
Storytelling at the Seder

An Excerpt of a Project Zug course from Dena Weiss

The Haggadah teaches us that it is a mitzvah to tell the story of the Exodus from 
Egypt and that the more we tell the story, the more worthy of praise we become. 
However, the original paschal sacrifice happened in Egypt, before there was a 
redemptive story to tell. And even some later sources indicate that storytelling 
wasn’t the primary form of teaching and discussing at the Seder. In this session, 
we’ll look a little bit at one of the alternatives to storytelling and examine 
what we think we are gaining and what we might be losing when we move the 
conversation around the Seder to this di!erent mode.

I. THE SEDER IN THE MISHNAH
The Seder as we know it is modeled a"er the guidelines presented by the Mishnah 
in the 10th chapter of Pesahim, though the Haggadah that we use now has gone 
through much modification and expansion throughout the years. In this text we 
are going to look for the kernel of the obligation to tell the story of the Exodus on 
Passover. As you are reading the text, try to figure out how the di!erent sections 
relate to each other. 
O"en in the Mishnah, there will be a disagreement without any language that 
says explicitly “I disagree.” When di!erent opinions are o!ered 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? Expanding on opinion 1? Uninterested in opinion 1? 
Rejecting opinion 1?

 Mishnah 
Pesahim 10:5-6
The text 
produced here 
is found in our 
printed editions 
of the Mishnah. 
These modern 
editions broadly 
reflect what 
we find in our 
Haggadah 
today, but di!er 
significantly 
from the 
versions found 
in medieval 
manuscripts. 
Nonetheless, 
these di!erences 
are not crucial 
here—but for 
the interested 
reader to track 
down! A good 
place to start is 
the commentary 
by Joshua 
Kulp found at 
the back of
The Schechter 
Haggadah.

SOURCE #1 
Mishnah Pesahim 10:5-6
!e second cup is poured and here 
the son asks his father—and if the son 
is not cognitively capable, his father 
trains him to ask—“Mah Nishtanah 
Halayla Hazeh? How is this night 
di"erent from all other nights? For on 
all other nights we eat either leavened 
bread or matzah, but on this night 
we eat only matzah. For on all other 
nights we eat other vegetables, but on 
this night we eat only maror. For on all 

י:ה-ו פסחים משנה

מְָזְֶגְוּ לָוֹ כָוֹס שֵֶׁנִיְ, וְכָָאַן הַבְֵּן
שֶׁוֹאֵַלָ אַָבִֻיְו, וְאִַם אֵַיְן דַּעַַת

בְַּבְֵּן, אַָבִֻיְו מְְלַָמְְּדוֹ, מְַה
נִִּשְֶׁתֵַּנִָּה הַלַַּיְְלָָה הַזֶֶּה מְִכָֹּלָ
הַלֵַּיְלָוֹת, שֶֶׁבְְּכָָלָ הַלֵַּיְלָוֹת
אַָנוּ אַוֹכְָלִָיְן חָמְֵץ וּמְַצָָּה,
הַלַַּיְְלָָה הַזֶֶּה כָֻלַּוֹ מְַצָָּה.

שֶֶׁבְְּכָָלָ הַלֵַּיְלָוֹת אַָנוּ אַוֹכְָלִָיְן
שְֶׁאַָרַ יְְרַָקוֹת, הַלַַּיְְלָָה הַזֶֶּה
מְָרַוֹרַ. שֶֶׁבְְּכָָלָ הַלֵַּיְלָוֹת אַָנוּ
אַוֹכְָלִָיְן בְָּשָָׂרַ צָָלִָיְ, שֶָׁלָוּק,
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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 #nishes the whole section.

Rabban Gamliel would say: Whoever 
didn’t say these three things on Passover 
does not ful#ll their obligation. And 
these are they: pesah (paschal o"ering), 
matzah, and maror. Pesah—because 
the Omnipresent jumped over (pasah) 
the houses of our forefathers in Egypt. 
Matzah—because 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). !erefore 
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 
for us: He took us out from slavery 
to freedom, from anguish to joy, from 
mourning to a Festival, from darkness 

 וּמְְבֻֻשָָּׁלָ, הַלַַּיְְלָָה הַזֶֶּה
 כָֻלַּוֹ צָָלִָיְ. שֶֶׁבְְּכָָלָ הַלֵַּיְלָוֹת
 אַָנוּ מְַטְְבְִּיְלִָיְן פַַּעַַם אַַחַת,

 הַלַַּיְְלָָה הַזֶֶּה שְֶׁתֵֵּיְ פְעַָמְִיְם.
 וּלְָפִיְ דַעְַתֵּוֹ שֶֶׁלָ בְֵּן, אַָבִֻיְו

 מְְלַָמְְּדוֹ.

 מְַתְחִיְלָ בְִּגְְנוּת וּמְְסַיֵֵּם
 בְְּשֶֶׁבַֻח, וְדוֹרֵַשֶׁ מְֵאֲַרַַמְִּיְ

 אַוֹבֵֻד אַָבִֻיְ, עַַד שֶֶׁיִֵּגְְמְרַֹ כֹֹּלָ
 הַפַָּרַָשֶָׁה כָֻלַָּהּ:

 רַַבְָּן גַַּמְְלִָיְאֵַלָ הָיְָה אַוֹמְֵרַ,
 כָֹּלָ שֶֶׁלַֹּאַ אַָמְַרַ שְֶׁלָֹשֶָׁה

 דְבָֻרִַיְם אֵַלַּוּ בְְּפֶסַח, לָֹאַ יְָצָָאַ
 יְְדֵיְ חוֹבָֻתוֹ, וְאֵַלַּוּ הֵן, פֶַּסַח,

 מְַצָָּה, וּמְָרַוֹרַ. פֶַּסַח, עַַלָ שֶׁוּם
 שֶֶׁפַָּסַח הַמְָּקוֹם עַַלָ בְָּתֵֵּיְ

 אֲַבֻוֹתֵיְנוּ בְֻמְִצְָרַַיְִם. מְַצָָּה,
 עַַלָ שֶׁוּם שֶֶׁנִִּגְְאֲַלָוּ אֲַבֻוֹתֵיְנוּ
 בְֻמְִצְָרַַיְִם. מְָרַוֹרַ, עַַלָ שֶׁוּם
 שֶֶׁמְֵּרְַרַוּ הַמְִּצְָרִַיְם אֶַת חַיֵֵּיְ

אֲַבֻוֹתֵיְנוּ בְֻמְִצְָרַָיְִם.

 בְְּכָָלָ דּוֹרַ וָדוֹרַ חַיֵָּבֻ אַָדָם
 לִָרְַאַוֹת אֶַת עַַצְָמְוֹ כְָאִַלַּוּ

 הוּאַ יְָצָָאַ מְִמְִּצְָרַַיְִם, שֶֶׁנִֶּאֱַמְַרַ
 )שמְות יְגְ:ח( "וְהִגַַּדְתֵָּ

 לְָבִֻנְךָָ בְַּיֵּוֹם הַהוּאַ לֵָאַמְרַֹ,
 בְַּעֲֲבֻוּרַ זֶֶה עַָשָָׂה ה' לִָיְ

 בְְּצֵָאַתִיְ מְִמְִּצְָרַָיְִם". לְָפִיְכָָךְָ
 אֲַנַחְנוּ חַיֵָּבִֻיְן לְָהוֹדוֹת,
 לְָהַלֵַּלָ, לְָשֶַׁבְֵּחַ, לְָפָאֵַרַ,
 לְָרַוֹמְֵם, לְָהַדֵּרַ, לְָבָֻרֵַךְָ,

 לְָעַַלֵַּה, וּלְָקַלֵַּס, לְָמְִיְ שֶֶׁעַָשָָׂה
 לַָאֲַבֻוֹתֵיְנוּ וְלָָנוּ אֶַת כָֹּלָ
 הַנִִּסִִּיְם הָאֵַלַּוּ, הוֹצִָיְאַָנוּ

 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).

29



to a great light, and from enslavement 
to redemption. And we will say before 
Him: Halleluyah!

 מְֵעַַבְֻדוּת לְָחֵרַוּת, מְִיֵָּגְוֹן
 לְָשִָׂמְְחָה, וּמְֵאֵַבֶֻלָ לְָיְוֹם

 טְוֹבֻ, וּמְֵאֲַפֵלָָה לְָאַוֹרַ גַָּדוֹלָ,
 וּמְִשִָּׁעְַבְּוּד לִָגְְאַֻלַָּה. וְנֹאַמְַרַ

 לְָפָנָיְו, הַלְָלָוּיְ-הּ:

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?!

2. 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, c, and d as three di!erent 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?

3. 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?

II. 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 Tose"a’s  understanding 
of what is supposed to happen at the Passover meal. In the Tose"a, we will see a 
di!erent version of a familiar story from the Haggadah. We’ll read them both and 
then try to tease out the significant di!erence between them.  

 Tose"a’s 
The Tose"a is a 
collection of oral 
tradition that 
runs parallel to 
the Mishnah. 
It comes from 
roughly the same 
time and place 
(3rd century Eretz 
Yisrael) and 
features many of 
the same Sages. 
The precise 
relationship 
between the 
Mishnah and the 
Tose"a is a hot 
topic of modern 
scholarship!
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SOURCE #2 
Tosefta Pesahim 10:8
We do not follow the paschal o"ering 
with an a!koman 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. 
!ey  raised the [plate ] from in front 
of them, and they [then] convened and 
went to the house of study…

תוספתא פסחים י:ח

אַיְן מְפטְיְרַיְן אַחרַ הפסח 
]אַפיְקומְן[ כָגְון ]אַגְוזֶיְם[ 
תמְרַיְם ]וקלָיְות[ חיְיְבֻ 
אַדם ]לָעַסוק בֻהלָכָות 

הפסח[ כָלָ הלָיְלָה אַפיְלָו 
בֻיְנו לָבֻיְן בֻנו אַפיְלָו בֻיְנו 

לָבֻיְן עַצָמְו אַפיְלָו בֻיְנו לָבֻיְן 
תלָמְיְדו. 

מְעַשה בֻרַבֻן גְמְלָיְאַלָ 
וזֶקניְם שהיְו מְסובֻיְן בֻבֻיְת 
בֻיְתוס בֻן זֶוניְן בֻלָוד והיְו 
]עַסוקיְן בֻהלָכָות הפסח[ 

כָלָ הלָיְלָה עַד קרַות 
הגְבֻרַ הגְבֻיְהו מְלָפניְהם 

ונועַדו והלָכָו ]לָהן[ לָבֻיְת 
המְדרַש...

 They 
It is 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 came in 
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. SOURCE #3 

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 

הגדה של פסח

וַאֲַפִיְלָוּ כֹֻּלַָּנוּ חֲכָָמְִיְם כֹֻּלַָּנוּ 
נְבֻונִיְם כֹֻּלַָּנוּ זְֶקֵנִיְם כֹֻּלַָּנוּ 

יְודְעִַיְם אֶַת הַתֵּורַָה מְִצְָוָה 
עַָלֵָיְנוּ לְָסַפֵַּרַ בְִּיְצִָיְאַַת מְִצְָרַָיְִם. 
וְכָָלָ הַמְַּרְַבְֶּה לְָסַפֵַּרַ בְִּיְצִָיְאַַת 

מְִצְָרַַיְִם הֲרֵַיְ זֶֶה מְְשֶֻׁבְָּח. 

מְַעֲֲשֶָׂה בְְּרַַבְִּיְ אֱַלִָיְעֶַזֶֶרַ וְרַַבְִּיְ 
יְְהושֶֻׁעַַ וְרַַבְִּיְ אֶַלְָעַָזֶָרַ בְֶּן עֲֲזֶַרְַיְָה 

וְרַַבְִּיְ עֲֲקִיְבָֻאַ וְרַַבְִּיְ טְַרְַפון 
שֶֶׁהָיְוּ מְְסֻבְִּיְן בְִּבְֻנֵיְ בְֻרַַק וְהָיְוּ 

מְְסַפְַּרִַיְם בְִּיְצִָיְאַַת מְִצְָרַַיְִם 
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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 Tose"a, 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?

2. It seems that we have a transition between the standard scholarly activity 
of studying laws in the Tose"a 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?

3. 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?

 morning Shema 
Though we 
generally think 
of saying the 
Shema as part of 
the morning and 
evening prayers, 
reciting Shema 
twice a day is 
an independent 
obligation with 
di!erent 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 a"er 
sunrise.

 in the Haggadah 
On this 
transition, see 
David Henshke, 
Mah Nishtanah: 
The Passover 
Night in the 
Sages’ Discourse 
(in Hebrew).

Egypt that whole night. Until their 
students came and said to them, “Our 
teachers! !e time has come to recite 
the morning Shema.”

כָֹּלָ אַותו הַלַַּיְְלָָה, עַַד שֶֶׁבְָּאַוּ 
תַלְָמְִיְדֵיְהֶם וְאַָמְְרַוּ לָָהֶם 

רַַבְּותֵיְנוּ הִגִַּיְעַַ זְֶמְַן קְרִַיְאַַת 
שְֶׁמְַעַ שֶֶׁלָ שֶַׁחֲרִַיְת.
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