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he Haggadah is meant

to be a story, literally a

“telling.” But what story are
we trying to tell?

Rather than one coherent narra-
tive, the Haggadah is a collection
of multiple attempts to tell a story
with a particular narrative arc. The
guideline for this story is found

in Mishnah Pesahim 10:4,and
charges us with telling a story that
begins with degradation (genuz)

and ends with praise (shevab).

'The Mishnah gives us the arc,

but it doesn't specify which story
we should tell. The Talmud,

on Pesahim 116a-b, offers two
alternatives for the story of the
Haggadah. Rav argues that the
story is about a journey from idol-
atry to our faithfulness to God.
'The second approach, attributed to
either Shmuel or Rava (depending
on the manuscript), offers an alter-
native version of the same arc,

claiming that we are telling the

story of our journey from slavery to

freedom.

I'believe there are at least two
other hidden versions of this move
from degradation to praise in the
Haggadah.The first comes in the
opening of the Haggadah. We

read:
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This is the bread of poverty/
affliction which our ancestors
ate in the land of Egypt.

Let all who are hungry come
and eat. Let all who are
needy come and celebrate

Pesah.

Now we are here; next year

in the land of Israel.
Now we are slaves, next

year—free.

After the invitation for all to come
and eat, we see another story of
degradation to praise (although
not explicitly identified as such).
'The familiar arc is expressed first
with regard to Land: as a move
from here (diaspora) to Israel.
Then the arc is expressed again as a
move from slavery to freedom. This
contrasts with the disagreement

in the Talmud in two ways. First,
it is not presented as a disagree-
ment at all: It is two sentences that
offer alternative journeys, without
highlighting their differences.
And second, while the debate
between Rav and Shmuel/Rava
was expressed as how to tell the
story of the past, this is a multi-
vocal presentation of the storTy in
which we are still living out. This
isn't recalling a journey, it is living a
journey in the present, and looking

toward a time of “praise” which is



only to be found next year, in the

future.

There is another selection from
the Haggadah that plays out the
theme of degradation to praise in
yet another way. The opinion of
Shmuel/Rava is expressed in our
Haggadah in fuller language than
itis in the Babylonian Talmud:
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We were slaves to Pharaoh
in Egypt. But YHVH our
God took us out of there
with a mighty hand and an
outstretched arm. And if the
Holy Blessed One had not

taken our ancestors out of

Egypt, then we, our children,
and our grandchildren would
still be enslaved to Pharaoh
in Egypt. And even if we
were all wise, we were all
perceptive, we were all elders,
and we were all learned in

Torah, it would still be our

Thisisn't
recalling
a journey,
itis living
a journey.

duty to tell about the Exodus
from Egypt.

And the more one talks
about the Exodus from
Egypt, behold, this is

praiseworthy.

Here, the arc from degradation

to praise seems straightforward

in the first line: We were slaves
(degradation) and God took us
out (praise)—echoing Shmuel/
Rava’s opinion in the Talmud. But
the paragraph goes on to identify
another form of praise: telling the
story. The more one talks about the
Exodus, the more praiseworthy
(meshubah) one is. This linguistic
connection between the shevah of
the Mishnah and the meshubah of
the act of telling brings the story
into a different focus: The arrival
at the end of the journey is not one
of leaving Egypt or of entering the
land or of committing to God. It

is the act of telling that is the end
of the journey. This brings us to the
present moment. For both Rav and
Shmuel/Rava the entire arc of the
story is firmly in the past. For Ha
Lahma Anya the arc ends in the
future. This section identifies the
praise with the present activity. We

reach praise when we tell the story.

As you gather at your Seder to
share stories this year, ask your-
self which narrative speaks to you?
How might you find your way to
shevah (praise) this year? ¢



