i> Nno nX
SELF, OTHER, AND STORY

Pesah 5786 | 1"awn noo

A DDRESSING THE CHILD who does not know how
to ask about the story of the Exodus, the Haggadah
tells us: 99 NNQ NX - you open up for him.” These simple
words teach us that when we share our story, we open
up for each other, creating a relational bond. And on an
even narrower scale, they indicate also that there will be
individual transformation: when you share the story, you
open up.

The Exodus is a story of becoming, of learning who we
are through the experiences of slavery and freedom, and
of learning who the other is through shared memory,
compassion, and worship. It is a story that builds our
character and our sense of purpose, shaping our inner
worlds as individuals, while also binding us in relationship
with our people and with God.

This Pesah Reader explores how our identities and
relationships are formed and transformed through the
retelling of the Exodus. May the learning and reflection
in these pages open something new for you this Pesah—
within yourself, between you and others, and between
you and our ever-unfolding story.
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HAMEITZ U-MATZAH

R. David Kasher

JUST BEFORE THE APEX of the Exodus drama—the
final plague and the actual departure from Egypt—the
Torah makes a sudden shift in genre. Exodus chapter
12 opens with, “This month will be for you the first of
months,” the marking of the new moon, the first mitzvah
given to Israel—and with that, the Jewish legal tradition
officially begins. Having established the calendar, the
Torah immediately begins detailing the rituals for what
will become the first of its yearly observances: Pesah.
At the center of those rituals are two related mitzvot—
eating matzah and not eating hameitz—that together
will serve as keys to understanding the role of the
mitzvot in the life of the new people of Israel.

The basic reason for eating matzah is well-known:
to remember that our ancestors left Egypt “in haste -
NMana” (Exodus 12:11). They had to eat matzah, so we
eat matzah, to remind us of the Exodus.’

Yet the severity of the consequences for anyone who
violates these laws may take us by surprise:
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Exodus 12:15

Seven days you will eat matzot, but on the
first day you will remove leaven from your
houses, for anyone who eats hameitz, from
the first day to the seventh day, that person
will be cut off from Israel.

Kareit, or “cutting oft” (spiritual excommunication from
the people of Israel),? is the most serious punishment
the Torah can issue. What is it about eating hameitz on
Pesah that is so fundamentally egregious that it incurs
expulsion from Israel? Conversely, what is it about
eating matzah—among all the rituals of Pesah—that
is so definitional that the Torah’s name for the holiday
becomes “MXnn an - the Festival of Matzot”??

An important clue that can help us make sense of
this highly-charged polarity comes in the form of a play
on words the Torah introduces two verses later. See if
you can spot an oddity in this phrasing:
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Exodus 12:17

Observe the matzot, for on this very day

| brought your troops out of the Land of
Egypt, so observe this day throughout the
generations as an eternal decree.

Why are we being told to observe the matzot? Aren't
we supposed to eat the matzot? The Mekhilta, an early
collection of midrash on the book of Exodus, exposes a
double meaning encoded in the verse:

1 Based on Exodus 12 alone, matzah is not the obvious choice for the holiday’s central ritual. The Israelites were also told to “wear
sandals and carry a staff - D272 D27 027312 DJVY” (Exodus 12:11).

2 What exactly this punishment entails is the subject of some debate. In Tanakh, it seems to indicate expulsion from the people of
Israel. In Rabbinic literature it is alternately described as the cause of physical death, or loss of spiritual reward in the world to come,
or both. The most distinguishing feature of kareit is that it is not a punishment issued by human courts, but by God—incurred upon

the commission of certain sins.

3 The Torah refers to the holiday as m¥nn an four times (in Exodus 23:15 & 34:18, Leviticus 23:6, and Deuteronomy 16:16). The name
nDan an (Hag Ha-Pesah), is used only once (in Exodus 34:25). The word NDA (pesah), by itself (the way we refer to the holiday today),

in Tanakh always refers specifically to the sacrifice.
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Mekhlita Massekhta de-Pisha 9

R. Yoshiah says: Don't read it this way
(matzot), but instead as, “Observe the
mitzvot”—just as we do not allow the
matzah to become “leavened,” so too, we
do not let a mitzvah become “leavened.”
Instead, if you have the opportunity to do a
mitzvah, do it right away!*

Perhaps you had already made this connection. The
words matzot and mitzvot sound so similar that, though
they do not share a root, it is easy to associate them. R.
Yoshiah points out that it isn’t just a matter of sound;
the two words are also “homographs,” spelled exactly
the same way in the Torah. This is possible because the
letter vav (1) can serve either as a consonant, with a
“v” sound, or as a vowel, with an “0” sound. In Modern
Hebrew, they are distinguished by adding a second
vav to indicate a consonantal “v” (as the scribe of this
passage did in order to make the point clear). But in the
Torah, the two words are spelled the same way®: mixn.
If “observing the matzot” sounded a little odd,
“observing the mitzvot” is a very common phrase,
appearing all over Tanakh. Avraham was the first to be
described as having ““mxn "mnwn MY - observed
My observances, My commandments” (Genesis 26:5).
Deuteronomy alone has over thirty instances of some
variation of the phrase. It even makes an appearance
in the Ten Commandments, in the commandment
prohibiting idolatry, which promises that God will
reward those who observe faithfully, for God is:
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Exodus 20:6

The One who does kindness to the
thousandth generation of those who love
Me and observe My commandments.

Since we read the Torah every year, increasingly
familiarizing ourselves with its language, we are likely to
detect a hidden message in the instruction, “Dnnen
MmXNN NR - to observe the matzot,” one that points us
toward a broader consideration of our relationship to
the commandments.

The lesson R. Yoshiah sees in this “visual pun” is very
specific: we should treat the commandments like we
treat baking matzah, and do them without delay. But
the implications of this parallel are far broader. The
allusion to the commandments is no side lesson—this
is the very point of eating matzah. Eating matzah is
itself a mitzvah that is meant to symbolize all of the
mitzvot.

What, then, does hameitz symbolize?

Matzah, remember, is unleavened bread—but it
is still bread. It is later called “1v ONY - the bread of
poverty” or “the bread of affliction” (Deuteronomy
16:3). It is not good bread. It is almost anti-bread. It is
not supposed to be enjoyable. You are not supposed to
be thinking about the pleasure of eating matzot, but of
the commandment to eat them.

Hameitz, then, is good bread—doughy, delicious,
gluten-filled bread. The kind of bread that makes your
mouth water when you smell it baking. The kind of
bread you remember.

Where do the people of Israel remember eating
bread like this? Listen to their lament just after crossing
the Sea of Reeds:
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4 The Mekhilta first gives a legalistic interpretation of the verb, reading DNN® to mean, “guard the matzot”—that is, watch over them
carefully during the cooking process to make sure they don’t become leavened: “If the dough starts to rise, one should douse one’s

hands with cold water and then pull it out.”

5 That is almost always the case. There are four times in the Torah when matzot is spelled without a vav (n¥n); see Exodus 12:18, 13:6,
29:2, and Leviticus 2:14. The only place in Tanakh where mitzvot is spelled with a double-vav is Nehemiah 9:10.



Exodus 16:3

The children of Israel said to [Moshe and
Aharon], “Would that we had died by the
hand of the Eternal in the Land of Egypt,
when we sat by the pots of meat and ate
bread to our satisfaction. But you have
taken us out into this desert to kill this
whole congregation by starvation.”

Egypt was the place of hameitz, the kind of bread that
one eats to satisfaction. Egypt, we know from Genesis,
has always been the place one goes to escape hunger.
Avraham went down to Egypt “for there was a famine
in the land” of Canaan (Genesis 12:10). Eventually, the
whole world will travel to Egypt seeking the same ref-
uge:
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Genesis 41:54-55

There was famine in all other lands, but in
the whole land of Egypt, there was bread.
And when the whole land of Egypt was
hungry, the people called out to Pharaoh
for bread.

Egypt, in the Torah’s landscape, is the kingdom of
abundance. The Torah compares it to “the Garden of
the Eternal” (Genesis 13:10)—that is, like another Eden

on Earth. It is thus the Land of Bread, the kind of bread
that has had plenty of time to soak and expand.

There is, however, a catch. What do people do when
they need the bread of Egypt? They must “call out” to
Pharaoh and beseech him. The abundance of Egypt
creates dependence on the powers of Egypt. That
dependence eventually makes people weak, vulnerable
to subjugation. When we are desperate, we will do
anything. We might even say:
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Genesis 47:19
Acquire us, and our land, for bread, and we,
with our land will become slaves to Pharaoh.

Anyone upon whom one must rely for physical suste-
nance becomes one’s master. Any society in which one
or a few people control all the material wealth is not a
free society—or will not be one for long.

Bread has become a motif through which we can
chart the descent into Egypt, the dependence on
Pharaoh, and even the emergence of slavery in that
land.® Hameitz, the fullest form of bread, thus comes to
symbolize all of those forces that must be left behind.’”

Bread, then, also becomes the medium through
which those forces are diminished. First, the bread
itself is diminished: matzah is a bread that will provide
survival, but not total satisfaction. In a very literal
sense, the people of Israel are being taught to live with

6 Moshe is already employing this symbolic language when we get to an oft-quoted verse in his speech in the Book of Deuteronomy.
Look at how he links the “observe the mitzvot” phrasing we have been considering, at the end of Deuteronomy 8:2, to the bread
imagery in v. 3: “Remember all the way that the Eternal your God led you through the desert for forty years, in order to try you and
test you, to know if your heart intended to observe the commandments or not. God caused you to suffer, and starved you, and then
fed you manna, something neither you nor your ancestors had ever known, in order to let you know that a person does not live on
bread alone, but on every utterance of God’s mouth does a person live.”

A prayer attributed to R. Alexandri (or, some say, R. Hamnuna), quoted in the Talmud (Berakhot 17a) picks up on this motif: “Master
of All Worlds, it is revealed and known before You that it is our will to do Your will. But what stops us? The yeast in the dough and
subjugation by the kingdoms. May it be Your will that You save us from their hands, and return us to perform the decrees of Your

will, with a pure heart.” Rashi comments on this line:
NINMNNN 122272 YIn 8 - NDWAY MIRY

The yeast in the dough—this is the evil inclination (yetzeir ha-ra) in our hearts, which leavens us (ha-mahmitzeinu).

The yeast in the dough and the subjugation by the kingdoms are often read as two separate problems, one internal and one external.

But, in the scheme we have been tracing, they are directly related.

7 The Zohar (11:182a) puts it quite lyrically: Ynn MpRT 17 KIN0N ,RINR W70 ,1IN77 W70 1792 Dxnn IR 192 T2,
When Israel left Egypt, they left their domain, that other domain, the one called, “hameitz.”



less. Soon they will run out of matzah and be forced to
call out to God—not Pharaoh—for their sustenance.
God will respond by raining “0wn jn 0NYJ - bread from
the heavens.” These people’s entire orientation to bread
is being shifted, training them to rely not on terrestrial
powers, but heavenly ones.

The Torah has created a matrix of associated terms that
allow us to reenact our people’s spiritual development
through the particular mitzvot of Pesah. The weeklong
replacement of hameitz with matzah is about more than
just remembering the haste of the Exodus. It represents
the larger transformation that the Exodus brings: the
replacement of human power with divine authority. Our
observance of the mitzvot proclaims that we are servants
to no one but God. As we trade in the whims of a tyrant
for the will of the Almighty, we are moving, once again,
from hameitz to matzah, from Mitzrayim to mitzvah.?

8 All these terms have the double-consonant sound, ¥-n (m-tz).
They are linked in an alliterative pattern that draws them into a
kind of dialogue with one another.



TELL THEM OUR STORY

R. Keilah Lebell

IN THE VERY MIDST of being liberated from Egypt,
the Hebrew slaves are commanded to remember their
liberation. What we know from the text’s emphasis is
that, in the actual moments of the Exodus, the people
were in a hurry. And we can certainly imagine it was
an intense and probably frantic experience. And vyet,
during this scramble, God and Moses speak to the
people, commanding them at length that they should
remember this experience for all time and mark it with
the pesah sacrifice:
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Shemot 12:14-15

This day shall be to you one of
remembrance: you shall celebrate it as a
festival for God throughout the ages; you
shall celebrate it as an institution for all time.
Seven days you shall eat unleavened bread.

In the rushed moments of their fleeing, when perhaps
they could have used a headstart to escape Pharaoh’s
clutches, the people are commanded to conduct
a ritual meal and are instructed in the laws of Pesah
(Shemot 12-13). The final plague has not even taken
place when the Torah’s narrative pauses, we readers on
the edge of our seats, to lay out the ritual details.

Why would this be? Couldn't God and Moses
have waited to give the people these instructions
and commandments until after they escaped Egypt?
Couldn’tthey have held the meal safely in the wilderness?
After all, isn’t this ritual designed to remember how
God liberated them? It’s difficult to understand why
they would need this ritual while being liberated.

Could a born slave imagine such freedom, describe it,
and thank God for it, before they have even left Egypt?

One answer to these questions can be found in
contemporary thought. A now well-known study
conducted by psychologists Marshall and Sara Duke
of Emory University sought to determine what impact
family stories have on children. Through recording
and studying dinner conversations among four dozen
families and testing the children afterward, the Dukes
discovered that children who knew their family
history—the particular stories of grandparents or the
broader cultural narratives of their ethnic group—
demonstrated greater resilience than children who did
not: “The ones who know a lot about their families tend
to do better when they face challenges. ... The more
children knew about their family’s history, the stronger
their sense of control over their lives, the higher their
self-esteem and the more successfully they believed
their families functioned.”

When asked to explain these findings, the Dukes
answered that a child who knows her family story—
who knows, say, that her great-grandmother survived
a boat ride from Poland to Ellis Island with only
two feather pillowcases—is aware she belongs to a
narrative that is bigger than her. She has what they call
a strong “intergenerational self” And when that child
experiences her own challenges, she knows her great-
grandmother did too, and that gives her strength.

As a result of these findings, Marshall Duke and
others have publicly urged parents and grandparents
to develop a strong family narrative, and to tell and
retell family stories.

Looking back at Shemot, particularly Parashat Bo,
one sees how the Torah interweaves narrative and
memory. Even in the opening verses of the parashah,
when God instructs Moses to approach Pharaoh, God
tells Moses to anticipate some future time when Jewish

1 Bruce Feiler, “The Stories That Bind Us.” The New York Times, March 15, 2013.



children will ask their parents about what happened in
Egypt:

a-R MW
MTA2N "IN 2 VI8 IR N2 NN IR N KN
NIR NNR MY WY M1V 27 DY) 127 NX
TR NR 722 12 722 TR 1900 YN 11272
D2 NN WK "NNK DY OM¥A2 NYVNN
'NOIR " DY

Shemot 10:1-2

Then God said to Moses, “Go to

Pharaoh. For | have hardened his heart and
the hearts of his courtiers, in order that |
may display these My signs among them,
and that you may recount in the hearing

of your child and of your child’s child how |
made a mockery of the Egyptians and how
| displayed My signs among them—in order
that you may know that | am God.”

So too in chapters 12 and 13, the verses narrate what is
befalling the Hebrew slaves, but they are interpolated
by commandments from God to commemorate these
moments and to teach them to their children.

As strange or disjointed as this may seem to the
reader, and all the more so to the Hebrew slaves
themselves, perhaps God is stepping in here, in the
midst of their frantic, fearful rushing, to say: “What
you're experiencing right now is historic. And | promise
you, when you get to the other side of this horror—
which you will—you need to remember this moment.
You need to remember that you were once a slave,
but | brought you out so you could be free, devoted
to Me, no longer beholden to a tyrant. You are moving
through something terrible, but you are going to make
it out, and | don’t want you or your children or your
children’s children to forget the gift of your freedom.”

At our Seder tables, we give all our attention and
energy to teaching our children about our family story,
the story of our people. Perhaps we could also apply

this wisdom beyond the Seder, in a way that looks like
this: A child is facing something difficult. Maybe it’s as
quick and minor as a fall on the sidewalk. Or maybe it’s
a more serious, long-term struggle. The parent speaks
to their child, saying, “What you are experiencing right
now is hard. But, you want to know something? You
come from a family that has gone through hard things.
Your family members worked, struggled, and fought—
so that you could be here. And you are! And because
you're part of this family, you're strong and brave too.
This hard moment will be part of your story, a story
you get to tell, a story that’s part of our family story.”

What the Dukes and others have discovered in
human psychology, the Jewish people have known
since the Exodus. Since we were liberated and born
as a nation, we have been taught to experience and
to remember, and to teach our children what we
remember. And it is true that knowing we are part
of a bigger story can help us to see ourselves as less
alone, belonging to something so big we can'’t see the
beginning or end of it.

But even more, what Shemot teaches us when
it interweaves experience and memory is that
storytelling itself is an act of liberation, a manifestation
of freedom. When a person can, even in the midst of
some terrible ordeal, pause to note how significant the
moment is, to release themselves even momentarily
from the experience—with enough distance to
describe the experience as a story—that person has
a kind of power.? The storyteller shapes the narrative
and its meaning. In this way, telling an old family story
and seeing our present experience as part of a story
empowers a person immeasurably to carry on.

2 Readers familiar with Viktor Frankl will notice the resonance between this notion of storytelling as liberating and the idea he taught
and popularized in Man’s Search for Meaning (1984), p. 75, and elsewhere: “Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the
last of the human freedoms—to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.”



THE DOG OF THE EXODUS:
ON FREEDOM AND HUMANITY

Dr. Tsivia Frank Wygoda

AN UNLIKELY PROTAGONIST—a dog—hides in
the margins of the Exodus story. This dog appears
in Moshe’s last address to Pharaoh, announcing the
upcoming tenth plague:

X Mnw
"R 1290 N¥N3 ' 0K N2 NYn nRn T
O™I¥N Y182 1922 92 NN A :0MYn 7ina R
nNawn 1122 7Y ikD2 YV 2wn Nvha 1iaan
NV NN Y 002 W32 93 D0 0K TR
NN §Y N3 TR 0NN YR 9332 NPT

292 YN N9 YI 12 9391 10N 89 nnD)
NN TR NUTA 1N NN TY) DRNT 1D
IR M OMIYN 1 D

Shemot 11

4 Moshe said, “Thus says God: Toward
midnight | will go forth among the
Egyptians, 5 and every firstborn in the

land of Egypt shall die, from the firstborn

of Pharaoh who sits on his throne to the
firstborn of the slave girl who is behind the
millstones; and all the firstborn of the cattle.
6 And there shall be a loud cry in all the
land of Egypt, such as has never been or will
ever be again; 7 but not a dog shall whet

its tongue at any of the Israelites, at man
or beast—in order that you may know that
God makes a distinction between Egypt and
Israel.”

The appearance of a dog—the first in the Torah!—in
verse 7 is puzzling: Why does Moshe mention these
animals in his speech to Pharaoh? What exactly do the
words “IMPJ v1N* - whet its tongue” mean? The general
sense, however, is clear, that the dogs in Egypt will not
show aggression toward the Israelites (including their
animals), allowing the slaves to escape to freedom

unhindered. In this way, the dogs’ silence acts as a
recognition and enabling of the Israelites’ new status
as free people. An old midrashic tradition even reads
the commandment of throwing carcasses to the dogs
as a reward for their ancestors’ behavior in Egypt, and a
recognition of a permanent debt we owe to dogs.'

In a deeply moving essay, “The Name of a Dog,”
Emmanuel Levinas offers a modern exegesis of Shemot
11:7, one that shifts the focus from the Exodus and its
active memory, to a situation where the lines between
human and animal were brutally blurred by the actions
of humans themselves.

Levinas first weighs various symbolic interpretations
of dogs in our society. The philosopher then rejects the
symbolic, mythic, and legendary dogs and, by means
of a personal memory of his internment during World
War I, recalls a real one: Bobby.

A wandering dog in the Nazi labor camp where
Levinas was a prisoner of war, Bobby would greet
the group of French Jewish soldiers and show them
affection. Bobby was the only living being to relate to
the prisoners as human beings:

And then, about halfway through our long
captivity, for a few short weeks, before the
sentinels chased him away, a wandering dog
entered our lives. One day he came to meet
this rabble as we returned under guard from
work. He survived in some wild patch in

the region of the camp. But we called him
Bobby, an exotic name, as one does with a
cherished dog. He would appear at morning
assembly and was waiting for us as we

1 Shemot 22:30, and see Mekhilta quoted by Rashi on
R 279N 2727

2 Emmanuel Levinas, “The Name of a Dog, or Natural Rights,” in
Sean Hand (trans.), Difficult Freedom (1990), pp. 151-153.



returned, jumping up and down and barking
in delight. For him, there was no doubt that
we were men. (Levinas, 153)

In Levinas’ reading, a direct line, a genealogical tradition,
leads from the Exodus to Bobby, and from the silence of
the Egyptian dogs to the happy sounds of the stray dog
in the Nazi camp: “He was a descendant of the dogs of
Egypt. And his friendly growling, his animal faith, was
born from the silence of his forefathers on the banks of
the Nile” (153).

The silence of the Egyptian dogs enabled the
Israelites’ freedom, but Bobby’s sounds had a different
function: they affirmed the humanity of the prisoners
in a context wholly designed to deny it, where humans
were robbed of their humanity and “other men, called
free... stripped us of our human skin” (152-153).

Thisact of recognition became a profound statement
in itself, and a powerful assertion of humans’ intrinsic
worth:

At the supreme hour of his institution,

with neither ethics nor logos, the dog will
attest to the dignity of its person. This is
what the friend of man means. There is a
transcendence in the animal! And the clear
verse with which we began (i.e., Shemot
22:30) is given a new meaning. It reminds us
of the debt that is always open. (152)

Levinas uses the two mirroring anecdotes—the
mysteriously silent dogs in Egypt, and Bobby the
stray dog in a Nazi camp—to unlock a fundamental
philosophical insight about the nature of humanity
and our relationship with the other. He argues that
our very status as humans is intrinsically linked to our
recognition of the other. When humans fail in this
fundamental ethical responsibility, when they debase
themselves by denying the humanity of others (as the
Nazi jailers did), it can be an animal—the ultimate
“Other” in many human hierarchies—that steps in to
fulfill this crucial role of affirmation.

The dog, in its innocent gaze and joyful greeting,
reflects back the humanity that the oppressors sought
to erase. But Bobby’s recognition of the prisoners as
humans also became a silent and powerful indictment

of thejailers’ inhumanity. Levinas suggests that the debt
we owe dogs is not only an acknowledgement of an
ancient deed; it also indicates a standard of humanity
that is up to us to maintain, always.

We began with a singular detail in the great
narrative of the Exodus: no dog will harm the Israelites
on their way to freedom. Levinas, through a personal
anecdote from his incarceration as a French Jewish
soldier, extracts from this puzzling detail a message
of humanism that goes beyond the historical and the
particular: when humans refuse to recognize other
humans as such, a dog’s joyous barking can be both a
recognition of humanity and an indictment of moral
failure. The dogs of Egypt help us to expand the limits
of the Pesah story and the cast of its protagonists;
to reflect on the relationship between freedom and
humanity; to respect and honor what we owe to every
animal—and to every human.



WHAT WERE THE SAGES DISCUSSING

IN BENEI BERAK?
R. Elie Kaunfer

ON SEDER NIGHT, we tell a story about another Seder
in which five sages discuss the Exodus all night long. |
have always wondered: What were they talking about?'
Which part of the story were they curious to recount,
and what engaged them so deeply all through the night
such that their students had to remind them it was
time to recite Shema?

| want to imagine a conversation based on a
different story about these five sages together, the
only other time we find this grouping in Rabbinic
literature. This other story, which appears in the
Talmud and various midrash compilations, describes
R. Yehoshua, R. Tarfon, R. Elazar ben Azariah, and R.
Akiva coming to visit R. Eliezer, who is sick.?

Three of the Sages, R. Tarfon, R. Yehoshua, and
R. Elazar ben Azariah, compliment R. Eliezer, perhaps
trying to cheer him up. They claim, each in turn, that
he is better than the sun, the rain, and even one’s
parents, because those offer gifts only in this world, but
R. Eliezer—through his teaching—leads them to the
world to come.

But it is R. Akiva who says something different in
this conversation, and literally gets R. Eliezer to sit up
straight in bed. R. Akiva tells the story of Menashe, one
of the worst kings of Israel. In fact, according to the
anonymous opinion in Mishnah Sanhedrin 10:2, he is
one of three kings who will never merit the world to
come.

But Menashe’s story is not so simple, because it is

told twice—once in Kings, and again in Chronicles. In
the first telling, Menashe is evil through to his final days
(2 Kings 21:4-6,16).

In the second telling, though, in 2 Chronicles
(33:1-21), Menashe lives a life of idolatry and wickedness,
but then has a change of heart. He is captured, put in
chains, and sent to Babylonia. That is when he prays
to God, realizes that YHVH is the true God, and does
genuine teshuvah. God hears Menashe’s prayer, and
restores him to the throne in Jerusalem. Then Menashe
tears down the altars he had built and reinstates
proper worship to the Temple. Indeed, according
to R. Yehudah’s dissenting opinion in the mishnah
referenced above, this turn of events means Menashe
will indeed be admitted to the world to come.

R. Akiva understands from this story that sometimes
suffering can have benefits and yield change? The
implication of telling this story to R. Eliezer, who is sick
in bed, is clear: perhaps there is something that R. Eliezer
did wrong and for which he must now repent. The
suffering of his illness—parallel to Menashe’s suffering
in exile—can be an occasion for self-examination and
change. It seems a bit much to accuse R. Eliezer of the
same level of sin as Menashe.® And yet, R. Akiva may
be subtly urging R. Eliezer to examine his deeds, and to
search out his own wrongdoing.

In some midrashim, Menashe’s turnaround becomes
an illustration of the extent of God’s capacity for
forgiveness. Menashe prays to God, but the angels try

1 It seems the Haggadah, as we recite it today, imagines a conversation begun by R. Elazar ben Azariah about the meaning of
Deuteronomy 16:3 (“all the days of your life”). But this discussion does not originate in the Haggadabh; it is a quote from Mishnah
Berakhot 1:5, and not necessarily related to the Seder night conversation.

2 This story appears in Bavli Sanhedrin 101a-b; Sifrei Devarim #32, ed. Finkelstein, pp. 57-58; Mekhilta Massekhta de-va-Hodesh 10, ed.
Horowitz-Rabin, pp. 240-241. See further E.E. Urbach, Hazal, p. 392, nn. 79 and 80.

3 This is a common tannaitic approach to suffering (see the sources in the previous note), although in later periods, other rabbis
rejected positive aspects of suffering. See, for instance, Bavli Berakhot 5b and E. E. Urbach, Hazal, pp. 392-396.

4 Although, see Tosefta Hullin 2:24 for R. Eliezer’s portrayal as attracted (albeit briefly) to Christianity, and some fallout of this in later
Rabbinic literature in Holger Michael Zellentin, Rabbinic Parodies of Jewish and Christian Literature (2011), pp. 213-236.
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to block his prayer. They say to God: “How could You
accept the prayer of one who was an idol worshiper of
the worst degree?!” But God responds:®
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Yerushalmi Sanhedrin 10:2 (28c¢)

If I don’t accept his repentance, behold | will
be locking the door of repentance for all
penitents!

In later Rabbinic imagination (in Pirkei de-R. Eliezer
43), there played out a scenario in which even Pharaoh
becomes—like Menashe—a model penitent. He is
spared from the Sea and becomes the King of Nineveh.
When Yonah comes to prophesy destruction, it is
Pharaoh—the king of this sinning city—who leads his
people in a process of teshuvah.

These five rabbis, then, who themselves no longer
live in the fully redeemed reality of the Exodus, but
in the wake of the Temple’s destruction, might be
interested in the power of teshuvah. In their retelling of
redemption, perhaps they are taking stock, considering
their own accountability, and reaching out to God
in faith that “the gates of teshuvah are always open”
(Eikhah Rabbah 3:15).

I like to imagine them wondering if on this night of
freedom they were meant to examine their own deeds,
and ask for their own forgiveness. Indeed, although we
don't always notice this aspect of Pesah, forgiveness is a
major theme of the holiday: Pesah is known as a day of
judgment on the crops of the year to come (Mishnah

Rosh Hashanah 1:2); in Musaf, when reciting the poems
asking God to grant dew, the prayer leader wears a
kittel, normally reserved for High Holidays; and the
peak of the Dayyeinu song concludes with the building
of the Temple to offer atonement for our sins.

Maybe one underlying anxiety on Seder night is how
we understand our own responsibility to God in light of
our freedom, or, perhaps more to the point, in light of
our current exile. What if we aren'’t perfect? Is the story
of Pesah only good for the righteous, but those who
sinned are forever doomed? Do we use our freedom to
serve God and take responsibility for our choices the
way we should?

The story of Menashe offers an unexpected
possibility: even egregious sinners can repent. This
might be hard to swallow—but that is what makes
God different from humans, and from angels. God will
accept the teshuvah of even the worst sinner—even
Menashe, even Pharaoh. And if God can do that, surely
God can forgive us.

This is a conversation for all night—and for the
ages!

5 See also Pesikta de-Rav Kahana 24 (ed. Mandelbaum, p. 364). Compare the often-discussed story of God rebuking the angels for

rejoicing at the death of the Egyptians in Bavli Megillah 10b.



THE SEDER AS A LESSON IN
EXPERIENTIAL EDUCATION

Ariel Gorsky

THE TORAH ISSUES a clear mandate to adults at the
Seder,
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Shemot 13:8

And you shall tell your child on that day, “It
is because of what God did for me when |
went free from Egypt.”

But what exactly does this mitzvah entail? And how is
it different from this very similar injunction?
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Shemot 13:3
Remember this day, on which you went free
from Egypt, from the house of bondage,

how God freed you from it with a mighty
hand.

Many commentaries understand the mitzvah of
“telling” to be anchored in time." It is on this night
in particular that we must tell our children the story
of Pesah, as opposed to remembering it, which is
something that we are meant to do every day.

Beyond an issue of timing, the mitzvah of
“remembering” (zekhirah) and the mitzvah of “telling”
(sippur) differ in other key ways. R. Hayyim Soloveitchik
mi-Brisk®> offers three distinctions between zekhirah
and sippur in his selected commentary on the Talmud:

1 See, e.g, Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Positive Mitzvah #157.
2 1853-1918, ancestor of the famous American rabbinic family.

R. Hayyim mi-Brisk on the Talmud #40

a To fulfill the mitzvah of remembering one only
needs to remember themselves. However,
with retelling the Exodus, the mitzvah is to tell
the story by way of question and answer, as
it is written “it will be, when your child asks”
(Shemot 13:14). ... The child will ask “what is
different about this night?” (Mishnah Pesahim
10:4), the parent will answer “we were slaves”
(Devarim 6:21). ...

e In retelling, the storyteller starts with shame and

concludes with praise. But to fulfill the mitzvah

of remembering sufficiently, you only have to
remember the Exodus from Egypt itself.

e The nature of the commandment to tell is about
the mitzvot of Seder night. As we said, “Rabban
Gamliel said: All who do not say these three
things on Pesah do not fulfill their obligation.
These things are pesah, matzah, maror”
(Mishnah Pesahim 10:5).
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With these three answers, R. Hayyim maps out
what it means to fulfill the mitzvah of “telling” on
Pesah night. His ideas make a strong case for what we
call experiential education, and have implications for
how we think about education broadly, beyond our
Seder table.

R. Hayyim’s first point is that one must engage in
a back-and-forth, a dialogue, a question and answer,
with others. We might have thought that a frontal
presentation on the story of the Exodus would be
sufficient, but without active participation from those
around us, we cannot successfully fulfill the mitzvah of
sippur.

He then demands that our retelling follow a
narrative arc, a journey from beginning to end, from
shame to praise. Between the shame and the praise lay
a great deal of pain and suffering as well as miracles
and redemption. This narrative arc serves the goal of
dialogue; the deeper we go into what really happened,
the more we share, the more material the children have
to engage with. This process cultivates curiosity and,
crucially, questions.

Finally, R. Hayyim claims that in order to fulfill the
mitzvah of telling our children the story of the Exodus,
we must not only speak, but act. Our explanations are
accompanied by pointing and (in the cases of matzah
and maror) eating. The Seder offers ample further
opportunity for experiential education—from leaning
to one side when we drink wine to dipping our potatoes
in salt water. In order to completely fulfill the mitzvah
of sippur, our telling must involve acting out the very
things we describe.

R. Hayyim mi-Brisk helps us understand that we
can hold our sacred memories through life in two

different ways. While the experiential education of
sippur is performed once a year, the act of zekhirah
is ongoing. Indeed, the Haggadah quotes Mishnah
Berakhot 1:5 to remind us that we need to remember
the Exodus every day:
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“In order that you remember the day you
came out of the land of Egypt all the days
of your life” (Devarim 16:3). "Days of your
life”—the days; “all the days of your life"—
the nights.

But then, occasionally, we must not only remember
what happened, but curate an educational experience
for others. We are not only remembering for ourselves;
we are teaching those around us about what happened,
and without taking shortcuts. We go question by
question and answer by answer, as we embark on the
entire journey of the Exodus, all while taking action as
part of the telling.

Beyond the Exodus, each of us carries foundational
stories that we remember every day. How might
we transform our own personal and family zekhirot
into careful and intentional observances of telling
and transmission? If we can overcome shyness and
embarrassment, we can curate experiences that,
like the Seder, encourage questions, face the shame
and disgrace head-on, invite us to live out our own
redemption, and cement the story in deep gratitude.

How might this act of experiential education change
each of us? How might it change our relationships with
loved ones? As you retell the Exodus this year, | invite
you to identify another place in your life where you can
go beyond zekhirah and emulate the mitzvah of “telling
your child.”



METAPHORS
OUT OF MITZRAYIM

PEDAGOGY
OF PARTNERSHIP

How we learn is what we learn.

A delightful part of the Exodus story in Tanakh is its rich use of metaphors.
God took the Israelites out of Egypt with a “strong hand and outstretched
arm” (Devarim 26:8), and carried them out “on eagles’ wings” (Shemot 19:4).
In Rabbinic literature, we find a treasury of additional metaphors used by our
Sages to describe various aspects of the Exodus from Egypt.

Here’s one particularly stunning example of a Rabbinic conversation that uses metaphors
about the Exodus:
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Pesikta de-Rav Kahana 11

R. Yohanan sat and investigated: How did the water become for the Israelites like
awall [at the splitting of the Sea]?

R. Yohanan interpreted: It was like lattice-work.

Serah bat Asher looked out and she said: | was there, and it wasn't like that—it
was like doors that open on a pivot.

There are many remarkable things about this brief passage, including the detail that
Serah bat Asher (daughter of the biblical Asher) would have had to be over a
thousand years old in order to be in conversation with R. Yohanan of talmudic
times! In fact, some commentators (e.g. R. Avraham Gombiner, the Magen
Avraham) suggest that Serah was listening to R. Yohanan's teaching from Gan
Eden (the world to come) and spoke from there.

In either case, metaphors are the language of choice in this conversation between
one of the greatest teachers of aggadic material in the Talmud and a quasi-immortal figure who
was said to have been at the actual event of the splitting of the Sea, and this underscores just
how powerful metaphors can be to help us think, probe, explore, and create.

R. Yohanan's metaphor of “lattice-work” imagines an interplay of overlapping bars and spaces
holding back the waters at the splitting of the Sea. “Lattice work” in the Rabbinic period was

13
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associated with judges and rulers,' and so this
image might connect the miraculous moment at
the Seato the theme of God's judgement that is
woven throughout the Exodus telling.

Meanwhile, Serah bat Asher’s metaphor evokes
movement and a kind of “door” that opened
either into the Sea or to the dry area where

the Israelites were walking. Pivot doors were
common in Egypt? and were also symbolic of
passing through various realms. As suchitis

a particularly fitting image for the Israelites’
movement from slavery to freedom.

Both metaphors give us a chance to focus on
different details, imagine the reality in higher
definition, and get inside the experience of the
Exodus.

In light of the insights from this midrash, we are
excited to share with you an activity to enrich
your Seder conversations. Use the prompts
below to have your own “R. Yohanan and Serah”
conversation!

1 Thesame wordis used to describe the screens set up in front of
judges; see, e.g., Bereishit Rabbah 78:8.

2 “An Early Egyptian Door-Socket.” Museum Bulletin V, no.1
(January, 1934), pp. 9-13, https://www.penn.museum/sites/
bulletin/1315/.

METAPHORS
OUT OF
MITZRAYIM:
ACTIVITY AND
CONVERSATION
GUIDE

§> Choose amoment during the
Seder that discusses akey
aspect of the Exodus story, then
offer the prompt:

What wasiit like to...

[describe the moment, e.g.,

carry matzahon our backs,
mark the doorpost, eat the
bitter herbs...]?

One participant responds
with a metaphor of their
choosing:

It was like...

[insert metaphorl].

The next person says:

| was there, and it wasn’t like
[repeat what last person said];
itwas like...

[insert new metaphorl].

Continue like this around
the whole table.

1N

Afterward, invite participants to turn and

discuss:

» Why did you choose this particular
metaphor?

» How did this activity make you think about
the story and the experience differently?

-



THE DIPPING POINT:

KARPAS AND THE HALAKHIC FLOW OF

THE SEDER
R.Jason Rogoft

WHY DO WE BEGIN the Seder by dipping a small piece
of a vegetable—karpas—and eating it?

Like so many elements of the Seder, karpas carries
both a historical story and an experiential purpose.
Historically, it reflects a dining custom of the ancient
world that our Rabbis inherited and reshaped as an
expression of freedom. Experientially, it is meant
to catch our attention, spark questions, and draw
children—and adults—into the unfolding drama of
the night. In tracing how our tradition has understood
this small bite of veggies, we can see how halakhah and
ritual adapt across time, balancing fidelity to the past
with the lived experience of the present.

What is karpas?

In the times of the Mishnah, formal banquets began
with a series of appetizers. The Mishnah (Pesahim 10:3)
describes hazeret (lettuce) as one of the items dipped
at the beginning of the Seder as part of the appetizer
courses, presumably because it was commonly used
as such. The practice of beginning the Seder with
appetizers continued into the post-talmudic period.
Early Haggadot (10™-11"" century) indicate that the
Babylonian custom was to eat fruits and vegetables,
while Eretz Yisraeli Sedarim added rice, eggs, and meat.
One of the earliest Eretz Yisraeli Haggadot includes
special berakhot that were recited over the various
appetizers that were eaten before the main course of
matzah

As eating practices evolved, the Mishnah’s description
of lettuce as the standard vegetable for the first dip-
ping at the Seder became puzzling. After all, lettuce
(hazeret) also appears in the Mishnah’s list of vegeta-
bles that may be used to fulfill the obligation of eat-
ing bitter herbs, maror (2:6). For the later Babylonian
rabbis, this created a problem: by eating lettuce at the
beginning of the Seder, one would effectively be eating
maror too early. The Mishnah captures this tension in
its famous question: “Why do we dip twice?” (10:4).

Rather than eliminate the first dipping, our Rabbis
devised two strategies that preserved fidelity to
the Mishnah while reinterpreting its meaning. First,
they encouraged the use of any vegetable for karpas
other than those eligible for maror. This explains the
wide range of karpas customs we see today—parsley,
radishes, potatoes, celery—each family choosing
something different to avoid confusing karpas with
maror. Reflecting this, the word karpas according to
Yerushalmi Shevi'it 9:1 (38c) means parsley.

Second, they infused the practice with a new layer
of meaning. The Talmud (Pesahim 114b) explains that
the dipping is done “so that it will stand out for the
children,” transforming a Greco-Roman dining custom
into a ritual gesture aimed at one of the central goals
of the Seder: keeping children curious and engaged so
that we can tell them the story of the Exodus.

1 See Joshua Kulp, The Schechter Haggadah (2009), p. 185.

2 According to Rabbinic law (see, e.g.,, Berakhot 33a), a person who makes an unnecessary berakhah (known as a berakhah
le-vatalah) violates one of the Ten Commandments: “You shall not take God’s name in vain” (Shemot 20:7). Halakhic authorities
take this seriously, and concern to avoid a berakhah le-vatalah is what undergirds the debates that follow.
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How much karpas should you eat?

This turns out to be a detailed question in the history
and halakhah of the Seder, and is closely linked with
two laws of saying berakhot for eating food.’

The first area of halakhah that is relevant is the
berakhah aharonah, the blessing after eating. Every
act of eating has a berakhah before it in order to
acknowledge God’s role in preparing food for us,
but not all eating necessitates a berakhah aharonah
afterward. This after-blessing is linked to whether you
have eaten a significant amount of food, rather than just
a nibble or a taste. The minimum amount of food that
requires a berakhah aharonah is a ke-zayit, about an
olive’s worth—not a lot, but also not nothing. Because
of this requirement for the berakhah aharonah (which,
for vegetables, is borei nefashot), the amount of karpas
you eat might have consequences for the rest of the
Seder: if you were to eat a ke-zayit of karpas, then a
requirement for saying borei nefashot would seem to
kick in.

The second area of halakhah around eating that
matters here is that one berakhah can cover many
different items of food. If the only thing you are about
to eat is a plate of vegetables, you can say borei peri ha-
adamah once and then enjoy the entire plate, without
needing to add another berakhah until borei nefashot at
the end—after which, if you wanted to eat a new plate
of vegetables, you would have to say a new borei peri ha-
adamabh. Similarly, when a meal begins with bread (like
the matzah at the Seder), you can say ha-motzi and then
eat the entire meal, without worrying about specifically
what other foods you are eating, and then say one
Birkat ha-Mazon at the end. This also has consequences
for karpas: since both karpas and maror are vegetables,
can you say one berakhah before karpas and cover
both? Or, since the Maggid and then the ha-motzi
blessing for matzah occur between eating these two
vegetables, perhaps a second borei peri ha-adamah

is required for maror—either because the karpas is
considered its own mini-meal or because there has
been too much happening in the meantime?

Over time, practices around karpas have adapted
to keep in mind these rules and questions. In the early
period in Bavel, at least one voice in the Talmud seems
to assume that karpas was a substantial appetizer.® This
is also reflected in other early rulings: R. Sa'adia Gaon
requires borei nefashot after karpas and the Rambam
specifies it must be a ke-zayit.*

The Rashba,® however, takes seriously the recasting
of what was once a normal appetizer course into a
specifically surprising practice to prompt children’s
questions. Given that karpas is not, according to
this view, designed to be a substantial part of the
meal (and the Talmud itself implies that there is no
berakhah aharonah for it),° the Mabharil,” in order to
remove any doubt about the berakhah aharonah,
suggests that you should specifically eat less than
a ke-zayit of this first bite in order to make sure that
no borei nefashot is necessary. This recommendation
was taken up and codified in the Shulhan Arukh
(Orah Hayyim 473:6). Consequently, many Haggadot
include the explicit instruction that less than a
ke-zayit of karpas must be consumed.

And yet, it is also impossible to deny the evidence of
the other (and mostly earlier) practice, reflected in the
Talmud, R. Sa’adia Gaon, the Rambam, and the early
Haggadot. Even when intended to prompt children’s
surprise, and despite the halakhic questions about
saying borei nefashot or not, karpas was—at least
according to some people at some times—a substantial
appetizer course.

Can you eat appetizers during the Seder before
matzah?

The Mishnah (Pesahim 10:1) prohibits eating on the day
leading up to the Seder from Minhah until nightfall,

3 The question put in the mouth of Rav Hisda in Pesahim 115a: “After one fills their belly with lettuce, do they then recite another

blessing over it!?”

4 Siddur Rav Sa’adia Gaon, p. 136 (Iraq, 882-942); Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Hameitz u-Matzah 8:2.

(%2l

Responsa Rashba, ha-Meyuhas le-Ramban #202. R. Shlomo ben Avraham (Catalan, 1235-1310).

6 When outlining the procedure for eating a non-lettuce vegetable for karpas, the Talmud (Pesahim 114b) says that
you should “bless on other vegetables borei peri ha-adamah and eat, and then bless al akhilat maror and eat.”
There is no borei nefashot in this procedure, because otherwise the maror should trigger a new blessing of borei peri
ha-adamah. See also Rashi and Rashbam’s comments on Pesahim 114b, s.v. peshita.

7 Responsa Maharil #25. R. Ya'akov ben Moshe Moelin (Germany, ¢.1365-1427).



and Rashi’s explanation is that the mitzvah of eating
matzah is best fulfilled hungrily (commentary on Bavli
Pesahim 99b). During the talmudic period, however,
the prohibition on eating would end at nightfall and
participants in the Seder would partake in appetizer
courses (i.e., karpas)—including fruit, vegetables, and
even meat—before eating matzah (Tosefta Pesahim
10:5; Bavli Pesahim 107b). However, since the Maharil
and Shulhan Arukh held that one should not eat more
than a ke-zayit of karpas, many poskim prohibit eating
from the beginning of the Seder until eating matzah at
the beginning of the meal.

Use your judgment here. If you are especially
hungry—for example, if youre a firstborn who has
been fasting since sunrise—or if eating a small amount
would improve your ability to concentrate during the
Seder, it is appropriate to serve a light appetizer course.?
The key is moderation, so as not to spoil your appetite
for matzah. But it is certainly permitted to eat a fuller
karpas course than one small bite of celery.

And what about the question of the berakhah
aharonah? In the end, it comes down to whether
the karpas is truly part of the Seder meal or whether
Maggid separates it from the meal proper. If Maggid
consists of a full separation (after all, it is usually quite
long!) then it is its own mini-meal, and if you eat a
ke-zayit you should probably say borei nefashot before
embarking on Maggid. But if karpas is the first part
of the meal that includes Maggid, then the borei
peri ha-adamah made at the beginning, knowing
that maror will be coming down the line, can run
through the interruptions; therefore, no berakhah
aharonah is necessary, even if you eat more than a
ke-zayit. Whether the Maggid constitutes a separation
is a medieval debate.’ But given that one of the most
important modern poskim thinks that no borei
nefashot is necessary for karpas, even if you eat

more than a ke-zayit (since, at the end of the day, the
karpas can be covered in the general
Birkat ha-Mazon), it is reasonable not to worry
about including this extra liturgy which is otherwise
unmentioned in almost all Haggadot.”

From the first bite of the Seder, we are pulled into
an important debate over its form and function:
On the one hand, the Mishnah, early Haggadot, and
some halakhic authorities envision a Seder that begins
like any festive meal—with a genuine appetizer of
vegetables. On the other, the Rashba, Maharil, and
Shulhan Arukh reframe karpas as a ritual of deliberate
minimalism: less than a ke-zayit, its function only
to spark children’s curiosity and draw them into
the story. This tension captures the dual nature of
the Seder itself. It is both a meal and a narrative, an
act of eating and an act of remembering. Too much
food too early risks dulling the appetite for matzah,
the core mitzvah of the night. Too little, however,
risks leaving us hungry, distracted, and unable to tell
the story.

8 Yalkut Yosef Pesah vol. 3 p. 235 and Nitei Gavriel Pesah 80:4 suggest that those who cannot concentrate on the Haggadah due to
hunger should eat a small portion of food after reciting Kiddush, then say borei nefashot, and then eat less than a ke-zayit at karpas.

9 See discussion in Tur and Beit Yosef Orah Hayyim 474.
10 Mishnah Berurah (Orah Hayyim 176:2).
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The Seder and the Song of Songs:
A Love Story in Four Scenes

An excerpt of a Project Zug course
from Rabbi Aviva Richman

SESSION 1 InEgypt: Love in Hard Times

% Song of Songs
In Hebrew, Shir
Ha-Shirim. Strictly
speaking, the Song
of Songs is not one
poem but several
stitched together.
Traditionally, these
poems were written
by King Solomon, son
of King David. While
David was renowned
for his musical
ability and therefore
associated with the
Psalms, Solomon
was renowned for his
wisdom and connected
to the biblical books of
Proverbs, Ecclesiastes,
and Song of Songs.

20

PEOPLE LOVE TO TELL AND RETELL THE
story of how they fell in love,
relishing in the highlights, the
pivotal moments, and even the
challenges and obstacles that
stood in the way. In some respects,
the Exodus is a love story, too—the tale of
the burgeoning relationship between God and Israel. For
this reason, it is fitting that the Song of Songs®—the great
biblical love poem traditionally understood allegorically
as a story about the love between God and Israel—is
customarily read publicly on the Shabbat of Pesah.

We will explore in this course a midrash that further links the

text of Song of Songs to the Exodus story and highlights four pivotal
moments representing when God “fell in love” with us, and when we
“fellin love” with God.



< Song of Songs
2:1-3
Translation
from the Jewish
Publication
Society.

First, ask your havruta this question:
Do you relate to the metaphor of “love” as a way of describing the divine-human
relationship? Why or why not?

The first thing to do when learning a midrash is to examine the verses upon which it
is based. Take a look at them in their own right here before moving to the first part of
the midrash below.

SOURCE #1 [9]

3-X:2 DY Y Song of Songs 2:1-3°

T nhyan 'T am a rose of Sharon,
:DPRYT N A lily of the valleys.

DM 172 T2 *Like a lily among thorns,

AT P3N So is my darling among the maidens.
W v¥ya mian® ’Like an apple tree among trees of the forest,
0037 P2 071712 So is my beloved among the youths.

N2 *nTan thya I delight to sit in his shade,
2319 PInR 19 And his fruit is sweet to my mouth.

Questions from Rabbi Aviva Richman

In the allegorical reading of this book, the male speaker (who describes his “darling”
as “a lily among thorns”) is God and the female speaker (who describes her “beloved”
as “an apple tree among trees of the forest”) is Israel.

1. Try to extrapolate from the description of the earthly relationship to a heavenly one
between us and God. What do these images tell us about the kind of relationship
God has with us? What do they tell us about the kind of relationship we have with
God?

2. Canyou identify the images in the verses with aspects of the divine-human
relationship? For example, who are the “maidens” in the allegorical reading? What
is the “tree”? What are the “fruits”?
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< Shir Ha-Shirim
Rabbah
An early collection of
midrashim (approx.
6!"-7t" centuries CE)
anchored around the
Song of Songs. Itis
part of what we call
“Midrash Rabbah,”
the “Great Midrash,”
a loose anthology
of midrashim that
covers the five books
of the Torah and
the five “Megillot”
(Ecclesiastes, Song
of Songs, Esther,
Ruth, Lamentations).

< shadow (tzilan)
|.e. protection.

< Ramses
Joseph brought
his family to Egypt
during a terrible
famine. According
to Genesis 47:11,
they settled in
an area called
Ramses (elsewhere
called Goshen).
Additionally,
Exodus 1:11 names
Ramses as one of
the garrison cities
built by the Israelite
slaves.

< sanctified feast
As understood
midrashically, this
verse is about the
first Pesah in Egypt
(“the night of the
sanctified feast”).
Therefore, it proves
that the Israelites
sang a song that
night. Today we
replicate this with
our recitation of
Hallel.
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Our midrash from Shir Ha-Shirim Rabbah® atomizes the phrase “a rose of Sharon”
(havatzelet ha-Sharon) in four different ways, each evoking different linguistic
resonances. This section of the midrash connects the phrase “havatzelet ha-Sharon”
to the words “havivah,” “tzilan,” and “shirah,” and links each of these words to the
departure from Egypt. (Take the whole course to learn the other three sections!)

SOURCE #2 [9]

X:2 730 0V Y Shir Ha-Shirim Rabbah 2:1

ﬂ]?;{‘;n_'] X ,MX 737 Another interpretation: “I am a rose
m27am XK e (hawvatzelet) of Sharon.” I am she, and beloved
a0 NYITY KT OIK N (havivah) am I; 1 am she who was beloved in
FI}]KQ“?J ,07¥n ‘7w {1?3‘;'. the shadow (¢zilan)® of Egypt, and in a short
NIT N3 Wi DD 7P time the Holy Blessed One gathered me to
DWYR YN0 ,Dp@l]j‘? Ramses® and I bloomed with good deeds like
AN, TYTIYD 03 a lily, and I said before [God] a song (shirah),
XY T NN 1’;‘_}‘? as it is said: “You will have song on the night
T W (02 ,5 AAYTA)) of the sanctified feast” (Isaiah 30:29 [2).°
a0 wIpn 73 037

Questions from Rabbi Aviva Richman

1. While the word “shadow” could have scary connotations, here it may refer more
to shelter, reminding us that Egypt was originally kind to our ancestors, giving
them “shade” during a famine, and describing the Israelites’ time there as being
somewhat sheltered. Do you think it is virtuous or inappropriate to remember this
aspect of our history in Egypt on Seder night? Why or why not?

2. Read through this midrashic lens, celebrating the paschal offering on Seder night
itself (even prior to actually leaving Egypt) becomes a climax of our love for God
and God’s love for us. What do you think about this aspect of the Seder? Have you
ever experienced the night in this way?




< Psalms 113-118 3

. The love here is described as blossoming over a long period of time, from Jacob’s
Thisis an ancient

oubing of bsalms descent to Egypt to the slaves’ liberation. What kind of love have you experienced
fungpm tghe Timple_ that builds up over time like this? What does this characterization say about the
and in traditional love between God and us?

services today!—on . . .
nex'moons a‘:]d other 4. The “song” in the verse is understood to be Hallel, the psalms we sing at Seder

holidays. The Seder is night (Psalms 113-118).° In what ways might singing be an expression of love?

the only occasion when
Hallel is sung at night,

nseadofduringthe HALLELAND.REDEMPTION

day. . . :

a)f The structure of the Seder has us begin Hallel on the second cup of wine, said on the
°::::e':;e;hammai blessing of redemption before the meal, and complete the psalms after the meal—but
The houses of Hillel there is a disagreement as to how much of Hallel should be sung in the first part. This

and Shammai. While is the subject of an early debate between Beit Hillel and Beit Shammai,® and their

itis not totally clear argument underscores the significance of this initial song that we recited while still in
what bodies these

refer to, itis likely Egypt. While we are still in the midst of uncertainty, with nothing other than the hope

that the 1% century of redemption, how can we sing a song of thanksgiving?
CE rabbinic scholars,

Hillel and Shammai,

had disciples and OURCE #3 @

students whose
opinions are quoted in
our sources under the L 0D XNSDIN Tosefta® Pesahim 10:9
names of “Beit Hillel”

d “Beit Sh i”
and “Bertsnammal X KT 2T T How much of Hallel do you say [on the
respectively. Their

debates are frequent second cup OfWine]?
throughout Rabbinic

literature. In terms of
actual practice, we

D311 OX TV X TRY N2 Beit Shammai say: Until the end of Psalm

today almost always Sy 113 [0 (“a joyful mother of children”).
follow Beit Hillel—as
indeed we do in this wnbA Ty K 990 But Beit Hillel say: Until the end of Psalm
case.
NG oMM Lo vy 114 [O] (“the flint into a fountain of waters”).
© The Tosefta
The Tosefta is a And [the leader] closes with a blessing for

collection of early
Rabbinic teachings
(1%-3 centuries CE

redemption.®

in the Land of Israel), 551 n2ab row nra 1N Beit Shammai said to Beit Hillel: Had

a companion to the NX¥Y POMY 1KY 723 0 they left yet so that we should mention the
Mishnah (from roughly o

the same time and ?207¥nN Exodus from Egypt?

place).

o redemption

The second cup of CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE

wine is drunk on
this blessing, “Who
redeemed Israel.”

< Egypt
Psalm 114 begins with
the words “When Israel
left Egypt.”

23



< sixth hour
In Rabbinic time,
the sixth hour is
roughly midday.

2%

270x 551 3 oib ok Beit Hillel said to them: It wouldn't even be
pibiaWaliniviniti ialalal gyl enough to wait until the rooster crows—they
WY TV IRY KD 1K M didn’t really leave until the sixth hour!* How
DX X X IO nw can you say the blessing for redemption if
21533 X5 I A9 they hadn’t yet been redeemed?

Explanation from Rabbi Aviva Richman

Beit Shammai think we have to stop our recitation of Hallel before the words that
describe Israel leaving Egypt, because at this early part of the night the Israelites had
not in fact left Egypt. They understand the Seder as a reenactment of the Exodus—
thus it is appropriate to discuss leaving Egypt only at the time our ancestors actually
left. But Beit Hillel think we should recite those words. In the same reenactment, they
point towards Hallel as referring to an anticipated departure from Egypt that hasn’t
yet come to pass.

Questions from Rabbi Aviva Richman

1. Which model do you find more compelling? How close a reenactment of the
Exodus should the Seder be?

2. What decisions would you make in crafting your Seder if you were trying to follow
Beit Shammai’s path of as close a reenactment as possible?

Beit Hillel respond to Beit Shammai with a contradiction in their opinion. Beit
Shammai think that the timing of the Seder should roughly coincide with the actual
timing of the Exodus—and yet, both Beit Hillel and Beit Shammai agree that they
say the blessing of “redemption” with the first part of Hallel. This blessing celebrates
the redemption from Egypt; but the redemption hasn’t happened yet within the
reenactment since the Israelites were not redeemed until around 12pm the next day.
So, say Beit Hillel to Beit Shammai: would you suggest that we hold off reciting the
blessing of redemption until 12pm the following day!? Clearly, the answer is that no
one expects the Seder to last upwards of 16 hours! It is inconsistent, say Beit Hillel,
to delay Hallel in order to coincide with the time of redemption and not to delay the
blessing for redemption. In this blessing for redemption early on in the night, argue
Beit Hillel, it is only appropriate that we sing about marching out of Egypt even as our
feet were still firmly planted and waiting, inside.



<> For Further Reflection <>

1. The midrash traces an arc where our relationship with God climaxes in finding our own voice
based on the word “Sharon,” interpreted playfully as “the one who sings.” What do you make
of the fact that this first moment of singing goes all the way back to Egypt, before we were
redeemed?

2. What can these sources about an early song teach us about the power to imagine, hope, and
vision beyond current realities and limitations, and the way this can propel us into relationship
with God?

3. When you reflect back on a relationship that has been in your life for a long time, what does it
mean for you to give weight to the earliest formative moments? How did these early moments
affect your sense of self-expression? How might that map onto your understanding of what it
means to be in relationship with God?

av
y

r
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A RITUAL MADE FOR ALL:

PESAH SHEINI
R. Avi Killip

REDEMPTION CANNOT HAPPEN without everyone.
We learn this lesson from the Seder ritual, when we
open our homes by inviting guests and asserting that
all who are hungry should come and eat. But the idea
of radical inclusion is perhaps most clearly found in the
laws of the pesah sacrifice itself. Every person should
join a group that will offer the pesah sacrifice and eat
the entire offering together.! Nobody can be left out.
This mandate to include everyone in this sacrifice
extends so far as to necessitate the creation of an
additional make-up holiday for those who were unable
to participate in the primary pesah offering. This
second-chance holiday is called Pesah Sheini (“Second
Passover”), and falls each year exactly one month after
Pesah.?

The Mishnah in Pesahim summarizes who is
obligated to participate in the Pesah Sheini ritual:

N:D DDA nawn
nR ﬂ\leTJ N‘J] nmnj 7 N NRD nzaw m
MWD NY MY — 1R

NN NPV — [IWRID DR DY 891 DIR) IR 1Y
90

Mishnah Pesahim 9:1

One who was ritually impure or on a distant
journey and did not observe the first [Pesah]
should observe the second.

One who unwittingly forgot or was
prevented beyond their control and did not

observe the first should observe the second.

Pesah Sheini offers a chance for those who missed the

1 See Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Korban Pesah 2:1.
2 See Numbers 9.

first holiday to still be part of the mitzvah. The people
showing up to partake of this second pesah offering
are extremely diverse. They share the same need for
a second chance, but the reasons that have brought
them there are many and very different. Some were
on a journey, while others were home but impure and
therefore not able to participate. Some missed the first
holiday completely by their own mistake, while others
were held up or prevented by some outside force that
they couldn’t control. The talmudic discussion that
follows (on Pesahim 93a) quotesa tradition that expands
the participant list, detailing even more different and
specific cases including lepers, menstruating women,
women who have recently given birth, and even one
who missed the day intentionally. Most strikingly, the
Talmud extends the categories found in the Mishnah
to include a child who comes of age and an adult who
converts to Judaism between Pesah and Pesah Sheini.

The Jews joining together in groups to offer a
pesah sheini offering are not brought together because
they all share one singular experience. Their lives over
the previous month have looked very different. Yet,
Pesah Sheini manages to bring them together as one
people, to include them all in a ritual that is meant for
all.

So much of Pesah has traveled through the years
and is still a part of our lives today, but the pesah
sacrifice itself has not. With the disappearance of
the animal offering, we have also lost Pesah Sheini as
an active holiday. Yet, there is so much we can learn
from the structure and the values expressed in this
radically inclusive ritual. Pesah Sheini is an opportunity
to include those who find themselves on the margins,
to invite them in to form community with each other,
without blurring their own distinct experiences.

From Pesah Sheini we learn that who is “in” and who
is “out” is not static. Our communities are dynamic and
always changing. Over the course of a life, we will likely
each move between categories, and so will the people



around us. Sometimes these moves are good, healthy,
and intentional. Pesah Sheini reminds us that people
go on journeys and they return home. We should give
ourselves permission to take big journeys—real and
metaphorical—and trust that we will find our way
back into community. Likewise, we must let others
travel and welcome them back upon return.

Other times, we may find ourselves outside of the
community for reasons that are harder. Just because
we participated in Pesah this year doesn't mean we
won't need Pesah Sheini next year. Life is full of the
unexpected. Some years we fall outside the community
because we are in mourning, struggling with illness, or
even because we are home with a newborn. But our
tradition asserts that everyone who is impure can
become pure again. This is radical and not a given. The
Torah gives all of us rituals for returning to community,
and Pesah Sheini acknowledges and celebrates that
possibility.

The Pesah Sheini ritual teaches us not to assume
that just because someone is usually included, they will
stay included. We should always be asking, “Who is left
out now/here/this year?” The expanding categories of
people who may need a second Pesah remind us to
watch out for who else may need to be invited in.

In the absence of the Temple, halakhic impurity
is no longer a reason for exclusion from today’s
Pesah meals and communal singing of Hallel, yet we
continue to mark this second Pesah, this day of second
chances, on our calendars. May this day offer us the
opportunity to see all those who have been left out of
our communities, for whatever reason, and invite them
to eat and sing with us now.
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THANK YOU TO OUR PESAH 5786 COMMUNITY PARTNERS

Adath Israel Congregation
Lawrenceville, N)

Afikomen Judaica, Bookshop & Gifts
Berkeley, CA

Astoria Center of Israel
Queens, NY

B'nai Israel Congregation
Rockville, MD

Beth Am Israel
Penn Valley, PA

Beth David Synagogue
West Hartford, CT

Beth El Phoenix
Phoenix, AZ

Beth El Synagogue
Durham, NC

Beth El Synagogue
St. Louis Park, MN

Beth El Synagogue Center
New Rochelle, NY

Beth Israel Center
Madison, WI

Beth Israel Congregation
Greeley, CO

Beth Jacob Congregation
Mendota Heights, MN

Central Reform Temple of Boston
Boston, MA

Congregation Beth Ahm
West Bloomfield Township, MI

Congregation Beth Sholom
San Francisco, CA

Congregation Beth Sholom
Teaneck, NJ

Congregation B'nai Jacob
Phoenixville, PA

Congregation Brith Shalom
Bellaire, TX

Congregation Kol Ami
Tampa, FL

Congregation Mishkan Torah
Greenbelt, MD

Congregation Netivot Shalom
Berkeley, CA

Congregation Shaarey Tikvah
Beachwood, OH

Congregation Tifereth Israel
Columbus, OH

First Narayever Congregation
Toronto, ON

Flemington JCC
Flemington, NJ

Grand County Jewish Community
Grand County, CO

Hamakom
Los Angeles, CA

Hillcrest Jewish Center
Queens, NY

Jewish Community Center of Paramus/
Cong. Beth Tikvah
Paramus, NJ

Jewish Federation of Delaware
Wimington, DE

Kavana Cooperative
Seattle, WA

Kehillat Harlem
New York, NY

Kolot Chayeinu/Voices of Our Lives
Brooklyn, NY

Minyan Darchei Shalom
Newton, MA

Moriah Congregation
Deerfield, IL

Mosaic Law Congregation
Sacramento, CA

New York City Department of Correction

New York, NY

North Suburban Synagogue Beth El
Highland Park, IL

Ohavay Zion Synagogue
Lexington, KY

Ohr Kodesh Congregation
Chevy Chase, MD

Park Slope Jewish Center
Brooklyn, NY

Peninsula Sinai Congregation
Foster City, CA

Rutgers Hillel
New Brunswick, NJ

Shaare Tefila Congregation
Olney, MD

Smith College Center for Religious &
Spiritual Life
Northampton, MA

Temple Beth El Mekor Chayim
Cranford, NJ

Temple Beth Israel
Waltham, MA

Temple Beth Shalom of Cambridge/
Tremont Street Shul
Cambridge, MA

Temple Beth Sholom
Cherry Hill, N)

Temple Beth Tzedek
Williamsville, NY

Temple Beth Zion
Brookline, MA

Temple Emanuel
Newton Centre, MA

Temple Israel of Natick
Natick, MA

Temple Israel of Sharon
Sharon, MA

Temple Judea
Laguna Hills, CA

Temple Sinai
Brookline, MA

Tikvat Israel Congregation
Rockville, MD

Tufts Hillel
Medford, MA

Washington Square Minyan
Brookline, MA



