bring us into relationship with God.

Indeed, in the concluding berakhah of Maggid in the Haggadah—the last words
of our telling the story of redemption—we praise God “nwn1 mTa b1 105K by - for
our redemption, and for the deliverance of our souls.” This doubling indicates that
there were two kinds of redemption: one for the body and one for the soul. Both
were necessary, and both are part of the story.

This double need also implies that it is possible to have either kind of freedom
without the other. Stone walls and iron bars cannot completely imprison people
as long as they have freedom in their souls; we might experience profound inner
freedom irrespective of the external threats we face. At the same time, corporeal
redemption may not be all we need: no matter what earthly freedoms we might
enjoy, our souls may remain susceptible to the inner darkness of Egypt. So even
when we recline in comfort, the ultimate Exodus—the story of complete and total
redemption—is not yet finished.

When we look around the world, and certainly back upon the last few months, we
know how true this is. We have seen with our own eyes Jews returned to captivity.
And we have felt grieved and trammeled by the spiritual bonds in which our
unredeemed world is still imprisoned. With that in mind, we hope that studying
the essays in this reader will help us all to take meaningful steps forward toward a
greater spiritual redemption, and that we might be able to recite a berakhah upon the
conclusion of the world’s salvation story, speedily in our days.

Wishing you a festival of spiritual redemption,
The Hadar Team
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THE OPEN DOOR

R. Avi Killip

W HEN I WAS a child, my mother would announce
at each Pesah Seder that she had made a
donation to a food bank in honor of each guest. She
explained that she began this annual practice since
today we cannot open our doors directly to the poor.
I always understood this to be a wonderful example
of caring for the wider world, never once questioning
the underlying assumption—and the lesson I was

learning—that we cannot actually open our doors
directly. Why not? Why couldn’t we invite someone
hungry to come and eat at our table with us?

It turns out that resistance to opening the door is
as ancient as the mandate itself. We learn both within
two lines of each other in the same page of Talmud
on Taanit 20b-21a. A recounting of the wonderful
behaviors of Rav Huna ends with a description of his
practice to open the door for the hungry:
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When [Rav Huna] would eat bread, he
would open the doors saying: Whoever
needs, let them come in and eat.

Rav Huna’s behavior is presented as a model for
us. The Haggadah features his invitation almost word
for word as we open our Seders: “This is the bread of
affliction that our ancestors ate in the land of Egypt.
Let all who are hungry come and eat” We are meant
to imitate Rav Huna, and invite the hungry into our
homes.

We encounter resistance to this idea, however, in
the very next line of the Talmud:
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Rava said: 1 can fulfill all these [customs
of Rav Huna] except for this one, which
I cannot do, due to the many soldiers in
Mahoza.

Rashi explains Rava’s concern: there are so many
poor people that they would eat all the food. No sooner
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does the Talmud present us with the open-door model
than someone explains that it cannot really be done.

Our fear of opening our homes to the hungry is not
new. The impulse to keep the door closed is ancient, and
it comes even from a great sage like Rava. Today there
are many reasons we might share Rava’s feeling that we
cannot open our doors to welcome anyone who wishes
to join our tables. According to the Food Bank for New
York City, 1.1 million city residents—or 12.5 percent of its
population—are food insecure. The number of hungry
people is overwhelming. Like Rava in Mahoza, I cannot
invite them all to dinner.

At today’s Seder, we customarily don’t open our doors
while reciting the invitation to the hungry, but we do
open the door at a different point in the evening: near the
end when we pour a cup for Elijah. Why open the door
to welcome the prophet Elijah so long after the plates
have been cleared? A commentary from the Maaseh
Rokei’ah* offers a different reason to keep an open door:
“This is our custom: that the doors of the house should
remain open, so that when Elijah comes, we will speedily
go out to meet him without any delay, for on Pesah Israel
will be redeemed in the future.”

The Ma’aseh Rokei’ah is preparing for another moment
of redemption, one that is coming soon, maybe even
tonight. We know from the biblical book of Malachi—
the passage from the prophets read on the Shabbat
before Pesah (3:4-24)—that Elijah is the prophet
who will come to announce the final redemption. The
Ma’aseh Rokei’ah keeps the door open on Seder night,
not to let others in, but to ensure that the people inside
can get out. His custom imagines that when Elijah comes
to announce the redemption, there will be no time to
waste. The open doors remind us—and the prophet—
that we are ready and eager to be redeemed.

Taken together, these two customs have an important
lesson to teach: the closed door that keeps out the
hungry may also be holding us back from redemption.
The Seder traditions teach us that Pesah is a time for
open doors. Only when we are ready to open our doors
to the hungry—when we have addressed the systemic
hunger outside to a point where all who are hungry
really do have a seat at the table—will we really be open
to redemption. May it come speedily in our days. «

1 https://www.foodbanknyc.org/research-reports/, accessed
August 2023.

2 18" century, Amsterdam.

3  For more on these questions and this source, see the
teaching of my colleague R. Elie Kaunfer, available here:
https://wwwyoutube.com/watch?v=valjqg VQWAL


https://www.foodbanknyc.org/research-reports/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vaIjq_VQWAI

WAITING

IS THE HARDEST PART

R. Micha’el Rosenberg

F OR MANY OF us, the worst eating day of the year
is the day before Pesah, the 14" of Nisan. Though
the holiday has not yet begun, after a third of the
daylight hours have passed we are prohibited from
eating any more hameitz. Challenging our attempts to
have a filling meal further, on Erev Pesah we are also
forbidden to have matzah:
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Talmud Yerushalmi Pesahim 10:1, 37b

R. Levi said: One who eats matzah on Erev
Pesah is like one who has sex with their
betrothed in their father-in-law’s house—
and one who has sex with their betrothed
in their father-in-law’s house is lashed.

We do not receive any details about this
provocatively phrased prohibition. Medieval and early
modern authorities therefore disagree about exactly
when it goes into effect. Many commentators take

1  See, for example, Rema Orah Hayyim 471:2.
Commentators do not take seriously the possibility that
the prohibition would go into effect at sundown the night
before, even though that is also, technically, erev ha-pesah.
Though the Yerushalmi prohibits matzah only on the day
before Pesah, customs extending the prohibition back
turther develop later; see, for example, Mishnah Berurah

471:12.

2 12" century, Spain and France.

the language of “erev ha-pesah” in a
straightforward way and accordingly
rule that the prohibition goes into
effect at dawn on the 14™' R.
Zerahyah ha-Levi (the Razah),
however, argues that it only

begins halfway through the day:
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Ha-Ma’or ha-Katon 15b.

Even though we read in the Yerushalmi:
“One who eats matzah on Erev Pesah is
like one who has sex with their betrothed
in their father-in-law’s house,” these words
apply [only] from six hours onward. But
until six hours, it is permitted. And it is

precise, for [R. Levi] compares it to a
betrothed.

The Razah does not fully explain his reasoning, but
he connects this lenient view to the metaphor, taking
it seriously and not as a mere rhetorical flourish. His
reasoning seems to be based on the idea that the
prohibition on sexual relations with one’s betrothed is
exactly that—a prohibition on relations after betrothal,
the first step in the halakhic marriage process, has
already taken place. Likewise, the Razah contends,
the prohibition on matzah goes into effect only once
the Jewish people are “engaged” to matzah, that is,
once we have a formal halakhic relationship to it. The
prohibition on matzah therefore goes into effect only
when the related prohibition on hameitz does, namely,
halfway through the day:

Irrespective of when the prohibition on matzah goes
into effect, why should it be forbidden in the lead-up
to Pesah? The Rambam provides two different ways of
thinking about the reasoning behind the ban, though
he presents them as if they are one:
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Mishneh Torah,
Laws of Hameitz and Matzah 6:12

The Sages forbade eating matzah on Erev
Pesah so that there would be a distinction
(heker) to its being eaten at night. ...

And so too a bit before [mid-afternoon] it is
forbidden to eat, so that one will go into the
eating of matzah with appetite.

The Rambam begins by saying that we want a clear
difference between any mundane eating of matzah that
might take place at some earlier time before Pesah,
and our mitzvah-eating of matzah on the night of the
Seder. He compares this (“and so too0”) to a similar
but distinct ruling that one should not eat anything
at all, matzah or otherwise, on the afternoon leading
into the Seder.* The Rambam describes the reason
for this second ruling as “so that one will go into the
eating of matzah with appetite.”s This reason overlaps
with the first, but it is not identical: one could mark the
difference between mundane matzah eating and ritually
mandated eating without having to enter the holiday
hungry. The Rambam’s connecting these two rulings
by means of the word ve-khein (“and so too”) implies
that we should take both seriously as explaining our
required abstention from matzah on the 14™ of Nisan.

Eating matzah at the Seder, then, requires two things
according to the Rambam. First, it must be clear that
this is no ordinary eating, but rather, that we are doing
it to fulfill a purpose other than sustenance. We must
realize, and make clear to anyone observing us, that
now we are eating the obligatory matzah, the bread of
both our oppression and our redemption, to remember
our enslavement and mark our emancipation.

Secondly, we must also desire the matzah—we must
be hungry for it. We can understand this requirement
in a number of ways, but however we do, we should not
ignore the fact that it fundamentally requires us to relate
to the matzah as exactly what it is in the here and now:
physical food that feeds our bodies. Even as our eating
of matzah must be clearly other than the fulfillment of
bodily needs, it must be eaten with physical hunger!

How are we to understand this tension—that the
matzah we eat must serve both physical and spiritual

3 Although, as I mentioned above, practical halakhah requires abstinence from leavened products after four halakhic hours, this
standard reflects Rabbinic stringency; as (some of ) the Rabbis understand it, one is biblically prohibited from eating hameitz

only from halakhic noon onwards. See Bavli Pesahim 28b.

4  Mishnah Pesahim 10:1; the mishnah’s ruling is adapted in the Bavli so as to allow for light snacking at that point in the day.

S Based on Bavli Pesahim 9gb.



needs? One thing we should learn from this perhaps
surprising juxtaposition is that our spiritual lives and
our physical needs are not in fact distinct: they go
hand in hand. This reality is perhaps nowhere clearer
than on the Seder night, when we fulfill the obligation
to tell our story not only with words and ideas, but
with the tangible foods we ingest.

We can understand the desire to try to separate these
two aspects of our lives one from the other. We live in
a culture that tends to suggest that there’s something
unholy about our physical bodies. This idea manifests
in Jewish thinking at times as well. Consider the take
of R. Moshe Yisrael, an 18*-century rabbi in Rhodes:
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Sheeirit Yisrael, Shabbat ha-Gadol #3

For the way of a commoner, desirous for
food, is to have no patience, and they grab
and eat and do not bless, as they said in the
Yerusahlmi [Pesahim 10:1], “One who eats
matzah on Erev Pesah is like one who has
sex with their betrothed in their father-in-
law’s house.”

The metaphor resembles the described,

for any mitzvah in which there is bodily
benefit, some do it specifically for the sake
of the mitzvah, and their purpose is not
their own benefit. But others do them
specifically for the benefit of their own body.
Therefore, it compared the one who eats
matzah on Erev Pesah to one who has sex
with their betrothed in their father-in-law’s
house, to say that the one who eats matzah

on Erev Pesah, even though they later eat
matzah on Seder night, nonetheless they
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failed to control themselves, to suffer until
the night to eat matzah with appetite. And
this teaches that they did it for the benefit
of their body.

This approach not only distinguishes between
actions performed to serve our own physical needs
and those performed for some higher spiritual end,
but actively denigrates the former as negating the
possibility of the latter. I understand the sentiment;
personal, physical enjoyment appears to undercut the
sincerity of our desire to serve God and fulfill a mission
in the world. At the same time, I'm increasingly wary
of excessively body-negative theologies such as that
expressed here. In this case, the talmudic insistence,
codified by the Rambam, that we actually be hungry
when we eat the matzah at the Seder suggests that
physical satisfaction is not an alternative to spiritual
service, but a piece of it.

R. Tzvi Elimelekh Spira, the Benei Yissaskhar,
understands the relationship between physicality and
spirituality differently:
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Benei Yissaskhar, Nisan #8

The first mitzvah (i.e. the mitzvah of
reproduction)... is a paradigm for all
mitzvot, namely, that they require care
(shimur) and great timing, as King
Shlomo, peace be upon him, announced:
“One who keeps the commandments
will not know any bad thing” (Kohelet
8:5). According to this, the meaning of



“keeps the commandments” (shomeir
mitzvah) is that one does the mitzvah with
appropriate caution (metinut) (like the
verse: “His father kept the matter in mind
[shamar et ha-davar]” [Bereishit 37:11]).

“Will not know any bad thing”—for if

one does it without appropriate caution,
evil could become intermixed with it, God
forbid... which is not the case when one
does the mitzvah with appropriate caution
and a settled mind. In that case, no evil will
be intermixed in one’s mind, only goodness.
And this is why we are commanded in

the Torah with the prohibition on eating
hameitz....

And behold, we are commanded: “Protect
(u-shmartem) the matzot” (Shemot
12:17) (which we also read as mitzvot,

as our Sages of blessed memory said
[Mekhilta Massekhta de-Pisha 9]), i.e.,
that you should perform mitzvot with
appropriate caution and care (shemirah)
and a settled mind, so that it will be entirely
goodness.® (Therefore, our Sages of blessed
memory said: “One who eats matzah on
Erev Pesah is like one who has sex with
their betrothed in their father-in-law’s
house” [ Yerushalmi Pesahim 10:1].)

The Benei Yissaskhar understands the prohibition
on eating matzah on Erev Pesah as reflective of a
general injunction: even with regard to religiously-
praiseworthy actions, one must wait for the right
moment, and until one is in the right of state of mind,
rather than jumping feverishly into them without
thought and reflection.

In some sense this is in tension with the second
reason given by the Rambam. For the Rambam, we
wait to eat the matzah both to mark it as distinctive, but
also so as to eat it with hunger. Generating and building
up bodily desire is the reason we wait, and therefore

is in some sense essential to the mitzvah. This way of
thinking about matzah conjures an image of eating it, if
not ravenously, then at least with excitement and zeal.

The Benei Yissaskhar paints a very different picture.
Instead of digging in hungrily, in a way that highlights
our bodily appetite for the religiously mandated
matzah, our waiting highlights our patience and ability
to make thoughtful, considered choices, rather than
rash, impulsive ones. The Benei Yissaskhar’s vision
also steers clear of the explicit body-negativity that
we find in R. Moshe Yisrael’s explanation. We are not
denying that we get bodily pleasure from the matzah;
we are simply doing so in a way that is considered and
contemplative.” The Benei Yissaskhar in this particular
passage is not so much expressing disdain for the body
as recognizing that, when we listen only to our bodily
instincts, we move too fast. Observing mitzvot calls
for us to slow down, to get into a state of mindfulness
whereby we not only make good choices, but perform
those good choices with a settled mind, so that we can
tully appreciate what we are doing. The waiting, the
delaying—these are essential to the performance of
the mitzvah.

The length of the Seder—and especially of the
part before we begin our meal with our eating of the
matzah—have understandably become an object of
some derision. Why, we ask, is this taking so long?
Whether we are motivated by our hunger or our desire
to observe the mitzvot of the night (which, to be sure,
include the Maggid section that takes up the bulk of
the time until we eat the matzah), it’s tempting to want
to get on with it. We know what we need to do, so
let’s do it. The prohibition on eating matzah on Erev
Pesah reminds us that simply doing the mitzvah can
be an impediment to actually observing it. Without
taking the time to think about what we’re doing and
why we're doing it, our mitzvot become mere actions.
As Tom Petty said, the waiting is the hardest part. The
Benei Yissaskhar tells us: it’s also the most important.

6 The Benei Yissaskhar’s use of this midrash is in fact surprising, since the point there is that just as matzah should not be left
to linger, so too mitzvot should not be left to linger, but rather performed immediately—nearly the opposite of the Benei

Yissaskhar’s claim!

7  To be sure, the Benei Yissaskhar’s understanding of this prohibition could be read in a more body-disparaging sense, both
because the “intermixing of evil” could be read as referring to bodily desires, and because the text on which he bases himself
indeed takes it in that direction. See R. Menahem Azaryah mi-Pano, Asarah Ma’amarot, Hakor Din 3.11. I nonetheless take
seriously the Benei Yissaskhar’s choice not to center this sort of degradation of bodily desire, focusing instead on seriousness

rather than asceticism.



Good spices don't just have their own flavor. They make the whole dish taste
better! Questions are a lot like that, and they're the essential ingredient of this
holiday. Questions help us access information, but they can also activate our
sense of curiosity, openness, and empathy. Most basically, questions offer
" a chance for one party to speak, another to listen, and the two together to
He \'wet)‘ S(v discover. This is expressed eloquently by R. Hayyim David ha-Levi, who writes:
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ASEH LEKHA RAV 6:34

The Torah's intention was that it wanted a child to ask,
specifically. Because when people explain something to
anyone, and especially children, it is not clear that their
hearts are set to listen, understand, or remember what is
discussed appropriately. This is not so when they rouse
themselves beforehand, by asking a question regarding
something which they themselves had not understood.
In that case, it is certain that they will turn their heart
toward understanding and remembering, and the matter
will be etched upon their heart.

This activity will support you and those with you to come together in this way, asking
guestions of the text and each other, activating deep listening, and attending so that
we might arrive at new understandings that can be etched upon our hearts. Feel free to
use the activity at any time when your Seder is ripe for a good question, such as when
reading about the Four Questions or the Four Children, or after people have eaten and
can settle into a good discussion!



ACTIVITY

* Splitinto pairs.

* Turn to your partner and greet them. Decide who will be Partner A and
Partner B.

* Read a chosen text together out loud (see suggested texts on the next
page).

* Pause and consider silently to yourself:
“What questions does this text bring up for me?”

* Then continue by building on Partner B's ideas, or by offering one in
contrast.

*  Switch roles and repeat!

*  Reflect:

What is a question your partner asked that you really liked?

What is something your partner helped you understand
about the text?
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SUGGESTED TEXTS FOR LEARNING

The following passages are from the Mishnah and the Haggadah. They may be
new to you, or you may have read them many times. This is a chance to slow
down and really get into conversation with them by using the routine above for
one or all of them. Feel free to use the routine for any other piece of text

“1:* D*NOD NJIwWDh

TN1W 120 IND1 1V U1317 1A11R
1"IN,122 VT "N ONT 1IN
TR

nNoS 2w N Tan

T 1"337 73.07¥0T RYIND
U T ATINT 73,737

NITITIN 17N *T N2V NOTIT N7
h ]

N D00 NIWD

MNI7 07N 20 1171 1T 733
N N1 17ND TNYY TIN

127 DTN, IV, 01INAN
1 NM2y3,1NNT7 NI 0172
"OTIYAN TINND Y7 N Yy
(T:2 mnw)

you're interested in as well!

MISHNAH PESAHIM 10:4

They poured him a second cup, and here the child asks
their parent. And if the child does not have knowledge,
their parent teaches them.

HAGGADAH

This is the bread of affliction that our ancestors ate in the
land of Egypt. Let all who are hungry come and eat. Let all
who are in need come and celebrate Pesah.

MISHNAH PESAHIM 10:5

In each and every generation a person must view
themselves as though they personally left Egypt, as it is
stated: “And you shall tell your child on that day, saying: It
is because of this which God did for me when | came forth
out of Egypt” (Exodus 13:8).



THE EXODUS THAT

CONTINUES

Dena Weiss

ESAH IS THE anniversary of our redemption

from Egypt, so it is not surprising that, during
this holiday, we are called upon to tell the story of the
Exodus and remember that God took us out of Egypt.
However, Sukkot and Shavuot are also in remembrance
of the Exodus, and in fact we are called upon to
remember the Exodus every day when we recite the
Shema. What is more surprising is that so many of the
mitzvot that we have are bound up with the notion that
God took us out of Egypt. A connection to the Exodus
is repeated over thirty times in the Torah,' and applies
to dozens of mitzvot. So it is clear that remembering
that God took us out of Egypt is a core and constant
part of what it means to observe mitzvot and have a
relationship with God. But why? Why does the Torah
keep on drawing our focus back to this event?

One way to understand this emphasis is as a call to
gratitude. Because God took us out of Egypt, we owe
Him our thanks. Moreover, we owe God our loyalty.
We are God’s slaves now, and we must obey God. Were
it not for God’s interference we would still be slaves
to Pharaoh, with no agency and with no dignity. We
must perform the mitzvot, whether we want to or not,
because how could we not do what God asks of us after
all that we have received?!

I understand this explanation and find it coherent,
but it also feels uncomfortable to me and maybe even
counter-productive. There is something petty, and
frankly even annoying, about someone who keeps on

1 You can find a complete list (in Hebrew) on the website
Mehalkei ha-Mayim:
https://www.mayim.org.il/ ?holiday=-nx-n11-nmyn
nanin-omyn#gsc.tab=o.

reminding you that you owe them, that you need to be
grateful to them, implying that you would be nothing
without them. It is certainly true that we ought to be
grateful, but it is also the case that constant reminders
of that fact might inspire more resentment than loving
obedience. For example, gratitude and loyalty are the
least we owe to our parents. But does it benefit the
parent-child relationship for parents to lord that over
their children? Is it healthy for parents to speak overly
much about how they must be obeyed? Probably not.
R. Tzadok ha-Kohen, however, reads these repeated
calls to remember the Exodus differently. He notes
that remembering the Exodus is considered a key
component of the experience of keeping Shabbat:
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Devarim §:15

And You should remember that you were
a slave in the land of Egypt and HaShem
your God took you out from there with

a strong hand and an outstretched arm.
Therefore HaShem your God commands
you to observe the Shabbat day.

And he asks our question: Why is keeping Shabbat
linked to the Exodus?

R. Tzadok explains what he thinks is the true
nature of this relationship by framing the Exodus
from Egypt in spiritual, rather than physical, terms.
He refers to the Zohar, which characterizes Egypt as
a source of impurity. Accordingly, yetziat mitzrayim,
leaving Egypt, should actually be seen as a process of
purification. When God took us out of this physical
land, He was simultaneously extracting the people
of Israel from their own place of spiritual darkness
and distance. According to this Kabbalistically-
influenced framing, the emergence from Egypt is
not only, or even primarily, a process of
physical emancipation; rather it is
also a process of spiritual growth
and reconciliation with one’s
original, pure self.

God’s saving us from slavery and taking us out of
Egypt does not merely create the material conditions
for us to be able to serve God—for we now have
the free time to do so—but also creates the spiritual
conditions for us to serve God correctly and to fear
God. Now that we are no longer sunk in the depths of
impurity, we are capable of embodying and performing
holiness. According to R. Tzadok, the connection
between emerging from Egypt and serving God is not
that we serve God in order to pay off a debt of gratitude.
The reason they are linked is that the Exodus enabled
us to serve God. Being pure enough to serve God
was impossible before we went through the growth
process of being extracted from the depths of Egypt.
Remembering the Exodus is our acknowledgment of
that transformation.

R. Tzadok further explains that the constant
reminders that we have about God’s taking us out
of Egypt are not a way for God to needle us about
something that we already know; they aren’t plaintive
and insistent reminders that we ought to do what’s
right. Rather they are the Torah’s way of reminding us
of who we are now that we have left Egypt. Now that
we are free, now that we are pure, we are capable of
doing what is holy and what is right:
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Peri Tzaddik, Va’Ethanan

And the idea of remembering the Exodus
from Egypt about which we were warned
numerous times is so that a person should
not fall within himself after he thinks and
knows the influences of his heart, and he
shouldn’t despair, God forbid. ... This is
why the Exodus from Egypt is mentioned,
to demonstrate that even one who is sunk,
God forbid, in whatever place he is, he is
nevertheless the seed of Israel [who] will
not be entirely pushed aside,” because they
are tied into the source in the Blessed God.

And if a person wants to return to God and
to cleave to Him, Blessed God will help
him, just like the days of our departure
from the land of Egypt.

R. Tzadok understands that the constant reminders
around the Exodus are not guilt trips, they are
encouragements. They are designed to help us see how
far we’ve come. God does not need to tell us that we
are indebted, to nag us and make us feel guilty and
obligated. Rather, remembering that God took us out
of Egypt reminds us that God is there to support us
and help us grow.

Because R. Tzadok views Egypt in spiritual terms, he
also believes it is an emotional place—or mindset—to
which we are at constant risk of returning. And because
he views the Exodus as a spiritual process of internal
redemption, he also sees the healthy emergence from
the low state that Egypt represents as something
that we can experience for ourselves if only we need
it, want it, and work towards it. The Torah needs to
remind us of the Exodus precisely because it is not a
singular historical event, but because it is a constant,
recurrent possibility.

Yes, we do mitzvot because we were redeemed,
but we also can do mitzvot only because we were
redeemed. And whenever we feel that we have fallen,
whenever we feel unredeemable, we are called upon to
remember that Egypt is not a permanent state of being.
If we left Egypt once, we can emerge from it again. «

2 See 2 Samuel 14:14.
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SWEETENING THE BITTER:

SPENDING TIME WIT

MAROR

R. Elie Lehmann

CAN STILL TASTE it in my mind: white sticks,

freshly cut from the whole horseradish root, and
stacked like a Lincoln Log tower on the Seder plate.
This is the maror, the bitter herb (the real stuff; not
the stuff from the jar) of my childhood. I remember
watching my father chew several pieces slowly and
carefully before, inevitably, getting red in the face and
coughing. Every year the question would arise in my
mind: why is he doing this to himself?

Eating maror has always been part of the Seder
ritual, going back to the Mishnah itself.’ In the final
chapter of Massekhet Pesahim, which describes our
earliest outline of the Seder, Rabban Gamliel lists
maror as one of only three core elements that must be
present and discussed at the Seder. The other two—the
pesah sacrifice and the matzah—seem to be obvious
inclusions in remembering the Exodus from Egypt.
But why must the maror be part of our remembrance?
What does its placement in the Seder ritual teach us?

Rabban Gamliel explains that we eat bitter herbs
because the Egyptians embittered our ancestors’
lives in Egypt, as it is stated in the Torah: “And they
embittered their lives with hard labor, in mortar and
in brick; in all manner of labor in the field, all the labor
that they made them labor was with rigor” (Exodus
1:14). The dehumanizing, bitter treatment of the
Egyptian taskmasters is tasted in our mouths, passed

1  Mishnah Pesahim 10:5, a mishnah that is also a central
piece of the Maggid in our Haggadot.

_I

down through the millennia, and remembered on
Seder night.

As an aid to remind us, generations later, this makes
sense. But why then was eating bitter herbs part of the
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original Pesah itself? In Exodus 12, as God instructs
Moses and Aaron regarding how the Israelites are to
prepare for the auspicious night and their subsequent
exodus from Egypt, the people are told to “eat the
flesh [of the lamb] that same night; they shall eat it
roasted over the fire, with unleavened bread and with
bitter herbs (merorim)” (12:8). If the purpose of the
maror is to remind us of the bitterness of slavery, this
instruction adds insult to injury. Enslaved people need
no external reminder of their lived degradation and
suffering!

The commentator Hizkuni, perhaps with this
concern in mind, explains the command to eat the
sacrifice that night with maror as intended, instead,
to show contempt for the animal that the ancient
Egyptians venerated as an idol.
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Hizkuni to Exodus 12:8

All of this is to make it worse, that they
should eat [the sacrifice] with something
bad and bitter, and not with something
nice and sweet.

This does help reframe the meaning of eating the
maror. However, it does so at the cost of making the
ritual about what the Egyptians would think, shifting
the focus away from the enslaved people and back
to the oppressors. This detracts from the agency and
attention that the slaves deserve on the eve of their
liberation.

The maror’s placement in our Seder may offer
another perspective on its central role on the original
Pesah. We eat the maror, along with the other
symbolic foods, only after the end of Maggid—not
only after the prolonged discussion of the misery of
slavery, but also after reading the myriad midrashim
of God’s miraculous redemption of the Israelites. By
the time we finish telling the story and move into
the eating section, we're already free. The matzah we
bless and eat right before the maror is not the matzah
of lehem oni, the bread of affliction, which we recall at
the beginning of the Maggid section. Rather, it is the
matzah that symbolizes our freedom, the Israelites
leaving Egypt in haste when the dough did not have



time to rise.> Only after we eat this matzah do we
then eat the maror. If eating the maror were meant to
remind us of the bitterness our ancestors experienced
as slaves, then its placement in the Seder seems out of
order. We should eat it much earlier than the matzah,
when speaking about slavery in the early part of the
Maggid section, not after crossing the sea, singing
Dayyeinu and the psalms of Hallel. To make sense of
its placement, we need a way to understand the maror
that applies not only to our suffering in slavery, but also
to our experience of freedom.

One way, then, that we can understand the Israelites
eating the pesah lamb with merorim, and our own
eating of the maror each year after tasting the matzah of
liberation, is to recognize that maror is a fundamental
part of life. Being human—not only being a slave—
involves pain and suffering. When we take time to
recognize and accept that reality, we can then learn to
approach life with greater honesty, and a fuller set of
tools to face the tougher moments.?

Furthermore, maror represents not only suffering,
but also death itself. The gematria of maror (11n)
equals 446, the same as the word “mavet - death” (nmn).
Escaping slavery—or any other existential challenge
or hardship—does not mean that our life will break

the bounds of what it is to be human. Everything
continues to be transient. Life will have more moments
of fragility. Change, weakness, and even death still lie
ahead, even after an experience of liberation. This may
sound sobering or feel painful in itself. However, it may
also lead to a deeper appreciation of life’s moments of
peacefulness, success, and joy.

The Shulhan Arukh, following the view of Rava (in
Pesahim 115b) and many Rishonim, codifies that one
must chew the maror before swallowing it.* In fact, one
who swallows the maror without first chewing it has
not fulfilled their obligation. To most of us, this sounds
like insisting on a fuller measure of suffering rather
than minimizing it. Some commentators, however,
especially those with mystic orientations, have seen
it quite differently. For example, R. Hayyim Vital, the
great student of R. Isaac Luria, describes this process of
chewing the maror as “sweetening the harsh decree.”
R. Yeshayahu Horowitz’ says that our teeth represent
32 levels of wisdom, and chewing the maror sweetens
it by going through these stages of contemplation and
understanding.* Chewing the maror asks us not to
ignore that which causes us discomfort and challenges
us, but to take a few moments to focus on it as a
whole, discover its root, then break it down into more
digestible pieces.

Many of us have had the experience of tears welling
up in our eyes as we eat the maror. Tears generally recall
feelings of sadness, but the Alter Rebbe, Shneur Zalman
of Liadi, suggests there is a difference between sadness
(atzvut) and bitterness (merirut). Atzvut implies that
the heart is “dull like a stone and is devoid of vitality,”
while merirut stems from an agitated heart, bitter in its
desire for change.’ The current reality is far from ideal,
and our hearts do strive to reach their highest potential
for loving engagement with the world. Just as the
choreography of the Seder can help us understand that

See Exodus 12:39.

16™-17" century, Eretz Yisrael.

Peri Eitz Hayyim, Sha’ar Hag ha-Matzot 3:3.
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chewing them the bitterness that is in them becomes sweet.”

9  Tanya, Part I; Likkutei Amarim 31:6.

With appreciation to R. Joey Rosenfeld for opening this framing to me.
Shulhan Arukh, Orah Hayyim 475:3. See also the Tur there, and Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Hameitz u-Matzah 6:2.

16™-17" century, Eastern Europe and Eretz Yisrael; also known as the Holy Shela”h or the Shenei Luhot ha-Berit.

See his commentary on the Haggadah: “One needs to chew it with 32 teeth that correspond to 32 levels of wisdom, and while

17
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maror is a part of life even after liberation, it can also
awaken within us a desire to reach for life’s sweetness.
After eating the maror on its own, the Seder
continues with Koreikh, which the later Kabbalists
describe as mamtikin, sweetening that which is bitter.
We bring the maror together with the sweet haroset and
matzah of liberation. After this we move into the grand
feast of Shulhan Oreikh. Through the combination of
patience and perseverance, we still hold out hope for a
more fully realized salvation, when all bitterness may
be sweetened. Our feast is followed by opening the
door for Elijah, the mythic harbinger of such an era.
This year, may we allow ourselves to spend a little
more time at the Seder with the maror. May we have
the courage, patience, and awareness to chew through
the bitterness a bit longer, understanding that, though
maror is present in many different moments of life, it
also does not define life. May we live with the right

dose of anticipation of a time beyond all bitterness,
while knowing that for the time being we have the
tools to break it down in size. Perhaps we’ll cough, or
even shed a tear, but who knows what inner awareness

and understanding may awaken in our hearts as we
chew the maror between our teeth.




THE “OBLIGATION" TO SING

AFTER MIRACLES'

Joey Weisenberg, Rising Song Institute

S INGING IS THE ultimate expression of freedom, an
essential rejoicing at the end of a cycle of suffering.
Music is a recognition of the miracles of life.

The most famous freedom song of our tradition is
the Song of the Sea. It begins, “And thus Moses sang,
with all of the Children of Israel, this song to God.™
This song recounts the stunning moment when
Moses and the Israelites escaped the slavery of Egypt
by walking through the Sea of Reeds on dry land. It
was sung by Moses, Miriam, the dancing women, and
the entire Jewish people,’ and has become the most
important song of freedom in our tradition, reminding
us of the birth of our nation. According to one midrash,
even the fetuses in their mothers’ bellies sang along.*

But the Song of the Sea was only one of many
songs of freedom sung by our ancestors. Almost all
of the war heroes and righteous leaders of the Tanakh
immediately sang songs and praises upon averting
tragedy, or upon bringing their people from suffering
to freedom, as can be seen in this “top ten” list of songs
from the Tanakh, as described in the Mekhilta:$
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1 Adapted from Weisenberg’s essay, “Freedom and Miracles” in The Torah of Music: Reflections on a Tradition of Singing and Song
(2017), pg. 107. Translations by Joshua Schwartz. Full texts for the sources referenced in this essay can be found in The Torah of
Music. See parentheses in the following footnotes (e.g. ToM #83).

Exodus 15:1-21.
The Talmud discusses various ways in which Moses traded verses with the people. Talmud Bavli Sotah 30b (see ToM #s7).
Talmud Bavli Sotah 30b-31a (ToM #58).
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ToM #83. For other lists of the “Top Ten Songs of the Tanakh,” see also Tanhuma BeShallah 10, Midrash Zuta Shir ha-Shirim 1:1,
Ba’al ha-Turim on Exodus 15:1 (ToM #107).
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The seventh was sung by David, as it was
said, “David spoke to God the words of this
song” (2 Samuel 22:1).

The eighth was sung by Solomon, as it
was said, A Psalm, a song for the
dedication of David’s house” (Psalm 30:1).

The ninth was sung by Jehoshaphat, as it
was said, “Jehoshaphat counseled with the
people and stationed those to sing for God
and praise the beauty of the Holy One, as
they exited before the army, saying ‘Praise
God, Whose love is eternal’” (2 Chronicles
20:21). ...

The tenth will be in the coming future,
as it was said, “Sing to God a new song,
and praise to the ends of the earth” (Isaiah
42:10).

Perhaps we can even say that, after a miracle, you
wn w1 1w aw xab NS nwen must sing. The Haggadah, for example, obligates us
.(:an wwr) "yaRn nypn anbnn to sing after recounting the story of the miraculous

Exodus from Egypt:

Mekhilta Massekhta de-Shirah 1

“This song” (Exodus 15:1)—But is it really
just one song? Are there not ten songs?

The first was sung in Egypt, as it was
said, “You will have a song as on a night a
feast is made holy...” (Isaiah 30:29).

The second was at the [Reed] Sea, as

it was said, “Then Moses sang” (Exodus
15:1).

The third was at the well [in the

desert], as it was said, “Then Israel sang”
(Numbers 21:17).

The fourth was sung by Moses [near
the end of his life], as it was said, “Moses
concluded writing all the words of this
song” (Deuteronomy 31:24).

The fifth was sung by Joshua, as it was
said, “Then Joshua spoke before God on the
day God delivered...” (Joshua 10:12).
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Haggadah

Therefore we are obligated to thank, praise,
laud, glorify, exalt, lavish, bless, raise high,
and celebrate the One Who made all these
miracles for our ancestors and for us: Who
brought us out from slavery to freedom,
from sorrow to joy, from mourning to this
good day, from darkness to great light, and
from servitude to redemption. And let us
sing before God a new song, Halleluyah!

Consider the story of one who forgot to sing, with
The sixth was sung by Deborah and

Barak, as it was said, “Then sang Deborah
and Barak ben Avinoam” (Judges s:1).

dire consequences: A great miracle happened for the
righteous Jewish king, Hezekiah.® The Assyrian army of
Sennacherib had razed dozens of smaller cities and was

6 The 13" king of Judah, who was known for instituting monotheistic reforms and ruled the southern kingdom in the time the
Assyrians conquered the north, in 722 BCE. The Assyrians later marched on Jerusalem, but it and the south were spared.



perched outside of Jerusalem, ready to invade, when
the whole army was destroyed overnight by divine
intervention. Hezekiah, who was known for his great
righteousness and piety, unfortunately neglected to
sing a song of praise to the Holy One after this miracle.
According to the Talmud, had he only sung a song of
praise, Hezekiah would have become the messiah!”
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Talmud Bavli Sanhedrin 94a

The Holy Blessed One wanted to make
[King ] Hezekiah the messiah... . The
attribute of judgment came before the

Holy Blessed One and said, “Master of the
universe! If David, King of Israel, who sang
so many songs and praises before You, You
did not make messiah, Hezekiah, for whom
You performed all these miracles but sang
before You not one song, You'll make him
messiah?!”

Later in the story, the Earth tries to rescue Hezekiah’s
chance at becoming the messiah by singing for him,
but it didn’t work. He needed to sing, himself! We all
must sing the songs of our own miracles.

According to the Yalkut Shimoni, the transformation
that might follow a miracle is predicated upon taking
the time to sing a song to the Divine One:
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Yalkut Shimoni #254

It is well known that everyone for whom
a miracle has been performed and who
subsequently sings a song will be forgiven

7  Hezekiah did sing the first time (Isaiah 38:10), but not
the second time after Sennacherib’s army was destroyed.

8 ToM #9s.

all their sins and will become a new
creature.’

If we don't sing after each miracle that we
experience, we may miss tremendous opportunities
for personal and global transformation. Since each day,
each moment, is a miracle, perhaps those are reasons
to sing, even without awaiting a special miracle.

Singing is not limited to the already free, to the
post-miracle existence. Indeed, we sing songs while
yet enslaved to remind ourselves of our humanity, to
recognize our path towards freedom. We sing to create
freedom, to generate the very miracles that we hope
for. As shown above in the Mekhilta’s “top ten” list, the
first song that was sung by Jews was sung while still in
Egypt, and only the second upon its emancipation.
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In the depths of slavery, the Israelites cry out, they
make noise; they sing the blues. It goes up to God and
activates God.’

Min ha-meitzar,” the verse from Psalms that we sing
on festivals and before sounding the shofar, reminds
us that if we sing, or call out, while we’re still caught
in a state of narrowness, of constricted consciousness,
then we may find our freedom and experience a divine
expansiveness:

m:mp oon
H1-) AR 1Y A-1 DR YRITN

Psalms 118:5

From the narrow place I called out to God;
I was answered with Divine Expansiveness.

Given that no one is entirely free or entirely
enslaved, and that we’re all on a continuum between
servitude and self-determination, there’s no reason
to wait to sing. Freedom is expressed through song,
but yet our songs themselves may very well lead to
freedom. At the moment that we open our mouths,
are we not already free?

What’s more, the end of the struggles of this
world will be brought about by singing. As the Zohar
declares:
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Tikkunei Zohar, Introduction, 3a

Israel will arise from exile in song.

Through the process of composing divine songs, we
will build the worlds we dream of, we will transcend
our trapped situations, and we will yet emerge from
our exiles, where we will then sing again! And now; as
we gather at the Seder, let’s sing Hallel. Halleluyah!

9  Exodus 2:23-24; conversation with R. Aryeh Bernstein,
2016. See also my colleague R. Aviva Richman’s essay,
“Finding Our Song in an Unredeemed World: Three
Troubled Origins of Hallel,” available here: https://
hadar.org/torah-tefillah/resources/finding-our-song-
unredeemed-world-three-troubled-origins-hallel.

10 Listen to two different melodies for this verse from
Hadar’s Rising Song Records: https://joeyweisenberg.
bandcamp.com/track/min-hameitzar and https://
deborahsacksmintz.bandcamp.com/track/min-
hameitzar.
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LIVING IN THE

DOUBLE EXPOSURE

R. Tali Adler

WAS EIGHT YEARS old in Basel, Switzerland the
day Ilearned about the way places have layers.

It was a chilly, autumn shabbos, and my father and
I were on a walk by the river. My father pointed out
different sights as we walked: there is the house where
his elementary school friend lived, there is the gate
they walked through to get to school, there is the shop
run by the woman rumored to be a witch. And there,
he said, pointing to a small, shady area, is the place
where they burned the Jews in the 14" century.

The rest of the afternoon was like a double exposure:
there are the roasted chestnuts, there is the witch, and
there is the place where they burned the Jews. For the
first time, I began to understand what it is like when
something so beautiful becomes, while retaining all its
magic, something terrible as well.

Egypt, in the book of Shemot, is a place caught in
a double exposure. For the Jews, Egypt has long been
a nightmare, a place of slavery and oppression, of
beatings and cold-blooded murder. One imagines that
for the Jews in Egypt, every place must have a secret
meaning: beautiful houses as places of servitude, cool
bathing spots in the river as places where baby boys
drown.

The first two plagues do the work of making that
double exposure visible to the rest of the population.
Both begin in the Nile, the site of the crimes against
those Jewish boys. The first, blood, makes it clear that
the Nile, the source of life for the Egyptian people—
the place where even Bat Par’oh, the woman who saved
Moshe, bathed—is actually a site of mass murder. All
of Egypt, suddenly, is forced to confront the truth that
what is life-giving and sustaining for them has been

the locus of unbearable suffering for the people they
oppress.

The second plague, frogs, exposes a new layer of
horror. The frogs, we are told, emerge from the Nile
itself—still, perhaps, filled with blood. In picturing
the frogs starting to emerge—small, slimy creatures
crawling out of the river used as a mass infant grave—
it is easy to imagine that people thought that they were
seeing thousands of ghosts emerge from their watery
graves.

In picturing the frogs as they emerged, it becomes
easy to read the first two plagues as a reminder to the
Egyptians of their crimes. The first two plagues are a
way of exposing the hidden underbelly of Israelite
suffering to the Egyptians, of making explicit and raw
what denial and callousness may have disguised. They
are a way of bringing the Egyptians out of their day-to-
day understanding of their country and of making the
other, blurry side of the double exposure unbearably
clear.

But as the Egyptians begin to see the Egypt that the
Jews have experienced for so many years, we are given
a glimpse, in Rashi’s reading, of a different perspective
on the Nile. Rashinotices that for the first three plagues
Moshe is commanded to inform Aharon to perform
the action that will begin the plague rather than being
told to do it himself. Rashi explains the reason for the
first two plagues as follows:
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Rashi on Shemot 7:19

Since the Nile protected Moshe when he
was cast into it, it therefore was not struck
by him, neither with blood nor with frogs,
but was struck by Aharon.

While we, the readers, have identified with the
Jewish people’s vision of Egypt—the Egypt of violence,
of oppression, and of cruelty—in this moment, Rashi
reminds us that there is another Egypt that exists, one
in which the Nile is life-giving and protective. This
other Egypt, this other Nile, Rashi reminds us, should
not feel completely foreign to us: it is the Egypt and
the Nile that Moshe, our redeemer, has experienced,
and the one to which he still owes divinely-affirmed
gratitude.

With Rashi’s comment, the tables are turned: while
until now this story was one in which the Egyptians are
made to see the truth about their land, in this moment,
we, the readers and inheritors of the Torah and the
narrative of slavery, are forced into the dizziness of
double exposure. In this moment, however briefly, we
are forced to recognize that there are aspects of Egypt
to which Moshe Rabbeinu himself owed gratitude.
In this moment, it is we who are forced to learn that

the multivalence of places does not allow us to neatly
cordon off the beautiful and ugly: we are touched by the
meanings of other people and groups. It is impossible,
in this reading, to fully separate the memory of
nightmarish tragedy from miraculous safety.

While in Shemot this realization is fleeting, hidden
in a Rashi, later, in Devarim, it becomes glaringly
apparent. In Devarim 23:8, we are commanded: “You
may not hate an Egyptian, because you were a stranger
in his land” In memory of the time we spent there as
strangers, we are commanded never to hate them, and
to allow Egyptians, after several generations, to join
the Jewish people.

Most of our associations with Egypt and the Jewish
people are images of suffering. Rashi, in his comment
on this pasuk, highlights this suffering in the starkest
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possible terms: ““you may not hate an Egyptian
even though they threw your babies into the Nile”—

even though you endured terrible suffering there,
even though it is the paradigm for persecution. Why?
Because you were a stranger in Egypt’s land. Because,
Rashi explains, they hosted you and fed you in a time
of dire need. Once, generations earlier, Egypt was
a place of safety for Yaakov and his family in a time
of famine. And so, despite the subsequent years of
persecution, we are commanded to remember that
initial hospitality. We are commanded to remember
the good beginning of what became the darkest story
we know, and we are commanded to let that memory
guide our treatment of Egyptians in the future.

The Torah resists the temptation to tell a single story
about Egypt. It is not the place of dreams we might
have expected from Yosef’s brief reign, but the Torah
is still unwilling to overwrite those parts of our story
in order to create a single narrative. In Rashi’s reading
in Shemot and in this mitzvah in Devarim, we are
reminded that our story is one of beauty mixed with
pain, gratitude mixed with deep resentment. We are
commanded to give room to both, to treat our stories
with the integrity and nuance they deserve.

We are commanded, in this mitzvah, to remember
the past in all its complexity: not to forget the
suffering that we endured but, at the same time, not
to allow our memories to become exclusively dark.
We are commanded to remember honestly. We are
commanded to remember moments of beauty and
kindness even as we remember suffering, persecution,
and darkness. We are commanded to live in the only
truly honest way: in the double exposure. +



All learning backgrounds welcome
for a week of dynamic, inspiring Torah

<=>>+— hadar.org/july —& &=



26

CHILDREN OF BELIEVERS

R. Avi Strausberg

I CONFESS I AM not much of a believer. If God had

told me to jump into the Reed Sea, I would have
asked, “Can You part it for me first?” If God asked me
to march out of Egypt to some strange and far-oft land,
I would’ve said, “But at least this land, I know.” I am a
person that likes clarity and answers. You want me to
go on a journey? Show me the roadmap. You want me
to enter a land full of giants? Tell me the step-by-step
plan. I am not a leap-of-faith kind of person.

Moshe, for all of his great leadership, also seems
to be full of doubts when God approaches him by
the Burning Bush and charges him with leading the
Israelites out of Egypt. He asks question after question,
wanting to know, “Who am I to do this?” “Whom
should I say sent me?” and perhaps most importantly,
his greatest fear, “What if they do not believe me and
do not listen to me?” Moshe, with all of his doubts,
believes the Israelites will be like him, similarly lacking
faith, unwilling to follow a strange man and his strange
god out into the wilderness.

In Shemot Rabbah, God responds to Moshe’s
doubts with anger. Moshe may think that the Israelites
won't trust in God but God knows His children better.
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1  Exodus3:11,3:13, 4:1.
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Shemot Rabbah 3:12

“But Moshe spoke up and said, “What if
they do not believe me?” (Exodus 4:1). At
that moment, Moshe spoke inappropriately.
The Holy One said to him: “They will listen
to you,” (3:18), and Moshe said: “They
won't believe me” (4:1). The Holy One
immediately answered in God's way, God
gave him signs corresponding to his words.
See what is written afterward: “God said

to him: What is that in your hand? And

he said: A rod” (4:2). Meaning from that
which is in your hand you need to be struck,
because you are speaking ill of My children.
They are believers and children of believers.
They are believers, as it is said, “The people
believed” (4:31). They are the children of
believers, as it is said, “And he [Avraham]
trusted in God” (Genesis 15:6).

According to the midrash, God chose to deploy
Moshe’s rod as a miraculous sign, not only because it
was conveniently in his hand and would make for a
nice snake, but because Moshe deserved to be hit by
that very same rod for speaking poorly of the Israelites.
God defends the Israelites and says, “My children
are believers and children of believers.” Using verses
as prooftexts, God attests to the faith of the Israelites
and claims that not only does this present generation,
living enslaved among the Egyptians, believe in God,
their ancestors were believers as well. If anyone is



lacking faith in this scenario, it is not the Israelites, but
Moshe himself.

I wonder: would God defend me today in the
same way that He defended the Israelites? What if
the Israelites really did possess a unique faith in God
despite the newness of God in their lives and the path
of uncertainty that lay ahead of them? What if, instead
of possessing the confidence that God claims the
Israelites had, I am more like Moshe, full of doubts and
questions? Would God say about me that I too am a
believer, a child of believers?

R. Kalonymous Kalman Shapira, the Eish Kodesh,
wrote during a time when, for many, belief in God was
difficult, if not impossible. Teaching Torah from the
Warsaw Ghetto, R. Shapira saw that people who had
once lived observant, religious lives were losing faith in
a God Who could allow the atrocities of the Holocaust
to happen. People for whom belief was once a surety
no longer had the capacity to believe.

R. Shapira writes that our midrash from Shemot
Rabbah teaches that “the faith of Jews is an inherited
faith, passed down from their ancestors, because they
are all the children of believers.” Our faith is not ours
alone, nor is it dependent only upon us; rather, our
faith is passed down to us from ancestors.
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R. Kalonymus Kalman Shapira,
Eish Kodesh, Parashat ha-Hodesh,
March 14,1942

It seems that there are two types of faith

in a person. When he is feeling strong, and
especially when he is joyful, then he also
feels faith with a sense of certainty. But

if she is depressed, and especially if she is
utterly broken, God forbid, it is possible for
her not to feel faith... . Even then, though, it
could not be said, God forbid, that he does
not believe. She is a believer even then! She
just doesn’t feel it.

R. Shapira teaches that there are two kinds of faith.
There is the faith we feel in times of joy; this faith
comes easier to us. Without obstacles distancing us
from God, we experience this faith with certainty.
And then, he acknowledges, there are times when
a person is so broken they don’t experience faith at
all. This person might even testify about themselves:
“I'm not a believer” God forbid, R. Shapira says, that
a person should say this. He assures us that even when
we are broken, even when we don’t believe, we are still
believers. Why? Because our faith does not depend
only on us. Even if we are not believers, we are children
of believers.

In Shemot Rabbah, God defends the Israelites
to Moshe and attests that the Israelites are not only
believers themselves but they are children of believers.
R. Shapira seems to go even further, assuring us that
even in moments in which we don’t see ourselves as
believers, somewhere deep inside we really are still
believers. It’s a spiritual reality inherited from our
ancestors—because we are children of believers.

I experience this teaching as a comfort. First, R.
Shapira acknowledges that we may not always have
access to the certainty of belief that God claims of the
Israelites in Egypt. There may be moments in our lives
in which we feel unsure, we are lost without anchor, left
with questions and doubt. But even in these moments,
he teaches, we can trust that we are never entirely
unanchored. The faith that we inherit from ancestors
serves to tether us to God, even when our own ability
to believe is in question.

I wish for us all this Pesah the certainty of the
Israelites who were willing to take a leap of faith and
follow a strange man and an unfamiliar god out of
Egypt, without a map, without a plan. But should we
not have their kind of faith, I want to offer us the gift of
R. Shapira’s Torah: a chain of belief that goes beyond
ourselves, connecting us back to our ancestors, and
bringing us closer to God. «
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A SEDER OF RETELLINGS

R. Miriam-Simma Walfish

NLIKE MOST HOLIDAYS in our liturgical
U year, which ask us to connect to God
through ftefillah or a festive meal, the Pesah Seder
invites us into a different sort of experience, one
centered on how we see ourselves. A succinct
formulation of this goal appears in our Seder script:
“Dmymn XY X0 15K DY IR NIXYD DX 220 11 79T 502
- In every generation a person is obligated to see
themselves as though they left Egypt.” The goal of
the Seder is to see ourselves into an experience that
happened in our distant past. This statement seems
to imply that we're supposed to imagine ourselves
in a story in which we were not, literally speaking,
characters. How do we get ourselves inside an
experience that happened to our spiritual ancestors
thousands of years ago?

The Haggadah answers this question in a way I find
surprising. Rather than including some suggested
passages from the book of Shemot, which chronicles
the events of the Exodus itself “in real time,” our
Haggadah text is a compilation of many texts, each

recounting earlier generations’ own retellings of the
Exodus story. Sprinkled throughout are a few moments
of personal reenactment, but much of the story we
tell on Seder night is not about a moment in time,
but rather a story about storytelling. We find Rabbis
telling the Exodus story in Benei Berak, parents telling
the story four different ways to four different children,
a recounting of a prophecy in which God foretells to
Avraham what will happen, and then the core text
of the Haggadah: a retelling of the Exodus story that
Moshe commands the Israelites to recite as they offer
their first fruits in the Temple (Devarim 26:3-8). Why
does the Haggadah offer all of these retellings and
foretellings of the story, rather than the story itself?

In an interview, Rachel Sharansky Danziger
compares the Seder to the way her parents spoke about
their own flight from the Soviet Union; she says that
the authors of the Haggadah “force us not to go away
from our life to somebody else's story, but rather to
bring ourselves, our detective ability, our emotions,
our memories into the story we're looking at and thus



bring the story into our life where we are. Danziger
picks up on an important feature of the Haggadah,
that we “bring the story into our life where we are”
The Haggadah does this by having us recite stories of
people who have done so in the past. Reciting these
texts connects us not only to our ancestors in their
moment of redemption from Egypt, but also to the
span of people connecting to that story. These stories
each model different ways in; they offer us different
paths for bringing ourselves into the story of the
Exodus.

The most striking example of this is the passage
from Devarim 26:

M-2:12 02T

01 DI D73 M WK 102770 DR
DX MR TROK M2 DID T MO
MRV 32 NO2 1PNAXD 1 UIW3 WK YIND

5X ‘N nam 305 MM A7 K3 1720

oK ' %95 ppR Y

TN3 OY 0 T T 73K TaK IR
1w M® 127 DYy i b ownm vvn
WP TTAY A5V 1AM MY DYRN DX
WHPNX 1 YBYN 10K ROK TOK prvaY
XYM YNNI MHNYTNR AIYNR XN
573 R0 A0 PAT ARIN TA 07IYnn
:DNHN NiNXk:

Devarim 26:3-8

*You shall go to the priest in charge at that
time and say to him, “I acknowledge this
day before your God YHVH that I have
entered the land that YHVH swore to our
fathers to assign us.” *The priest shall take
the basket from your hand and set it down
in front of the altar of your God YHVH.
SYou shall then recite as follows before your
God YHVH:

“My father was a fugitive Aramean. He
went down to Egypt with meager numbers
and sojourned there; but there he became
a great and very populous nation. “The
Egyptians dealt harshly with us and
oppressed us; they imposed heavy labor
upon us.”We cried to YHVH, the God of
our ancestors, and YHVH heard our plea
and saw our plight, our misery, and our
oppression. 'YHVH freed us from Egypt
by a mighty hand, by an outstretched arm
and awesome power, and by signs and
portents.”

R. David Silber in his Haggadah, Go Forth and
Learn, points out that something remarkable happens
here, something true of the book of Devarim more
generally: the person offering their first fruits to
God recites this formula in the first person plural—
“we”—despite the fact that there is no way that they
themselves in fact experienced the Exodus. R. Silber
connects this passage to another in Devarim doing

1 https://jwa.org/podcasts/canwetalk/episode-40-rachel-sharansky-danziger-let-my-story-go/transcript.
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similar work. At the beginning of the book, recounting
the story of revelation on Mount Sinai, Moshe says to

the people:
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Devarim §:2-4

*Qur God YHVH made a covenant with
us at Horev [Sinai]. *It was not with our
ancestors that YHVH made this covenant,
but with us, the living, every one of us who
is here today. *Face to face YHVH spoke to
you on the mountain out of the fire.

In this remarkable passage, Moshe asks the Israelites
not to reenact the experience of revelation, but to
remember themselves into it. We are not imagining a
fictional universe in which we were at Sinai, but rather,
asserting that we were, in fact, there.

This same dynamic is present in Devarim 26. The
first person plural mode invites the religious pilgrim
to remember themselves into the story of the Exodus.
This provides a model for how we, too, can enter the
story of the Exodus despite not having, in a historical
sense, experienced it ourselves. In R. Silber’s words:
“Deuteronomy is the book that addresses the Jew
who, despite the historical divide, is able to say: “The
Egyptians did evil to us and abused us’ (Deut. 26:6);
but ‘I have come into the land’ (Deut. 26:3).

For many of us, accessing the experience of the
Exodus itself is challenging. We might live in North
America, orIsrael, orsomewhere else in the world—but
almost certainly not in Egypt. We may love or hate our
jobs, but thankfully, nearly all of us do not experience
anything like enslavement. Imagining ourselves into
the story is nearly impossible. By offering us Devarim
26 as the core model for how to do this, the Haggadah
provides us with a template: we see ourselves as though
we are the generations who recently entered the land,
who themselves are trying to imagine themselves back
in the story of the Exodus. In so doing, we connect
ourselves to generations of people who, each in
their own way, are trying to manage the same divide
as we are. By connecting with this generation, we

acknowledge that seeing ourselves in the story requires
a paradigm shift. We are not the first ones to make this
shift. Filling the Haggadah with examples of retellings
allows us to connect with countless generations who
also made this shift, suspending their current reality
to remember themselves into the story of slavery and
freedom that is the Pesah story.

The idea that the Haggadah is a chronicle of earlier
engagements with the Pesah story explains a core
piece of Pesah choreography that I have long found
perplexing. The Mishnah tells us that everyone, even
the poorest of us, is required to recline at the Seder
(Mishnah Pesahim 10:1). Reclining at the Seder derives
from the late antique dining habits of aristocratic
Romans. For our Rabbis, dining like the aristocracy
was the ultimate expression of freedom. For us,
nowadays, this significance is absent. Some medieval
Ashkenazi authorities therefore ruled that, in our time,
it is not essential to recline as a symbol of freedom
(Shulhan Arukh Orah Hayyim 472:7). So why do we
nonetheless do so when it is neither a feature of the
Exodus story itself, nor an expression of freedom that
we find resonant today?

By reclining, we connect ourselves not to the
experience of the Exodus itself, but rather to the
experience of those Rabbis in Benei Berak retelling
the Exodus story. By leaning, we imagine ourselves
into the Seders of generations past, including those
that took place in a time when this gesture held its own
cultural meaning.

This brings us back to the idea that we all need
to see ourselves as if we left Egypt. The Haggadah
tells us that we bring the story of the Exodus into
our own lives, in whatever way makes sense for us in
that moment. Ironically, we do that by remembering
that this is how Jews have always remembered our
escape from Egypt—not by imagining ourselves as
ancient Israelites leaving Egypt, but by imagining
ancient Israelites as rabbis reclining in Benei Berak, or
medieval Jews running from persecution in Spain, or
even as Jews in New York or Tel Aviv in 2024, fearful
for the future of our world. We recline because this is
how our Rabbis at the time of the Mishnah reenacted
redemption. “NT M7 521 - in every generation” we
see ourselves into the experience of the Exodus by
literally leaning into the rich traditions of retelling in
our Haggadah, accepting the invitation to ourselves
become re-tellers of redemption. «

2 A Passover Haggadah: Go Forth and Learn, p. 15.



1y o’

MMM 0721200 Y

OONM NMIRA YRR IR oOW X¥INA NTp) b))
X5 ,NPWYN NN DYpa DTN NINA AR NN
DPODOHX NPIMN NN WA

DIRWY 107,050 0Ma0nn X DYApn OR 19K ODIX
120 W DX 27700 D2 XpNT 0mp 1HX 0NThRND TN
A1 7772 XPNT NWPI DYN DR Sw eNn XpnTw

:(2,70) 127 1A NN DMK

1Y SaXA 0 YW Y0 oY HIRN K5
...V onY nivn

— nxnn Sw ma MRena AT My ond"s naxinn nxnn
wAn 2y ord nona oHoK P 2 no XSS viws orb
m¥nn anb L"omyna uyniw myn R athw ond'' ren
nyn bw a1 opv .0MYNa MAywn NDIPRa wpd 1T K
25w NTANA PRINY 0T 10NN DYonn INY 1xn nHaX

DWW S nn 0w Sy ,0703IR URY T Ny
TV, ymna; whiax YU opya pravn Xov
T2 WiTRa 00ona 2n Tn ooy nony
RepRetich!

"o NX U 7O DIAR NYRA 7wa npen on Sy
121M2 JNYY 0¥ TMAPW DX 1O 171701 D X HaX ,0Ynn
ONYDIT AX 097 12T D IMT RTW YN TY W
"9 0Yn Sy nivm WX 5" 137p nax Sy meva T
.(n,> nnw)

ond" 12 wpn Sw imynwn nX 17071 M 190 ,09X
AMX JDIN2 DMYN NXYD My

N TOR 5752

1770 A1YHX 2

51200 nwann 17on 55 Moa nwan man ouw Jen
N MNK 1Ten 5O L¥n amR KD K D pa XD :
nReY TR mawn Sayn Sw L, Rw-n XS OX DR TR
112 1900 MM ,OXIW? DY S 111901 PITRT K 0M¥n
bW MY Mna 0YPYn UMK pHXA NN KW K0
D7 TIpM L, T 55 5502 noab n1ana oaxwm ar
5a3n 115 ompn owarn oy IMR nand

MmNt amn aTen Y b navn nen b
o"wmn 7o O 5X ovpran unkn o1t Sax .nmynwn
,0Myn mOR 123 NYNWY DWOopv DMOPTA UMK DMy
JMYNYn mw Smd Iwpnw T R MY 10 0w
5n5anm51 PARAD DIW PR A N PARN PPN oOHmm
TYn O DMW NMIKY DWW AXpY DWwpann BXY Tana
D1 MmN oM K91 ,DWwPwnt 0an mMopsn M

X X PITA $17apn oY Awp 1Ton DA ownan 1o
NX Y12 1mwin 51 M ora nnnnn 1905 ane amT
M2 Mwya T 15N 5y TS mawn wR1a nnTa
DINKR XA TON 20MAN PITA NAW ANy 190K I ,Mmpawa
wan X1 Hax e mannm i nnawnn inna mynwn oo
T PMAN LDNT MYnwn 5100 M pmy o0 man omys
.2T2IRN AKX 070N 1R

b 1 Swnd .01 0NDIRA T AYDIN 0D jnn
,IPNWI 197K MPOIYW 1700 D92 Nrwynn nMIynn namw
.IMnA 0595 qwaRn X1 ATMPOn DYYA TIPTMN AX PRYN
o nR owh 15 am (0, mnw) "% amm” ryn
oMAY 1IN MYD 1T M3 YR X mm nTon 5 Sw roana
2nmn om0 nnb orrbyn NN ORA) DNt My K
nMNN NP7 X XN ARYS 02 107 L (L. DANX TORW 120

31



32

MWW 11,1057 M 7225 MDD NDDNA 12T LMD

W NN TYOW IWNTM ,Mm1awd oA TNl DIpHna DmX

725 DTN MAN ANOKR 25 X TN 10 201 oM DA bna
{"nnX naw" 1noa

1”37N-17370 1oL ,XAPMN ,NNKX AW

M1 MAMTHA 10321 DRW 212 Nnxa
1Pwn2 1N n9apa 0MYn DR MR
2121 15100 KN 0¥ AKX . MwTm
DIpM YoM ...1w ond R YN 125w M
57 N OM¥N AR AN DD Ty
NX7¥” 75N 520 mynm nm .
TMX KA 77T Sow ToY Kin D LL.DMYn
noaa MK N X 15 .nbvnn a5 1
TR 272 127 PRY JRIpEX

HXAW? 212 05 MOD MIAX RPNT ,ANX NDWI IMIX L)1)
X1 DM¥n AR ART 533 09I ane nan mmas nbynd
1120 M5 Naw AMnNRn NTR XPw on ane naan'n
M 02 12 W Sax wip na wr,ndnnn 53 1mo a5 minn
72001 T NNWR "85 LanR Swr nxa b mHm ,ana
TTYON [1MPPERT N¥n NHORA 0PNRY 12PN 1TEN NTYOw
oSaRn 0H2IR VAN AR MR ,a¥n nSxa S hnn
AR DOIXI NRT 522 0NN UNAR 19102 10T 1270 Do
ynn

"IN D1oon wnw m Hab e wpax 1 manana Jinn
yRX,: pand ,n¥n XNw onow m 535 x pTon OO bw
TR NS NN DR OXA MWAAY Pans am Moonn nx
n2Rwn ,ne5 Awpan AR 0NN Awinn .aoynb 1a1T1a
TwnmS MR NAMTY W XN — DpOX NP mynwnd
DI ,ommm omynwn owand P My 1w ponn
* DMWY DMK

T3P X poranr

1Y onY nivn Yoy XA oM NYaY 11N
,0M¥N2 HXW? YAw3 ... (3,170 0MaT)
RN P72 WiTpa NYWI .NNXK Mwia 1y
on? YW oipn 072 103 72X DNiX 1R
...TI¥M XIP1 THA 0 007 ...0v o0 Y
DRIX 127RY 102 120072 nyn’ RN
nixT2 X7 N2 WiTpa DX 07200 Nt
... DINX

NN WRANNAW 1IN0 PR M S womnn mbhpa
MNW KOX ,0MYN Sw 191 TAYWN MINWN 1K DMYn
T¥11) "RANKR X700"Y wipn 1hw SR oy M Taywn
M5 >nnm orbaon Mnnwn ,axmon mma L (nKRn
710790 NN M MK LM L7apn oY oo noayn
M X1 vHRY wxin 'mipn'n Sxawr oph n7apn v
Sy onb" Sw mipn X0 ,0mx

135 7w wrab TaMA XD IMPpY ayna 12T 25 o
VI NF WITH AT) 0M¥YN N9IRA 7185 oMy e SR 113
MK 1N AR TR 0™ PR DN Amm ebw i (hanom
20y NIRRT NN T SXAw 212 Sw onbna e 1y mpn
oy Wwpn pM LMY 0T UM A¥ND T TR N
o¥y 1250 ,0153 S1on 1K D¥Pa oMYn R oY T 17apn
PRI MNP PR LONYN PX LA PR TP Naywnn nbynn
ooy

1771 N2 w2 5ax MWK DN "YNEn DI M DY
S DINn MM O AT R — w0 o9 SR 113 51 .
MbA 7PN T WRI — DM NDIPR IR PN IR
Ly DWwanm 1NN DWW DTN MW IWRD 0771 .Npavn
,DIXYN DIRA MW DMK mm 5w manaxn 021h n
PRIGXT BRIY DY ,0M¥n XY 5w nanxn Xbm wannn
,MWYS An 7710 nSMMm LGnamwnn 01T NYMNA 0XYN)
S R

MY AMIY WNNNN MmN 170 M LT Twnna ;M
WS Pw TP ,1mna Xonnn pnyn ,nnanT wpn 1w
am Amrnyn 7onb Sanon nvan MM a7y LM 1nna
M MY ond XMW A¥na XN YT nhn - onbn X
MY 12777 NRANA NRPNOAW AMPAN NWMINK IMyn NH0
.my1awn ana "onbn

Amrn b Ten D Sy Sw "mnbn"™ mamna nanntb ox
205 nxnan Sw N¥IN MphEaw on A g wp uee
bnon WX ATo0 992 TR NInam W pivan mynw
ayeInd ;MYIRTN-MV BIR SPa 1200 180 5P wn nR
ONNM ,PANM MWK PINY 19IRA X1 MDD NKT NRY
~7on Hw orarmxn nend mpna N napya nawp
orph mnmd MY Nwnd wax L,opnwd XMna XS dw
WRY 119,07 5INa MWK D1pn nnnd nunTh 2y nT
oy 15w NN OMYNY MTaon MMynwnn 521 Ty omny
12 X L,ANMDA APTIN TP 12 PR LMD NP 12 PRY 110 003
M NP0I0IR



THE EXODUS

AS ORIENTING EVENT'

R. Yitz Greenberg

I F THE BOOK of Genesis is dominated by the theme
of covenant, the Book of Exodus is focused on the
second great motif that runs through Jewish history
and religion: the journey toward redemption—that s,
realization of the covenantal task of bringing about a
world of dignity and freedom. In this book, the Israelites
start under slavery and genocidal persecution. With
the help of God, they go out on a journey through the
desert toward a home and future independence in the
land of Canaan.

The Exodus is the core event of Jewish history and
religion. In this event, a group of Hebrew slaves were
liberated. Moses, called by God, initiates the request
that the Hebrew slaves be given a temporary release to
go and worship in the desert. Step by step, the power
of Pharaoh is broken and the request for a three-day
break escalates into a demand for permanent freedom.
This intervention in history by God to free the Hebrew
slaves is a revelation of the human right to freedom.
The Divine Presence contradicts the claims of absolute
human power and foreshadows the end of its abusive
application. The Exodus is not a brief respite from
enslavement, but an open-ended journey to liberation.

The Exodus itinerary is not really a geographic
passage through trackless wastes, past hostile or
threatening nations, toward the Promised Land of
Israel. The journey is much more difficult because it
is a psychological odyssey from slavery, and a sense of
worthlessness, toward freedom, maturity, and taking

responsibility as free adults. The Israelites must gain a
sense of self-worth that is not self-centered or achieved
at the expense of others. Their ultimate goal—not
necessarily grasped at first—is to reach the level of
loving one’s self, but then extending the feeling and to
love one’s neighbor as one’s self.”

It turned out that the people who were actually
liberated were too broken internally and too infantilized
by enslavement to ever fully grow up. Only the next
generation—raised under difficult circumstances, and
with parents making halting steps toward maturity—
was able to attain the level of understanding and

1 This essay was originally written for Parashat Shemot 5781, available here: https://hadar.org/torah-tefillah/resources/exodus-

orienting-event.

2 Leviticus 19:18.
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responsibility that equipped them to live a free life
with all its challenges. Only the later generations had
the inner fortitude to carve out a homeland and strive
for an ideal society.

The Torah’s account of the Exodus journey was
not intended to be just a generational portrait of the
Children of Israel. The prophetic understanding is that
what happened to the Israelites is the first stage—a
divine down payment, as it were—on the journey
that all humanity will someday take.’ This is a model,
a demonstration that all nations should learn from
and take up. Some day, all people will go out from
slavery, or widespread deprivation, or inequality and
exploitation—the general human condition in ancient
times—and attain full dignity.

All people will learn to be free and to treat each
other as images of God are meant to be treated. God,
who has lovingly singled out Israel and started their
process of emancipation, loves all humans. They too

3 See especially the Book of Isaiah, chapters 40-66.
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will be liberated. They too will find their homelands
where they live by right, where their dignities are not
dependent on the good will or tolerance of others.
The final, universal Exodus will outstrip the initial
Exodus.* Then the whole world will be free of war
and oppression, of enervating sickness and crushing
poverty.s Prophetic messianism, the promise that the
whole world will be liberated and provided for, is the
Exodus writ large for all humanity.

Once we widen our lens to encompass all humanity,
we realize that the image of being on a journey covers
a vast period, even before the emergence of humanity.
In this way, the grand narrative of the Exodus also
includes Creation. Life itself, grounded in God and
sustained by the Divine Presence, has been a journey
from its initial one-celled forms toward the ever
richer phenomena of complex and capable life. With
the emergence of homo sapiens, the human being
with a fully developed frontal cortex, we have a form
of life so developed and so Godlike as to be able to
understand the natural process and the laws of nature
instilled by God into reality. Then, God recruits
human beings to join in the evolutionary process and
focus development on the completion and perfection
of nature and of human societies to the end that we
achieve paradise on earth.

Of course, this process, still unfinished, has taken
eons. Moreover, history is full of contradictory
evidence to this vision. Slavery is an extreme version
of the reality that most people endured in past history;
outright oppression and widespread deprivation
are not that dissimilar. If our ancestors as slaves
internalized their servitude and inferiority, there is
a great danger that people living in poverty, hunger,
and sickness today will be crushed into acceptance
and passivity. The Torah and Jewish religion hold up
the Exodus, not as a one-time event, but as a norm by
which life should be judged and guided. The Exodus is
an “orienting event”—an event which sets in motion
and guides the Jewish way (and humanity’s way)
toward a Promised Land—i.e. an entire planet set free
and perfected.®

4  SeeIsaiah 52:11-12 and Jeremiah 23:7-8.

S See Isaiah, especially such examples as chapters 11, 55, 56,
65.

6  The ethical and ritual implications of Exodus are treated
more expansively in the chapter on Pesah in my book,
The Jewish Way, “Judaism as an Exodus religion.”



Since the Exodus from Egypt, humanity has gone
through ancient, medieval, modern—and now
into postmodern—civilization. As the geographic
coordinates and the cultural consensus is transformed,
it is easy to lose the way: which is the right path toward
freedom and dignity? People also become uncertain
of which values are true and permanent. The Torah
holds up the Exodus and its norms so that people can
chart their behaviors along the way by this event. The
Exodus serves as a kind of navigational star by which
to measure whether we are heading on the right path.

The Exodus norms are concretized in specific laws
in Jewish tradition. The ethical actions are guided
by the memory of being oppressed, as well as how
the state of subjugation and mistreatment was then
overthrown by the Exodus experience. These laws
include not oppressing the stranger (Exodus 23:9),
but rather treating them right and loving them as
yourself (Leviticus 19:33-34); acting justly by using
honest weights and measures (19:35-36); helping the
poor and not taking interest on loans to the poor
(25:35-38); taking care of the widow, orphan, and
Levite, and rejoicing with your family (Deuteronomy
16:11-12); leaving part of the crops in the field for the
vulnerable—stranger, orphan, and widow (23:21-23).

To ensure that the Exodus and its norms drive our
behavior, the ritual life of Jewry is structured so that we
relive and reenact the Exodus. Thus, each generation
experiences the full power of the Exodus and lives by
its implications, no matter what culture it is in.”

The Book of Exodus starts by having us taste the
bitterness of servitude, genocide, and despair. Week by
week, the Torah portion takes us through the process
of breaking the slave masters’ power and undermining
the fixity and authority of their moral-cultural regime.
Thus the Torah brings the past into the present to
guide our behavior. The Exodus account orients us
away from absolutizing the local norms, but instead
upgrading our behaviors to meet the standards of
the ultimate Exodus and the messianic norms of the
future. «

7  Therituals of Pesah (Seder, matzah, retelling), Shabbat,
Sukkot, daily prayers, and many holiday liturgies make
the Exodus ever-present in our lives.
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Storytelling at the Seder

An Excerpt of a Project Zug course from Dena Weiss

Mishnah The Haggadah teaches us that it is a mitzvah to tell the story of the Exodus from
Pesahim 10:5-6 Egypt and that the more we tell the story, the more worthy of praise we become.
The text However, the original paschal sacrifice happened in Egypt, before there was a
produced here redemptive story to tell. And even some later sources indicate that storytelling

is found i . . . . . .
Eriz:end (;:j]ifc)il;rm wasn’t the primary form of teaching and discussing at the Seder. In this session,

of the Mishnah. we’ll look a little bit at one of the alternatives to storytelling and examine
These modern what we think we are gaining and what we might be losing when we move the
editions broadly conversation around the Seder to this different mode.

reflect what

we find in our l.THE SEDER IN.- THE MISHNAH

Haggadah . The Seder as we know it is modeled after the guidelines presented by the Mishnah
today, but differ in the 10 chapter of Pesahim, though the Haggadah that we use now has gone

:ig”ifl;antly through much modification and expansion throughout the years. In this text we
vr:rr:ion:found are going to look for the kernel of the obligation to tell the story of the Exodus on
in medieval Passover. As you are reading the text, try to figure out how the different sections
manuscripts. relate to each other.

Nonetheless, Often in the Mishnah, there will be a disagreement without any language that

these differences
are not crucial
here—but for
the interested
reader to track
down! A good
place to start is
the commentary

says explicitly “I disagree.” When different opinions are offered it is up to us as

the learners of this text to figure out how those opinions relate to each other. Is
opinion 2 restating opinion 1?7 Expanding on opinion 1? Uninterested in opinion 1?
Rejecting opinion 1?

by Joshua

Kulp found at )-71: ODS Mwn Mishnah Pesahim 10:5-6
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roasted

Since we are

no longer
participating

in and eating
the paschal
sacrifice, the text
in our Haggadah
replaces the
question about
preparing the
meat with a
question about
reclining. (In
earlier versions
of the Mishnah
also, the line
about maror
was missing and
there were only
a total of three
questions).
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other nights we eat meat roasted, stewed,
or cooked, but on this night we eat only
roasted.” For on all other nights we only
dip once, but tonight we dip twice. And
according to the cognitive abilities of the

son, his father teaches him.

He (= the father) begins with the
negative and ends with the positive, and
he teaches the passage from “My father
was a wandering Aramean” (Devarim

26:5) until he finishes the whole section.

Rabban Gamliel would say: Whoever
didn’t say these three things on Passover
does not fulfill their obligation. And
these are they: pesah (paschal offering),
matzah, and maror. Pesah—because

the Omnipresent jumped over (pasab)
the houses of our forefathers in Egypt.
Matzah—Dbecause our forefathers were
redeemed in Egypt. Maror—because the
Egyptians embittered the lives of our
forefathers in Egypt.

In each and every generation a person
must view himself as though he left
Egypt himself, as it says: “And you shall
tell your son on that day saying, because
of this which God did for me when I
left Egypt” (Shemot 13:8). Therefore
we are obligated to acknowledge, praise,
glorify, extol, exalt, honor, bless, revere,
and laud the One who performed all

of these miracles for our ancestors and
tor us: He took us out from slavery

to freedom, from anguish to joy, from

mourning to a Festival, from darkness
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Tosefta’s

The Toseftais a
collection of oral
tradition that
runs parallel to
the Mishnah.

It comes from
roughly the same
time and place
(3" century Eretz
Yisrael) and
features many of
the same Sages.
The precise
relationship
between the
Mishnah and the
Tosefta is a hot
topic of modern
scholarship!

N ,mT"? mIayn to a great light, and from enslavement
DT"? ]7-:15@1 ,”U@W]? to redemption. And we will say before
VT3 iKY o8 3 Him: Halleluyah!
AKX 1P AW
:71-1557 1785

Questions from Dena Weiss

1.

In the Mishnah we see the questions of the Mah Nishtanah. Do these questions
ever get answered? If so, how? If not, how do we understand the role of asking
these questions?!

These two mishnayot can be divided into four sections: a) the four questions,
b) the obligation to tell the story with a negative to positive arc based on the
biblical passage of “My father was a wandering Aramean,” c) Rabban Gamliel’s
three things one needs to say, and d) the obligation to look at oneself as if we
were redeemed from Egypt and are therefore obligated to praise God.

Let’s look at b, ¢, and d as three different possible responses to the child’s four
questions.
»  Why would the response to these questions be the story?

»  Why would the response to these questions be explaining the three
items: pesah, matzah, maror?

»  Why would the response to these questions be our obligation to
praise?
»  Are these three options in tension or in harmony with one another?

»  What do you think the right approach is?

In the Mishnah, there appears to be a scripted, if not word for word, sense
of which questions to ask and options for responses. Does it make sense to
have a scripted question and answer? What are the benefits of having these
guidelines? What are the downsides?

1. ANOTHER MODEL OF THE SEDER

What is the obligation for storytelling as we see it in the Haggadah? What is it an
alternative to? In this section we are going to look at the Tosefta’s” understanding
of what is supposed to happen at the Passover meal. In the Tosefta, we will see a
different version of a familiar story from the Haggadah. We’ll read them both and
then try to tease out the significant difference between them.



They

Itis not clear who
the “they” are who
are coming into the
story. It appears
that “they” cannot
be Rabban Gamliel
and his associates,
because it says
“from in front of
them”—meaning
that a third

party camein

and removed
something from

in front of them.
Probably, it means
servants or their
students.

plate

In the Hebrew it
merely says that
they raised “it”
from in front of
Rabban Gamliel
and the Elders, but
does not say what
they raised. Most
likely, “they” are
taking the tray or
plate from before
them, signifying
that the meal is
over.
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Tosefta Pesahim 10:8

We do not follow the paschal offering
with an aftkoman like nuts, dates, and
toasted wheat. A person is obligated

to engage with the laws of Passover

the whole night, even if it [is only a
discussion] between him and his son,
even just between him and himself, even

if it is just between him and his student.

It happened that Rabban Gamliel and
the Elders were having the meal in the
house of Beitos ben Zunin in Lod, and
they were engaging with the laws of
Passover all night until the cock’s crow.
They" raised the [plate™] from in front
of them, and they [then] convened and
went to the house of study...

Passover Haggadah

And even if we are all wise and all
understanding and all elders and all
knowledgeable in the Torah, it is a
mitzvah for us to tell the story of the
Exodus from Egypt. And anyone who
tells the story of the Exodus from
Egypt at length is praised.

It happened that R. Eliezer, R.
Yehoshua, R. Elazar ben Azaria, R.
Akiva, and R. Tarfon were all eating
together in Benei Berak and were

telling the story of the Exodus from



< morning Shema
Though we
generally think
of saying the
Shema as part of
the morning and
evening prayers,
reciting Shema
twice aday s
an independent
obligation with
different timing.
One is permitted
to say the
morning Shema
when light just
peeks through
the horizon,
while reciting
the full Shaharit
prayers can only
happen after
sunrise.

< in the Haggadah
On this
transition, see
David Henshke,
Mah Nishtanah:
The Passover
Night in the
Sages’ Discourse
(in Hebrew).
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Egypt that whole night. Until their
students came and said to them, “Our
teachers! The time has come to recite

the morning Shema.””

Questions from Dena Weiss

1.

In these texts we have two stories about rabbis staying up all night. Rabban
Gamliel and his colleagues (“the Elders”) appear in the Tosefta, while R. Eliezer
et al appear in the Haggadah. What are the rabbis studying in each of these
stories? In each story, how do they know that it’s morning? What do these
rabbis do when they realize it is morning in each of the stories?

It seems that we have a transition between the standard scholarly activity

of studying laws in the Tosefta to a more innovative decision to imagine the
rabbis as telling the story in the Haggadah.<> And this story comes to “prove”
that, no matter how scholarly you are, you also need to tell the story. Why

is this an important part? Why isn’t it the case that we just tell the story to
children, but not to adults or scholars?

The Haggadah not only says that everyone is obligated to tell the story, but
it also says that the more one elaborates and the more they tell, the more
praiseworthy they are. Why is telling stories considered to be such a good
thing in the context of the Seder?




FORTY-NINE PORTALS
TO TRANSFORMATION

R. Goldie Guy

HAT ARE WE counting towards? In Parashat

Emor, God commands us to bring the omer,
a grain sacrifice of barley, on Pesah to the mishkan.
From that day, God commands us to count seven
complete weeks until the holiday of Shavuot, when we
are commanded to bring another offering, this time of
new grain (of wheat).!

Our tradition sees significance in the 49 days
we count from the omer offering until we can offer
new grain, which also mark the 49 days from the
Exodus until we received the Torah at Har Sinai. The
Zohar teaches that during our servitude in Egypt,
Benei Yisrael descended to the 49" level of spiritual
impurity—and had we descended further to the 50
level, that would have been a spiritual point of no
return.® Hasidic masters teach, therefore, that each of
the 49 days we count during the Omer parallels our
emergence through those 49 levels of impurity, serving
to gradually elevate us from tumah (impurity) to
kedushah (sanctity). The Maggid of Kozhnitz® teaches:
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1 Vayikra 23:15-16.
2 Zohar Hadash, Yitro, 39a.

3 R.Yisrael Hopstein, 18"-19" century Poland, was a
student of the Maggid of Mezritch and R. Elimelekh of
Lizhensk.



42

Avodat Yisrael on Pesah*

On the [ first] night of Pesah, all of the
repairs and grandeurs were illuminated

in one moment, in order to take out the
Israelites from the “iron furnace” of the

49 levels of impurity to the 49 levels of
sanctity. ... After yetziat mitzrayim, they
needed to purify their character traits little
by little through their spiritual work, until
Shavuot.

According to this understanding, the transformation
we had to undergo as a people, from slavery to freedom,
and from Egypt to Har Sinai, needed to be gradual. As
in any transformation we undertake as individuals,
change doesn’t happen overnight. If we desire change
in ourselves, in our communities, and in the broader
world, we know it will be a product of many small
steps to get there. For Benei Yisrael to transform from
a nation of slaves to a nation of God, we needed to do
critical spiritual work on each of the 49 days. Each day
brought us one step closer to being able to receive the
Torah, and become vessels for translating divine will
into the world.

R. Hayyim Vital’ teaches that, just as the Jewish
people as a whole underwent a gradual process of
transformation during these 49 days, the Omer also
presents a unique opportunity for each of us to embark
on journeys of transformation on an individual level.
Echoing teachings of the Arizal, R. Vital understands
that each day of the Omer corresponds to specific
divine attributes (sefirot), and so each day contains
unique potential for us to practice self-refinement in
those areas of our lives:
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Sha’ar ha-Kavanot, Pesah 11

During these 49 days it is good for a person
to intend to repair any missteps in relation
to the seven [lower] sefirot. For example,
during the first week they should intend to
repair where they have missed the mark
in relation to the attribute of hesed. In
the second week they should intend to
repair where they have missed the mark
in relation to the attribute of gevurah
(strength), and so on through the seven
weeks.

In this way, throughout the Omer, there is a
heightened sense of potential inherent in each day.
Every day of the seven-week count represents another
portal to greater introspection and self-knowledge.
The Omer lays out 49 days of intention and mindful
action, resulting in a seven-week-long path to walk
toward personal transformation. Each day, each action,
each step along the path is critical to the effectiveness
of the process.

The Omer is a mitzvah that orients us toward greater
awareness of time and of the potential inherent in each
day. R. Joseph B. Soloveitchik, in his essay “Sacred and
Profane,” argues that the mitzvah was given to Benei
Yisrael after the Exodus because being conscious of
time and in control of one’s own time is fundamental
to the experience of freedom.® Counting the Omer was
thus an initial expression of our freedom: we could not
miss a day of counting (“seven complete weeks”), and
so had to develop an appreciation for each day, and all
seven weeks in their accumulation. A person who can
sense the power of their days is a free person, a person
who is ready to choose a life of commitment to Torah.

The spiritual journey—from slavery to freedom and
from the Exodus to receiving the Torah—that is built
into the seven weeks of the Omer is also reflected in
the offerings that bookend the Omer count. The omer
offering, which marks the start of the Omer period,
is made of ground barley flour. Barley is seen as the
simplest and roughests of grains, and flour is a simple,
unbaked product. We offer this gift to God at the start
of the Omer because it represents where we are in the

4  Translated by R. Daniel Raphael Silverstein.

5 R.Hayyim Vital, 16%-17" century Safed and Damascus, was the leading disciple of the Arizal, R. Isaac Luria (a founding figure

of Kabbalah).

6  Gesher3:1(1966), p16. See also the essay of R. Michael Rosensweig, “Reflections on Sefirat ha-Omer,” available here: http://

torahweb.org/torah/1999/moadim/rros_sefira. html.


http://torahweb.org/torah/1999/moadim/rros_sefira.html
http://torahweb.org/torah/1999/moadim/rros_sefira.html

process of liberation: at the very beginning, having only
basic ingredients in our hands. Over the course of the
Omer and our journey from Egypt to Sinai, we evolve.
We make the choice each day to develop ourselves a
little more, to dedicate ourselves to making mindful
choices and taking mindful action in the world. When
we arrive at Shavuot at the end of the seven weeks, we
are able to offer the two loaves of bread baked from
our harvested wheat. That korban is a complex product
born of human investment and ingenuity, one that
wouldn’t have been possible without the process of
evolution over the Omer, the daily introspection and
growth of 49 days.”

The Omeris a 49-day story of our daily choices. After
we had fallen to the 49™ level of spiritual opacity, God
still redeemed us from Egypt, granting us an unearned
chance at a new start. Then God told us to count the
Omer, offering us with this mitzvah an invitation to
begin a new story. If at the Seder we tell a story of
unearned liberation, counting the Omer is a story of
what we choose to do with each day, and the power to
craft our own narrative by committing to growth, and
to giving back to God and to the world.

On Pesah, God granted us the gift of freedom,
and through the Omer we make a statement of what
we intend to do with our freedom. In this journey of
transformation, we see the potential each day holds.
Eachdayisadoorto open, athreshold to cross, a chance
to make mindful choices and take chances. The liminal
space of the Omer offers us a space to transform. What
will we make of the gift God has given us? Who will
we be in seven weeks? What kind of world do we want
to shape? «

7 'This framing of the korbanot is based on the writing of R.
Rebecca Blady, https://rebeccablady.wordpress.com/
category/the-omer/.
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OD HA-YOM BE-NOV:
HAFTARAH FOR THE
on oo Bl G o DAY D PES A

Yeshayahu the prophet describes a time in the future when life will be better for BeTei

Yisrael and fqCH ey Rder2 "C Hilelren & Families Division

Yeshayahu promises that these things will happen:

e There will be a new leader from the family of King David. This leader will have the
spirit of God, and will judge all people fairly and with justice (Yeshayahu 11:1-2).

e There won't be any jealousy within Benei Yisrael about the leader, and the rivalry that
Efrayim and Yehudah used to have will no longer exist (11:13).

e God will gather all of Benei Yisrael from the four corners of the earth and return them
to Eretz Yisrael (11:12).

e Animals will all live in peace with one another, even animals like the wolf and the lamb
(11:6-8).

e Benei Yisrael will thank God for comforting them and will praise God to all of the
world (12:1-6).

How i this connected to the eighth day of Pesah?

The Pesah story is about Benei Yisrael experiencing N7 (ge’ulah, redemption). This
means that God saves them and changes their reality to one that is much, much better.
Though our ancestors experienced redemption when leaving D'xy (Mitzrayim, Egypt),
we live in a world where there is still slavery, jealousy, violence, and fear. Yeshayahu's
prophecy promises an ultimate redemption sometime in the future, when all of these
problems will be repaired and all creatures will live in peace with one another. (Some
communities also read this Haftarah on Yom ha-Atzma'ut, Israel's Independence Day,
because they understand that day to be a celebration of another kind of redemption.)



Check it out!

N-IN' N'WW' - Yeshayahu 11:6-8

W22 DY AXNT NI The wolf will live with the lamb,
Y2 'T2 DY N1 the leopard will lie down with the baby goat;
ITN! NI 921 72V1 the calf, the young lion, and the fat sheep will be together,

‘D2 201 |V WA with a little child to herd them.
NYYIN 2Tl N9 The cow and the bear will graze,
[QIT71IX2Y 1IN their young will lie down together;

A7 7ON' P22 NNl and the lion, like the ox, will eat straw.

N9 N 7V 71i' VWYUWI - A baby will play over a cobra’s hole,

7102 1iYOX NN 7Y1  and an infant will pass their hand over

NTN T a poisonous snake'’s den.

Queshons

. What do you notice? What are you wondering about?

2. What kinds of animals do these pesukim pair together? What's unusual
about saying that these animals will be together? Why is this part of
redemption?

3. Do you think Yeshayahu is describing something that literally will happen, or
are the animals a metaphor that represents some bigger ideas? If they're a
metaphor, what ideas do they represent? What does it mean that the lion will
eat straw, like the ox? What is this saying about meat-eaters?

4. Where are children mentioned in these pesukim? What are their roles? Are
these surprising activities for kids? Why or why not?

5. We don't yet live in a world of complete peace and harmony. Can you think
of some things you can do to help make Yeshayahu's vision of redemption a
reality?

e Try playing with a friend who is different from you and getting to know

them better. What holidays do they celebrate? Who is part of their
family? Where does their family come from?

e Practice listening to someone that has different opinions than you.
What's it like to see the world from their perspective?
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BETWEEN GRIEF AND
ANTICIPATION: COUNTING

THE OMER'

R. Shai Held

VER THE COURSE of Jewish history, a time of

breathless anticipation becomes simultaneously
a period of profound grief. To understand why is to
discover Judaism’s deepest yearnings as well as its
greatest disappointments.

Parashat Emor describes a period of anticipation
leading up to Shavuot, the Festival of Weeks, so called
because it takes place seven full weeks after the offering
of the first fruits of the barley harvest.* The Israelites
are instructed: “And you shall count off seven weeks
from the day after the sabbath,’ from the day on
which you bring the sheaf of elevation?; they shall
be complete. You shall count until the day after the
seventh sabbath, fifty days; then you shall present an
offering of new grain to God” (Leviticus 23:15-16). On
Pesah, the Israelites celebrate having been redeemed
from a foreign, oppressive land (23:4-8); on Shavuot,
they celebrate what God has bestowed upon them in

the new, promised land (23:15-22). The biblical holiday
of Shavuot is purely agricultural, “a celebration of
[God’s] provision in the harvest.”s

But for our Sages, Shavuot takes on another,
historical dimension: if Pesah commemorates the
Exodus from Egypt, Shavuot commemorates the
revelation on Mount Sinai (Talmud Bavli Pesahim
68b); Hag ha-Shavuot, the Festival of Weeks, becomes,
in Rabbinic idiom, z'man matan torateinu, the season
of the giving of our Torah. Though the association of
Shavuot with Sinai lacks any explicit biblical basis,
there is something theologically profound about it. On
Pesah the Israelites were liberated from slavery—but
for what purpose? God does not demand simply that
Pharaoh “let My people go,” but rather that the king
“let My people go that they may serve Me” (Exodus
7:26). For Jewish tradition, so committed to the ideal
of freedom for a sacred purpose as opposed to mere

1 Originally published for Parashat Emor 5775, available here: https://hadar.org/torah-tefillah/resources/between-grief-and-
anticipation-counting-omer, and published in The Heart of Torah.

2 Actually, the festival in question is not named in Leviticus, but is referred to as Hag ha-Shavuot in Exodus 34:22 and
Deuteronomy 16:10. Elsewhere it is called the Feast of Harvest (Hag ha-Katzir, Exodus 23:16), and the Day of First Fruits (Yom

ha-Bikkurim, Numbers 28:26).

3 “The sabbath” is understood by Jewish tradition to refer, in this context, to the first day of the holiday.

4 'The omer ha-tenufah, or “sheaf of elevation,” is an offering consisting of two loaves of leavened bread from the new wheat crop.

They are “elevated” before God in order to sanctify them (cf. Leviticus 23:11).

5 Jay Sklar, Leviticus (2014), p. 283. Scholars disagree over whether the festival actually celebrates the end of the harvest or the
beginning. See, e.g., Baruch A. Levine, Leviticus, p. 265 and Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 23-27 (2001), pp. 1991-1992. Rabbinic

tradition seems to side with Milgrom.
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freedom from external constraint,® Pesah needs to
lead somewhere, and Sinai-Shavuot is that destination.
Counting the 49 days of the Omer thus becomes an
exercise in anticipating revelation.

This idea is beautifully expressed in the medieval
Sefer ha-Hinnukh:” “The very essence of the Jewish
people is only the Torah... and it is the essence of why
they were redeemed from Egypt—so that they would
receive the Torah at Sinai and fulfill it” Receiving
the Torah, the author insists, is an even greater good
for the Jewish people than freedom from slavery; the
purpose of the latter is to lead on to the former. We
count 49 days in order to demonstrate the immense
yearning we feel for the great day when we will receive
the Torah, “because counting shows a person that all
of his longing and all of his yearning are focused on
getting to that day” (Mitzvah #306). In counting these
days each year, in other words, the Jewish people re-
experience the excitement and anticipation that the

6  Regarding positive and negative freedom (including the
political dangers of invoking the former) see my essay on
Parashat VaYakhel, “Whom Do We Serve? The Exodus
Toward Dignified Work,” published in The Heart of Torah
and available here: https://hadar.org/torah-tefillah/

resources/whom-do-we-serve.

7  Ananonymous work from 13 century Spain.
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first generation of liberated Israelites felt: we are no
longer slaves, and soon we will receive the Torah, the
greatest gift imaginable.

Over time, however, these days of anticipation
became mingled with sadness, and even mourning.
Beginning in the Geonic period, marriages were
discouraged, then haircutting, and eventually, the use of
musical instruments.® Tradition associates the sadness
of the Omer with the death of the students of R. Akiva.
As recounted in the Talmud, R. Akiva had twelve
thousand pairs of disciples, “all of whom died at the
same time.... It was taught: All of them died between
Pesah and Shavuot. Rav Hama bar Abba, and some say
R. Hiyya bar Avin said: All of them died a cruel death.
What was it? Rav Nahman said: Diphtheria” (Yevamot
62b). Historians have long struggled to reconstruct just
what might have taken place to cause the death of so
many students in such a short time. One common view
was that, in a veiled way, the Talmud is describing the
fact that R. Akiva’s students followed his guidance and
joined Bar Kokhba’s revolt against the Romans (132-
136 CE). The revolt was unsuccessful, and thousands
of students died.” More recent scholarship casts doubt
on the connection of this story to the Bar Kokhba
revolt—and, more fundamentally, questions whether
literary sources can be reliably mined for historical
information.”” Historically accurate or not, the idea
that R. Akiva’s disciples died in a revolt against Roman
oppressors, and the suggestion that they began to die
on Pesah, are enormously powerful and instructive.

They offer a window into the promise and peril, the
hope and the tragedy, of Exodus theology.

When God creates the world, God separates water
from water (Genesis 1:6) so that life may emerge.
Strikingly, when God redeems the Israelite slaves
from Egypt, God again separates water from water,
establishing a piece of dry land so that life may emerge
from the hands of its enemies (Exodus 14:21-22). This
enormously significant (yet easy-to-miss) parallel
offers a crucial window into biblical theology. The
Exodus from Egypt is not a fleeting moment in history;
itis, rather, part of God’s struggle to have cosmos prevail
over chaos, to have life triumph over death, and to have
goodness overcome cruelty and tyranny. Creation in
Tanakh does not mean that God creates something out
of nothing, but rather that God subdues the forces of
chaos, enabling order to emerge and life to flourish.”
In Tanakh, Pharaoh is seen as both a historical figure
and a mythological one: the cruel tyrant’s arrogance
and murderousness represent an assault on creation
itself.* The prophet Ezekiel imagines Pharaoh brazenly
announcing, “My Nile is my own; I made it for myself”
Tellingly, God refers to Pharaoh, whom God is about
to slay, as “the mighty sea monster (ha-tannim ha-
gadol)” (Ezekiel 29:3; cf. 32:2).%

The Israelites refer to themselves in the Song of
the Sea as “am zu kanita,” this people You have k-n-h.
Some translations render: “ransomed” (JPS), others:
“acquired” (NRSV), still others: “made yours” (Alter).
But in biblical Hebrew, the root k-n-h can also mean
to create. In the Song of the Sea, then, the Israelites

8  Cf.B. M. Levin, ed., Otzar ha-Geonim, vol. 7 (1936), pp. 140-41; Arba’ah Turim, Orah Hayyim 493; Shulhan Arukh, Orah

Hayyim 493:1-4.

9  For a classic example of this interpretation, cf. Shmuel Safrai, R. Akiva ben Yosef: Hayyav u-Mishnato (1970), pp. 27-28. For a
summary presentation of the historiographical debate, cf. Haim Licht, “Al Motam shel Talmidei R. Akiva,” Tura 1 (1989), pp.

119-134.

10 Cf, most importantly, Aaron Amit, “The Death of Rabbi Akiva’s Disciples: A Literary History,” Journal of Jewish Studies 56

(2005), pp. 265-284.

11 See my essay on Parashat Vayikra, “Order Amidst Chaos: Connecting to Leviticus,” published in The Heart of Torah and
available here: https://hadar.org/torah-tefillah/resources/order-amidst-chaos-connecting-leviticus; and cf. also Jon Levenson’s

magisterial exploration of creation in Tanakh, Creation and the Persistence of Evil: The Jewish Drama of Divine Omnipotence

(1988), pp- 3-127.

12 Terence E. Fretheim, “The Plagues as Ecological Signs of Historical Disaster,” Journal of Biblical Literature 110/3 (1991), pp. 385-

396. See especially. p. 385, n.4.

13 For a fuller discussion, see my essay on Parashat Bo, “Pharaoh: Consumed by the Chaos He Sows,” published in The Heart of
Torah and available here: https://hadar.org/torah-tefillah/resources/pharaoh-consumed-chaos-he-sows.
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jubilantly proclaim that, in scoring this massive victory
for life over death, and for cosmos over chaos, God
has created them.* The prophet Isaiah explicitly ties
God’s splitting of the sea to God’s defeat of primal,
cosmic forces of chaos. “Was it not You who hacked
Rahab [a primeval monster] into pieces, who pierced
the Dragon? Was it not You who dried up the sea, the
waters of the great deep; who made the depths of the
sea a road for the redeemed to walk?” (Isaiah 51:9-10).
The redemption of the Israelites thus represents an
epic victory for creation.”s

For Isaiah in this passage, the Exodus is not an
episode lost in the mists of a long-ago past; it is, rather,
a recurrent possibility. It has happened before, and
it—or its equivalent—will happen again.**If anything,
what will yet come to pass will far transcend what
transpired in the past. The prophet proclaims: “Thus
said God, Who made a road through the sea and a
path through mighty waters, Who destroyed chariots
and horses.... Do not remember what happened of
old, or ponder what happened of yore! I am about
to do something new.... I will make a road through
the wilderness and rivers in the desert” (43:16-19).
In the past God made a road through the sea; in the
future God will make one through the wilderness. But
what matters most is that, just as despotic Egypt was
defeated, so, too, will oppressive Babylon be subdued.
Here again, creation language is employed: God refers
to the people as “am zu yatzarti li] “this people I
created for Myself” (43:21).”

14 Everett Fox translates “this people You fashioned,” and
Richard Elliot Friedman, “the people you created.”
Everett Fox, The Five Books of Moses: A New Translation
with Introduction, Commentary, and Notes (1995), p- 338,
and Richard Elliot Friedman, Commentary on the Torah:
With a New English Translation of the Hebrew Text (2001),
p- 220.

15 Michael Fishbane writes that “the historical
representation of past and future in terms of cosmogonic
paradigms discloses the deep biblical presentiment that
all historical renewal is fundamentally a species of world
renewal.” Michael Fishbane, Text and Texture: A Literary
Reading of Selected Texts (1979), p. 136.

16 That Exodus was understood to have happened more
than once already is evident from a close reading of
Joshua 3-5.

17 Fishbane goes so far as to label Isaiah’s choice of words
a “pointed allusion” to Exodus 15. Fishbane, Text and
Texture, pp. 133-134.
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Dreaming of the people’s departure from Babylon,
the prophet again invokes Exodus imagery: “Go forth
(tze'u) from Babylon.... Declare with loud shouting,
announce this, bring out the word to the ends of the
Earth! Say, ‘God has redeemed (gaal) God’s servant
Jacob!” The terms yetziah (going out) and ge'ulah
(redemption) are unmistakably associated with the
Exodus. But Isaiah pushes the connection further:
“They have known no thirst, though [God] led them
through parched places; [God] made water flow
for them from the rock; [God] cleaved the rock and
water gushed forth” (48:20-21; cf. Exodus 17:1-6).
Bible scholar Walter Brueggemann nicely captures
the intent of Isaiah’s words: “This event is that event.
The journey of the wilderness sojourn is from Egypt/
from Babylon.... As Israel remembers the gushing
of the rock, so the exiles are now assured of gushing,
life-giving waters on the way (see 41:18).* The past, in
other words, is not really past at all; it is, also, imminent
future.

It should be obviousinlight ofall this that, in reciting
the Song of the Sea each morning, Jews do not merely
recall a long-past event, buried in an unrecoverable
past. Rather, we summon the past into the present,
and implicitly ask God to act in the same way again.”
What I am suggesting, in other words, is that, in Jewish
liturgy, the Song of the Sea functions at once as a hymn

and as a not-quite-spoken petition. What is implicit in
reading the Song is made explicit during the repetition
of the Musaf Amidah, when we affirm that God, “in
God’s mercy, will let us hear a second time [God's
promise] “To be your God.” The allusion is probably
to the verse that concludes the liturgical recitation of
the Shema: “I am the Lord your God who brought you
out of the land of Egypt to be your God” (Numbers
15:41). We recall the Exodus, we tell God, but we also
yearn to re-experience it.

So why do Jews mourn when we count the Omer?
As we've seen, for Jewish theology the Exodus is, in
a sense, built into the universe. At any rate, the fact
that God has risen up to liberate God’s people instills
the hope—and the confidence—that God will do so
again. No claim could be more comforting to a people
downtrodden by implacable foes. But now imagine
R. Akiva’s students: afflicted by a merciless enemy
(Rome), they take God’s promise into their own
hands and attempt to cast off the yoke of oppression.
And they fail spectacularly. God is silent, seemingly
unmoved either by their suffering or by their longing.
The Exodus may be a paradigm for how Jewish history
is supposed (indeed, destined) to look, but for now—
tragically, inexplicably—history makes a mockery of
that paradigm. Rome is triumphant; a renewed Exodus
remains but a dim hope.

And so we mourn. We mourn because our
experience falls so unbearably short of the redemption
we have been promised and assured will come. There
is a stunning degree of audacity—and honesty—
in starting to grieve as Pesah begins, because in
fundamental respects, Pesah resides in the future
rather than the present. And yet grief does not have the
final—or even the loudest—word, because we affirm
that the God who redeemed us once will, despite all
evidence to the contrary, redeem us “a second time.” «

18 Walter Brueggemann, Isaiah 40-66 (1998), p. 108.

19 In asimilar vein, Fishbane writes of biblical prayers
that appeal to the Exodus that “the same prayer which
requests divine action at once reminds God of [God’s]
former deeds, and so gives the people strength in their
abyss of historical despair” Fishbane, Text and Texture,
p- 139. Reuven Kimelman writes in the same terms about
the third blessing of the Shema (gaal yisrael). Kimelman,
“The Shema’ Liturgy: From Covenant Ceremony to
Coronation,” in Kenishta: Studies of the Synagogue World
(2001), pp. 9-105; relevant passage is on pp. 52-53.
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