


THE LIGHT OF DISCOVERY לאור הנר

The first mishnah in Pesahim tells us that, before Pesah 
begins, we must search for hameitz specifically “לאור הנר”—by 
the light of a small, handheld lamp or candle—as opposed to a 
much stronger light source, such as a torch.

But why opt for weaker light? Why insist upon a candle’s single 
flame when there are stronger lights available? The Gemara 
(Pesahim 8a) records many possible reasons. Rav Nahman 
bar Yitzhak (ultimately codified by the Mishnah Berurah 433:1) 
states that a candle’s flame is superior in being small enough 
to enter tight spaces.

A little, handheld flame forces us to come closer, to make 
a more thorough examination. It enables us to look more 
closely into all the minute holes in the landscape and to 
notice all the finer details. By doing so, we’ll do a better job 
looking around and finding what there is to discover. It might 
be counterintuitive, but we’ll actually see much better with a 
candle than with a torch.

That’s what the offerings in this reader are all about. They 
encourage us to slow down, look carefully, and spend more 
time noticing and wondering about the details in the Pesah 
landscape, especially those that might be hiding in holes 
or crevices—the ones most easily overlooked. This reader 
will help us look at Pesah by the light of a candle. When we 
do, we will find that there are aspects of our tradition, our 
redemption, our celebration, and our story that we might not 
have seen before, and the experience of that discovery can be 
completely illuminating.

Wishing you a happy and meaningful Pesah,

The Hadar Team
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On Seder night, we don’t only recite 
our story of redemption verbally; we 
also point at tangible objects that 
catalyze this retelling. In particular, 
the foods on the table trigger much 
of the questioning and expounding. 
But pointing at objects is not just a 
Seder activity. The physical nature of 
noticing and indicating—wrapped up 
in the word “זה - zeh” (and its alter-
nate form, “זאת - zot”)—is actually a 
fundamental element of the process 
of redemption more broadly.

We read in Maggid that we cannot 
start commemorating the Exodus 
until nighttime, because that is when 
the matzah and maror are physical-
ly set before us. This is derived from 
the following verse:

שמות יג:ח
וְִהגְַּדּתָ לְִבנְךָ בַּיּוֹם ַההוּא לֵאמֹר 

ה יְקֹוָק לִי בְּצֵאִתי  ָׂ ֲַּעבוּר זֶה ָעש ב
ִמּמִצְרָיִם:

Exodus 13:8
And you shall explain to your 
child on that day, ‘It is because 
of this that YHVH did for me 
when I went free from Egypt.’1 

A midrash found in the Haggadah 
analyzes this verse to determine the 
proper time for Maggid:2 

לְמוּד לוַֹמר  יָכוֹל ֵמראׁש חֶֹדׁש? ַתּ
ַבּיּוֹם ַההוּא.

1 This verse is difficult to translate. See E. Daniel Goldschmidt, “Ba-Avur Zeh… Le-Berur Ha-Haggadah” in Mehkerei Tefilah U-Fiyyut (Jerusalem: 
Magnes Press, 1978), pp. 387-389; and Nechama Leibowitz, New Studies in Shemot (Jerusalem: Haomanim, 1976), pp. 210-215.

2 Compare the Haggadah’s version with Mekhilta Massekhta de-Pisha 17 (ed. Horovitz-Rabin, p. 66).
3 The phrase בעבור זה might also have indicated a time when the pesah is in front of us. Rashi on this verse lists all three foods with the 

indicator הללו, a plural form of זה. See also Mekhilta de-R. Shimon b. Yohai, ed. Epstein-Melamed, p. 40. If so, this phrase indicates all three 
of the main seder foods: pesah, matzah and maror, all of which must be before him in order to tell the story. See David Henschke, Mah 
Nishtanah (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 2016), p. 25, n. 34; Goldschmidt, p. 388.

4 Koehler and Baumgartner, The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament, p. 777; see also Azzan Yadin-Israel, “Connecting the Mitzvah 
of Maggid to the Seder Night,” https://www.thetorah.com/article/connecting-the-mitzvah-of-maggid-to-the-seder-night.

5 R. David Kimhi (Radak), Sefer Ha-Shorashim, eds. Biesenthal and Lebrecht (Berlin, 1847), p. 84, defines zeh as follows: “על הודעת הדבר הנמצא 

 ;pointing to a referent that is usually close, or sometimes far.” See also David Henschke, Mah Nishtanah, p. 26-27 - בקרוב ברוב ופעמים ברחוק
Yisrael Rosenson, “Al Darkam shel Hakhamim Be-Milit ‘Zeh,’” Balshanut Ivrit 55 (2005), p. 77.

ִאי ַבּיּוֹם ַההוּא יָכוֹל ִמְבּעוֹד יוֹם? 
לְמוּד לוַֹמר ַבֲּעבוּר זֶה.  ַתּ

ָעה  י, ֶאלָּא ְבָּשׁ ַבֲּעבוּר זֶה לֹא ָאַמרְִתּ
יֵּׁש ַמצָּה וָּמרוֹר ֻמנִָּחים לְָפנֶיךָ. ֶשׁ

Could it be [that we tell the 
story of the Exodus] from the 
beginning of the month [of 
Nissan]? No, because Scrip-
ture states: “[You shall tell your 
children] on that day” (Exodus 
13:8).
Could “on that day,” mean 
even during the daytime (i.e. 
before the night of the 15th)? No, 
because Scripture states: “It is 
because of this [that YHVH did 
for me when I went free from 
Egypt]” (Exodus 13:8). 
[When] I said “because of this,” 
it can only mean at the mo-
ment that matzah and maror 
are resting in front of you (i.e. 
on the night of the 15th).

We cannot start the telling as early 
as the new moon, because the verse 
says “on that day”—meaning, the day 
we went out from Egypt, the 15th. The 
conclusion of the midrash is that we 
cannot start even as late as during 
the daytime on the 14th, only hours 
before the Seder. But the proof 
seems obscure. How is “because of 
this” a proof that we must wait to tell 
the story until the nighttime, when 
the matzah and maror are set before 

us?3 To answer this, we need to un-
derstand two significant words mid-
rashically. 

First, the word “בעבור - ba-avur” 
can be understood as related to 
food, as in the book of Joshua (in the 
context of Pesah):

יהושע ה:יא
וַיֹּאכְלוּ ֵמֲעבוּר ָהָארֶץ ִמּמֳָחרַת 

ַהּפֶַסח ַמצּוֹת וְָקלוּי בְֶּעצֶם ַהיּוֹם 
ַהזֶּה:

Joshua 5:11
On the day after the pesah, on 
that very day, they ate of the 
produce (עבור) of the country, 
unleavened bread and parched 
grain.

This unusual, but perhaps older, use 
of the word “עבור - avur” informs 
how the midrash reads the word in 
our verse: ba-avur, “with this food 
God made for me when I went out of 
Egypt.”4 Therefore, we cannot tell the 
story before we see the special foods 
on the table.

But what about the word “zeh”? 
In our midrash, zeh indicates some-
one pointing to the food, for which it 
must be in front of them. Through-
out rabbinic literature, zeh often in-
dicates a physical gesture toward 
something one sees.5 In our Hagga-
dah, Exodus 13:8 is used to respond 
to the child who does not know how 
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to ask: you prompt them by pointing 
to the food on the table.6

This is not the only verse in the 
Maggid section with the word zeh at 
play. In fact, two other verses with 
the word zeh—conjugated as zot—
are used as statements by two of the 
other children, the wicked and sim-
ple:7

שמות יב:כו
וְָהיָה כִּי־יֹאְמרוּ ֲאלֵיכֶם בְּנֵיכֶם ָמה 

ָהֲעבָֹדה ַהזֹּאת לָכֶם:

Exodus 12:26
And when your children ask 
you, “What is this service to 
you?”

נֱֶּאַמר, וְִהגְַּדָתּ לְבִנְךָ בַּיּוֹם ַההוּא לֵאמֹר, בֲַּעבוּר זֶה עָָשׂה ה’ לִי בְּצֵאִתי ִמִמּצְרָיִם. 6 אוֹל – ַאְתּ ְפַּתח לוֹ, ֶשׁ אֵינוֹ יוֵֹדעַ לְִשׁ וְֶשׁ

7 See Mah Nishtanah, p. 26 and p. 217.
8 This may also explain the focus on the three foods about which Rabban Gamliel insists we speak (Mishnah Pesahim 10:5)—maror, matzah 

and pesah—corresponding to the three original questions of the Mishnah. See Mah Nishtanah, p. 411. See also discussion of my colleague 
Jason Rogoff below, p. 14.

שמות יג:יד
ָאלְךָ ִבנְךָ ָמָחר לֵאמֹר   וְָהיָה כִּי־יִׁשְ

ַמה־זֹּאת

Exodus 13:14
And when, in time to come, 
your child asks you, saying, 
“What is this?”

Only the wise child does not use the 
word zeh or zot, perhaps indicat-
ing a more abstract trigger for his 
question. By contrast, with the other 
three children (wicked, simple, and 
one who does not know how to ask), 
either the child or the parent points 
to something physical. The three 
foods we must discuss at the Sed-
er (pesah, matzah, and maror) may 
even correspond to these three vers-
es, with their three uses of the word 
“zeh/zot.”8

Pointing and noticing the foods 
on the Seder table is one critical in-
stantiation of celebrating Pesah. On 
a broader level, however, the entire 
story of the Israelites’ redemption 
can be traced to an act of pointing 
and empathic noticing: that of Pha-
raoh’s daughter (Bat Par’oh) taking 
the baby out of the basket.

שמות ב:ו 
רְֵאהוּ ֶאת־ַהיֶּלֶד וְִהנֵּה־ ְפּתַח וַּתִ וַּתִ

ְחמֹל ָעלָיו וַּתֹאֶמר  נַַער בֹּכֶה וַּתַ
ִמיַּלְֵדי ָהִעְברִים זֶה:

Exodus 2:6
When she opened it, she saw 
him—the child, and it was a 
boy crying. She had mercy on 
him and said: “Of the children 
of the Hebrews is this.”
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Bat Par’oh opens the basket and sees 
a baby boy crying. She reacts with 
emotion and, instead of fulfilling her 
father’s command to kill all the baby 
boys, has mercy on him. She states 
out loud: “This is a Hebrew child.” 
The use of the word zeh in her state-
ment (and the usual assumption 
that zeh indicates pointing) inspired 
R. Yose b. R. Hanina to consider the 
question: What specifically was she 
pointing at? 

תלמוד בבלי סוטה יב:
מנא ידעה? א"ר יוסי ברבי חנינא: 

שראתה אותו מהול.

Babylonian Talmud Sotah 
12b
How did she know [that the 
child was a Hebrew]? R. Yose b. 
R. Hanina said: She saw he was 
circumcised.

Bat Par’oh notices the distinguishing 
mark of a Jewish baby boy: circum-
cision. One can imagine her point-
ing at the baby and exclaiming: “This 
[mark of circumcision indicates that 
he] is a Hebrew baby!” She sees the 
baby for who he is: but someone dif-
ferent and distinct—a “Hebrew,” not 
someone just like her and her peo-
ple. And yet, she concluded that this 
baby, although different, deserved 
mercy, not death. The redemption 
begins in this moment of pointing, 
and of deciding not to reject the dif-
ference of the other, but to embrace 
it and express care.9

Later, Moshe himself echoes this 
instinct of Bat Par’oh by noticing 
something different:10

שמות ג:ג
ה ָאֻסרָה־נָּא וְֶארְֶאה  וַיֹּאֶמר מֹׁשֶ

ֶאת־ַהּמַרְֶאה ַהגָּדֹל ַהזֶּה ַמדּוַּע לֹא־
נֶה: יְִבַער ַהּסְ

9 Bat Par’oh’s stance of wondering and caring stands in contrast to Par’oh himself, who fails 
to pay attention to the plague of blood, using the same language of zot (Exodus 7:23): “וַיִּפֶן 

 Par’oh turned and went to his house, and did not - ּפַרְעֹה וַיָּבֹא ֶאל־בֵּיתוֹ וְלֹא־ׁשָת לִבּוֹ גַּם־לָזֹאת
pay attention also to this.”

10 For the similarities in the way Bat Par’oh and Moshe see, and the similar use of the root 
 ,for each of them, see Aviva Zornberg, The Particulars of Rapture (New York: Doubleday ראה
2001), p. 24.

11 Cited in Torah Sheleimah to Exodus 2:6, vol. 8, p. 67 = Yalkut Shimoni #166, ed. Hyman, p. 
23.

Exodus 3:3
Moshe said, “I will turn aside 
and see this great sight. Why 
doesn’t the bush burn up?”

Moshe—like the future children at 
the Seder—also points and asks a 
question: “Why does this bush not 
burn?” Moshe’s noticing leads direct-
ly to an encounter with God’s pres-
ence. Without Moshe’s curiosity, the 
divine encounter might never have 
taken place.

Indeed, one midrash (again from 
R. Yose b. R. Hanina) introduces this 
element of divine encounter into the 
story of Bat Par’oh’s noticing as well:

תלמוד בבלי סוטה יב:
ותפתח ותראהו את הילד - ותרא 

מיבעי ליה! 

א"ר יוסי ברבי חנינא: שראתה 
שכינה עמו.

Babylonian Talmud Sotah 
12b
“She opened and saw him—the 
child” (Exodus 2:6). It should 
have said: “saw the child”! [Why 
does the verse employ the di-
rect object “him”?]
R. Yose b. R. Hanina said: She 
saw God’s presence was with 
him.

R. Yose b. R. Hanina answers the 
question of the strange word 
 which should have simply—ותראהו
read ותרא, without the suffix הו—ex-
plaining that Bat Par’oh sees the Di-
vine Presence enveloping the baby 
boy. By seeing the child, she herself 
encounters God, and through her 
mercy, God’s presence is magnified.

The noticing and pointing of Bat 
Par’oh and of Moshe—both experi-
encing a divine revelation—is also a 
precursor to the ultimate noticing re-
lated in the Pesah story: the children 
of Israel pointing directly to their 
God, when they are rescued at the 

splitting of the Reed Sea. We read in 
a midrash:

מדרש אבכיר
ותאמר מילדי העברים זה – שעל 
ידו יהיו ישראל עתידין לאמר: זה 

א-לי ואנויהו

Midrash Avkir11

“She said: ‘Of the children of 
the Hebrews is this’” (Exodus 
2:6)—for through him, Israel 
would in the future say: “This is 
my God and I will glorify Him” 
(Exodus 15:2).

Moshe—spared at birth by the one 
who noticed him—is the one who 
leads the people to the Reed Sea, 
where they cross to safety thanks to 
God’s miracle. In that moment, they 
sing a song (“השירה הזאת - this song,” 
in fact) in which they point to the Di-
vine and say: “א-לי  This is my - זה 
God.” This pointing is the moment 
of recognition for the Israelites. They 
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see God and attribute their redemp-
tion to God. Just as Moshe was no-
ticed as a baby by a powerful mother 
figure (who bucks her societal norms 
to save him), so God is noticed by the 
saved people as they cross the Sea.

Another midrash connects this 
pointing at the Sea to the birth mo-
ment, not only of Moshe, but of the 
Israelites as well:

דברים רבה )ליברמן( פרשת 
דברים א:י

הקדוש ברוך הוא היה נכנס עמהם 
והיה מראה לכל א’ וא’ בית אביו, 

ואומ’ לו קרא לאביך פלוני ולאמך 
פלונית... 

והיא שואלתו ואומרת לו מי היה 
מגדלך, והוא אומ’ לה בחור אחד 

קווץ נאה שאין כיוצא בו, והרי הוא 
בחוץ והוא הביאני לכאן, והיתה 

אומרת לו בא והראהו לי. 

והיו יוצאין לחוץ ומחזירין בכל 
המבואות ובכל מקום ולא היו 
מוצאין אותו, לפי’ כשבאו לים 

וראו אותו היו מראים לאמותם 
באצבע, ואומרי’ להן “זה א-לי 

ואנוהו”, זהו שגדלני.

Devarim Rabbah (Lieber-
man), Parashat Devarim 1:1012

The Holy Blessed One would 
enter with them (the Israelite 
children born in the fields) and 

12 On pp. 14-15 in Lieberman’s edition. For a further exploration of this midrash, see my colleague R. Tali Adler’s essay from last year’s reader, 
“Telling God’s Story,” available here: https://www.hadar.org/torah-resource/pesach-reader-5782.

show each one the house of 
their parents, and say to them: 
Your father is called so and so, 
your mother is called such and 
such… 
And [the mother] would ask 
and say: Who raised you? The 
child would say: This beautiful 
lad, whom there is none like. 
Here, he is outside, and he 

brought me here. She would 
say: Show him to me! 
They would go outside and 
look all over but would not 
find him. Therefore when they 
came to the Sea, and saw him, 
they showed their mothers by 
pointing with their finger, and 
saying to them, “This is my God 
and I shall glorify Him”—this is 
the One Who raised me.

In this midrash, God saved these Is-
raelite babies from Egyptian attack-
ers, and then brought them to their 
parents. Later, these children point 
to God when they are redeemed at 
the Sea, because they remember 
God bringing them home. The notic-
ing has come full circle: Moshe, who 
was noticed and saved by Bat Par’oh, 
is at the head of the people, who 
notice their ultimate Savior. It is Bat 
Par’oh’s courageous act of noticing 
one child and reacting with empathy 
that sets in motion the redemption 
of the entire people. On Seder night, 
we notice and point, in an act per-
haps meant to recall this significant 
noticing on the parts of Bat Par’oh, 
Moshe, and the Jewish people at the 
moment of redemption. 

ON SEDER NIGHT, 
WE NOTICE AND 
POINT, IN AN ACT 
PERHAPS MEANT 
TO RECALL THIS 

SIGNIFICANT 
NOTICING ON 

THE PARTS OF BAT 
PAR’OH, MOSHE, 
AND THE JEWISH 
PEOPLE AT THE 

MOMENT OF 
REDEMPTION

4

הנר
אור 

TH  ל
E LIG

H
T O

F D
ISCO

VERY

https://www.hadar.org/torah-resource/pesach-reader-5782


Whenever I ask my children to 
straighten the living room floor, I 
can be certain to hear at least one 
version of the refrain: “but that isn’t 
mine!” And I endeavor to explain 
again how that—the Legos or papers 
or whatever is sitting in the middle of 
the carpet at that moment—may not 
be yours, but you still have to clean it 
up! Just because something does not 
belong to you doesn't mean you are 
not responsible for it. This is a lesson 
we can learn from the requirement 
to rid our homes of hameitz before 
Pesah. 

The Talmud (Pesahim 6b), em-
phasizes this point:

ִּי  וּם רַב ּׂ ִּי ֶאלְָעזָר ]ִמש ָאַמר רַב דְּ
נֵי ְדָברִים ֵאינָן  ָמֵעאל[: ׁשְ יִׁשְ

ָאן ַהכָּתוּב  ָׂ ל ָאָדם, וֲַעש בִּרְׁשוּתוֹ ׁשֶ
כְִּאילּוּ בִּרְׁשוּתוֹ, וְֵאלּוּ ֵהן: בּוֹר 

עוֹת  ׁש ׁשָ ֵ ִּים, וְָחֵמץ ִמּשׁ בִּרְׁשוּת ָהרַב
וּלְַמְעלָה.

As R. Elazar said [in the name 
of R. Yishmael]:1 Two items are 
not in a person’s possession 
and the Torah still holds him 
responsible as though they 
were his property. And they 
are: an open pit in the public 
domain, and hameitz from the 
sixth hour and onward.

Responsibility is a key characteris-
tic of ownership. When something 
belongs to us we are responsible to 
care for it. This sense of natural re-
sponsibility leads us to care for our 
families, for our homes, and for our 
property. Sometimes we extend this 
sense of ownership and responsibili-
ty more broadly, feeling accountable 
to our neighborhood, our country, 
and even our planet. 

1 Our printed edition of Pesahim omitted the full attribution, but it is found in many manuscripts of Pesahim and in the printed edition 
of Bava Kamma 29b. It seems that the original statement was attributed by R. Elazar (b. Pedat) to the earlier teacher, R. Yishmael (some 
versions read R. Shimon instead, who lived slightly after R. Yishmael).

When we want someone to feel 
obliged to take care of something, 
we suggest they should feel a sense 
of ownership. Parents tell their chil-
dren “this is your pet.” Politicians tell 
their constituents “these are your 
streets.” The NYC Parks department 
recently planted a new tree outside 
my apartment building. The tree is 
adorned with a metal tag reading, in 
large black letters, “I’M YOUR NEW 
TREE,” alongside a QR code linking to 
instructions on how to care for this 
tree. The tree is not mine, of course, 
but the sign is intended to engender 
a feeling of ownership that will lead 

to a feeling of responsibility, and 
maybe even some behavior change. 

R. Elazar challenges the simplic-
ity of the model that responsibili-
ty stems from ownership. Contrary 
to what we expect, sometimes the 
zone of responsibility outpaces that 
of ownership. Even when we have 
done right with respect to our be-
longings, our turf, there may still be 
more to do. The boundaries of our 
responsibility lie outside of our per-
sonal domain. To teach this lesson 
the Talmud equates two very differ-

ent examples—an uncovered pit and 
an undiscovered breadcrumb. 

שמות כא:לג-לד
וְכִי־יְִפּתַח ִאיׁש בּוֹר אוֹ כִּי־יִכְרֶה 

וֹר  ּמָה ׁשּ נּוּ וְנַָפל־ׁשָ ִאיׁש בֹּר וְלֹא יְכַּסֶ
לֵּם כֶֶּסף. אוֹ ֲחמוֹר: בַַּעל ַהבּוֹר יְׁשַ

Exodus 21:33-34
When a person opens a pit—or 
when a person digs a pit and 
does not cover it—and an ox 
or an ass falls into it, the one 
responsible for the pit must pay 
restitution.

If you dig a pit and leave it uncov-
ered, then someone, or some animal, 
might fall and get hurt. If they do, 
that is on you. The Hebrew uses the 
term, “ba’al ha-bor,” which we would 
normally translate as, “the owner of 
the pit,” but here means, “the one re-
sponsible for the pit.” That is because 
this law holds true even if you dig the 
pit in a public area, where you are 
not really the owner. In the public do-
main, the land—and the hole in that 
land that we dug—do not technically 
belong to us, yet the liability for the 
pit remains ours. Lack of ownership 
over the danger doesn’t release us 
from responsibility to prevent poten-
tial harm.

The Torah’s warning about re-
sponsibility for the dangerous pit is 
quoted in the Talmud 29 times, but 
only once in Pesahim. Here, the con-
cept is brought to expand our un-
derstanding of responsibility beyond 
that of ownership, and to help us 
better understand the mitzvah of rid-
ding ourselves of hameitz. 

Getting rid of our hameitz is a 
three-step process. First, we search. 
Then, we sell or destroy what we 
found. Finally, we recite what sounds 

HAMEITZ AND UNCOVERED PITS
The Limits of Ownership and Responsibility
R. Avi Killip

THE BOUNDARIES 
OF OUR 

RESPONSIBILITY 
LIE OUTSIDE OF 
OUR PERSONAL 

DOMAIN
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like an incantation that nullifies any 
remaining crumbs we missed:

ִאיכָּא  כָּל ֲחִמירָא וְָחִמיָעא דְּ
ֲחזִיֵתיּה וְּדלָא ֲחזִיֵתיּה,  בִּרְׁשוִּתי, דַּ

ֲחֵמיֵתיּה וְּדלָא ֲחֵמיֵתיּה,  דַּ
ל  יּה, לְַבּטֵ יּה וְּדלָא ַבַּערְּתֵ ַבַערְּתֵ דְּ

ַארְָעא. וְלֲַהוַי ֶהְפֵקר כְַּעְפרָא דְּ

All hameitz in my possession, 
whether I have observed it or 
not, whether I have seen it or 
not, whether I have removed it 
or not, is hereby nullified and 
ownerless as the dust of the 
earth.

Nullification feels like magic. This 
catch-all declaration allows us to drop 
our shoulders and relax. If there is a 
remaining crumb we missed, that’s 
okay—it is as if it doesn’t exist, or at 
least it no longer belongs to us. The 
line has echoes of the Vidui on Yom 
Kippur when we atone for sins we 
committed unknowingly. Both ritu-
als offer us a clean slate, wiping away 
mistakes we may not even be aware 
of, crumbs we never even found. 

And yet, if we do find crumbs 
after the sixth hour on the 14th day, 
after we have recited this magical 
wipe-out incantation, we are not off 
the hook. The Talmud (in our pas-
sage on Pesahim 6b) explains that, 
although the magic worked and the 
hameitz is no longer ours, we are still 
responsible for it.2 

The same is true of our lives. It 
might be tempting to walk through 
life making pronouncements like this 
one. We might wish we could nulli-
fy our problems and disown them. 
But it’s not that simple. Just because 
I don’t take ownership of something 
doesn’t mean I am free from respon-
sibility for the consequences. We 
must learn to feel and act respon-
sible, even when we might look the 
other way and claim a problem isn’t 
really ours to fix. 

But where does this responsibility 
end? Feeling that everything falls on 
our own personal shoulders is a rec-
ipe for paralysis. No one person can 
take responsibility for every pit and 
every crumb everywhere. We must 
learn how to look beyond the bound-

2 If we find hameitz in our possession even after the verbal declaration of ownerlessness, 
we still might be in violation of owning hameitz on Pesah and, if we haven’t sold our 
hameitz, it must be destroyed.

ary of our own property to see our 
liability in the world, without feeling 
overwhelmed and overburdened. 

Cleaning for Pesah can offer us 
a window into this balance between 
responsibility for the small personal 
domain and the responsibility to fix 
the world at large. The holiday op-
erates on two planes, demanding of 
us two simultaneous and very differ-
ent tasks. We should clean the tiny 
crumbs behind our sofa, and also 
contemplate liberation and freedom. 
The two jobs might feel completely 

unrelated. The Talmud—through re-
minding us of our responsibility for 
the pit—attempts to bridge the two, 
offering us a third option between 
the extremes. We need not feel re-
sponsible for everyone and every-
thing everywhere, but we do need to 
look beyond our personal domain. If 
we each push ourselves to take re-
sponsibility for a wider circle, we will 
eventually encompass the world.

This year as we clean, searching 
for every last crumb, let’s also make 
time to explore what pits—real or 
metaphorical—we may be leaving 
uncovered out in the world. Let’s try 
to expand beyond the circle of our 
personal ownership, look out into 
the world around us, and ask what it 
would look like to take responsibili-
ty. 

WE MUST LEARN 
TO FEEL AND ACT 

RESPONSIBLE, 
EVEN WHEN WE 

MIGHT LOOK THE 
OTHER WAY AND 

CLAIM A PROBLEM 
ISN’T REALLY OURS 

TO FIX
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Few items would look more at home 
on a Pesah table than a box of square 
matzah. But the history of machine 
matzah entails a great controversy, 
one which reverberates and offers 
lessons for us today. 

Machine matzah can be traced 
back to a French inventor named 
Isaac Singer, who in 1838 developed 
a machine that rolled and flattened 
dough. Soon thereafter, this machine 
spread to other Jewish communities 
in Germany, Poland, and throughout 
Europe. 

However, controversy erupted 
in the late 1850s. In 1859, R. Shlomo 
Kluger, the rabbi of Brody, published 
a pamphlet called “A Warning to the 
Jewish People.” This document com-
piled various rabbinic arguments 
against using machine matzah. The 
same year, R. Yosef Shaul Nathan-
son, another leading rabbinic au-
thority, published a pamphlet in 
response called “Nullifying the Warn-
ing.” In that work, R. Nathanson and 
other rabbis harshly criticized the ar-
guments in the former pamphlet.1

Some of the arguments cited 
for and against machine matzah 
dealt with halakhic details related to 
matzah in particular. For example, 
matzah is supposed to be baked lish-
mah (with dedicated intention); can 
a machine have this special level of 
intent? Other arguments related to 
the intricacies of the machine, and 
whether machine matzah would be 
more or less likely to contain hameitz 
than handmade matzah. 

However, a core argument 
against machine matzah presented 

1 These publications can be found reproduced in Kuntras Moda’a le-Veit Yisrael, available here: https://hebrewbooks.org/7146. See 
Meir Hildesheimer and Yehoshua Liebermann, “The Controversy Surrounding Machine-made Matzot: Halakhic, Social, and Economic 
Repercussions,” available here: https://www.jstor.org/stable/23509237.

2 Translations of R. Kruger adapted from Hildesheimer and Liebermann article referenced in previous note.
3 To support his claim, R. Kluger cites a talmudic passage (Megillah 4b) which explains that if Purim falls on Shabbat, then the reciting of 

Megilat Esther is pushed off, due to the inability to give matanot le-evyonim (gifts to the poor). Here too, R. Kluger says we must prioritize the 
needs of the poor over other concerns.  

by R. Kluger was grounded in socio-
economics:

הנה טעם האיסור בזה נראה כי 
ראשון שבראשון אין זה מגדר 

היושר והמוסר להיות גוזל עניים 
אשר עיניהם נשואות על זה, כי מן 

העזר הזה שהם עוזרים במצות 
יש להם סעד גדול להוצאות 

הפסח המרובים… 

The reason for the prohibition 
[of machine matzah] appears 
to be, first and foremost, that 
it is not within the bounds of 
decency and ethical behavior to 
steal from the poor, whose eyes 
are raised to this [opportuni-
ty]. From their assistance with 
baking matzot, [the money that 
they earn] gives them great 
assistance with the numerous 
expenses of Pesah…2

This argument has nothing to do 
with the kashrut of the matzah per se. 
Instead, R. Kluger is most concerned 
with the impact that the matzah ma-
chines would have on workers who 
would be displaced, even referring to 
that effect as theft.3

R. Kluger’s detractors raised a 
number of counterarguments. One 
response acknowledged that the 
harm caused to matzah workers was 
unfortunate, but the benefits of ma-
chine matzah outweigh it. Overall, 
machines would produce a net bene-
fit for the Jewish community by caus-
ing the price of matzah to go down 
significantly.

In some respects, this was a de-
bate centered on whose needs to 
prioritize: the vulnerable matzah 
bakers, or the large majority of the 
Jewish community who would bene-
fit from cheaper matzah. Framed in 
this light, this debate evokes a par-
allel mahloket (disagreement) from 
many centuries prior recorded in the 
Mishnah:

משנה בבא מציעא ד:יב
ִּי יְהוָּדה אוֵֹמר... וְלֹא יְִפחֹת ֶאת  רַב

ַער. וֲַחכִָמים אוְֹמרִים, זָכוּר  ָ ַהּשׁ
לָטוֹב.

Mishnah Bava Metzia 4:12
R. Yehudah says: … [A shop-
keeper] may not sell below the 
market price. But the Sages 
say: One who does should be 
remembered favorably.

Here too, we have a debate hinged 
upon whose needs should be prior-
itized. Seemingly, the majority Sag-
es are primarily concerned with the 
buyers, who benefit from lower pric-
es. For this reason, selling below the 
market rate is considered praise-
worthy. In dissenting, R. Yehudah is 
vocalizing the needs of fellow shop-
keepers, whose livelihoods would be 
threatened by the low prices offered 
by their competitor. 

In a sense, the machine matzah 
debate has long been answered by 
history, if not by rabbinic argument. 
Machine matzah is ubiquitous in 
Jewish communities throughout the 
world and one of countless technol-
ogies that have been integrated with 

WHO BENEFITS  
FROM MACHINE MATZAH?
Yitzhak Bronstein
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Jewish observance. Yet, as the Mish-
nah explains,4 minority opinions are 
preserved for a reason: there are 
moments in time when they deserve 
to be revisited. In that spirit, I think 
there is great relevance in re-engag-
ing this debate.

Although R. Kluger and his de-
tractors perceived themselves as di-
ametrically opposed, a simple truth 
emerges while evaluating their posi-
tions. They are both advocating for 
real people whose financial well-be-
ing was impacted by the status of 
machine matzah. Whether it was em-
braced or rejected, there would be 
winners and losers to the decision, 
at least in the short term.5 One can-
not study this mahloket without ac-
knowledging that even seemingly 
routine transactions have rever-
berations for other people—a 
lesson that can be applied to de-
cisions far beyond the realm of 
machine matzah. 

This sensitivity is all the more 
important at a time when trans-
actions can be completed with 
the tap of a finger. We are reg-
ularly involved in transactions 
with people we do not encoun-
ter in person but who are affect-
ed by our decisions. For a brief 
moment during the onset of the 
pandemic, there was a palpable 
awareness of our dependence 
on some of these people, who, 
in many cases for the first time, 
were referred to as “essential 
workers.” But it would be hard to 
argue that this sensitivity has re-
mained, perhaps understandably 
so given the invisibility of their 
labor and their physical distance 
from us.

It’s here where R. Kluger’s ar-
gument deserves our attention. 
We have responsibilities to those 
who are affected by our deci-
sions, even if we don’t see them 

4 See Mishnah Eduyyot 1:5.
5 Some halakhic authorities tried 

to find a balance where machines 
could be embraced without placing 
the poor in a precarious position. 
One suggestion was that a tax be 
levied—either on matzah factories 
or on consumers—as a way of 
supporting the poor (see Sedei 
Hemed 5:2365).

6 For example, see Devarim 24:10-22. 

or know them. It’s this lesson, emerg-
ing from the context of the Industrial 
Revolution through which R. Kluger 
lived, that is even more urgent in the 
digital age. Purchasing a shirt—even 
by casually swiping my finger—puts 
me in relationship with all of the indi-
viduals who have a hand in produc-
ing it, including the people who grow 
the cotton, sew the material, staff the 
warehouse, and drive it to my door-
step. Pleading ignorance about their 
conditions cannot absolve me from a 
responsibility to them.

Pesah is an especially important 
time to remain sensitive to this, not 
only because of the historic relation-
ship to the machine matzah contro-

versy, but because countless mitzvot 
are derived from our liberation from 
Egypt. A dominant theme of the To-
rah is a call to create an ethical soci-
ety grounded in the collective mem-
ory of yetziat mitzrayyim (the Exodus). 
The open secret of Sefer Devarim is 
that this occurs through the mun-
dane routines of life—how we treat 
workers, lend money, harvest our 
crops, and sustain the vulnerable.6  

It’s this lesson that remains as 
applicable as ever. Perhaps our 
matzah can be a sign, not only of the 
bread baked hastily by recently freed 
slaves, but as the object at the center 
of a mahloket about how to best pro-
tect the vulnerable. 
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Empathy and Discovery at the Seder

The Haggadah tells us, “in every generation, 
each person is obligated to see themselves as if 

they personally left Egypt.” But that sounds really hard 
to do! How can you really see yourself doing something as 

monumental as leaving Egypt if that’s not what you really did?

The answer is: it will take a lot of imagination—and this is actually 
vital to how we learn. We all know what it feels like to want to be 

understood, and it turns out that the stories we study, including this one 
about leaving Egypt, “want” to be understood too. To do that, we have to 

pay attention to what the story is trying to tell us, using our imaginations 
to witness the story from the inside. The closer we place ourselves to the 
story’s details, the better we can relate to them and understand them.

Here is an activity for your Seder to help you use 
imagination to discover new perspectives about what 
this night is all about. 

When you arrive at a place in the Haggadah that 
feels “juicy” or interesting, call out, “Imagine that!Imagine that!” 
Everyone should then turn to the person next to 
them and do the following:

10



Suggested Haggadah passages to try this with:
Suggested Haggadah passages to try this with:
• Arami oved avi (and its commentary): This section includes a lot of vivid description of of the Israelite experience in Egypt. Consider what your experience would have been like in any of the lines of this section.
• The ten plagues: What might it have been like to live through each of the ten plagues? • Dayyeinu: Any line from this classic song is a chance to imagine how each element of the Exodus story would have been “enough.”
• Matzah: How might it have felt to make dough and then suddenly need to bake it before it had risen, because the Exodus was happening?• Maror: How might the bitterness of slavery have felt to you?

Step 1: Imagine!
Step 1: Imagine!

One person should say “I imagine…” and then try to describe that part of the 

Haggadah from the perspective of someone actually living through it. Focus 

on imagining the possible emotions, sensations, and environment that person 

might have experienced. It may help to start your sentences with phrases like, 

“I imagine I see/hear/feel…” or “I imagine it looks/sounds/feels like…” 

Step 2: Clarifying and understanding
Step 2: Clarifying and understanding

Now is a good time to check for understanding. The person listening should follow up with 

questions such as, “I hear you saying that… Did I get that right?” or “Can you tell me more 

about…?” Give the speaker the chance to elaborate further on the experience they are 

imagining.

Step 3: Switch roles and repeatStep 3: Switch roles and repeat

Step 4: Learning from each other
Step 4: Learning from each other

Come back together as a group. A couple of participants should share a 

reflection about: 

• a new perspective they gained from this activity, or

• how it felt to have someone listen closely to the experience they shared.
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Pesah is known of as “a night of many 
questions,” reflecting the central role 
questions have played in the Seder 
ritual since Rabbinic times. The Mish-
nah, for example, states that, after 
the pouring of the second glass of 
wine, “the son inquires of the father” 
(Mishnah Pesahim 10:4). Upon closer 
examination, however, the types of 
questions our rabbis mandated are 
perplexing. That same mishnah goes 
on to stipulate that if the child does 
not have da’at (knowledge) the father 
teaches them what questions to ask. 
This mishnah filters into our Hagga-
dah as the scripted Mah Nishtanah 
that the youngest participants in the 
Seder recite in a sing-song, not as 
questions that stem from true curi-
osity. 

Even more starkly, the Talmud 
describes a tale of a young Abaye, 
sitting at the Seder of his teacher 
and adoptive father Rabbah. Rab-
bah has the servants take the ta-
ble away, at which Abaye exclaims, 
“We still haven’t eaten and yet they 
come and pull the table from before 
us?!” “Wonderful!” answers Rabbah,  
נשתנה“ מה  מלומר   You have - !פטרתן 
exempted us from the obligation to 
recite the Mah Nishtanah!” (Pesahim 
115b).Here, Rabbah frames the ask-
ing of questions as a ritual obligation, 
one that can be discharged by asking 
a question that seems random.

Another quirk of questions on 
Seder night is that the Talmud re-
quires questions even of those din-
ing alone: “one asks themselves” (Pe-
sahim 116a). 

These modes of question-ask-
ing can feel superficial or unsatisfy-
ing. What is the purpose of asking 
the same ritualized questions every 
year? If a parent removes the ta-
ble—or makes some other change 
to the meal that has no symbolic sig-

1  1906-1980, Lithuania and USA, he is also known as the Pahad Yitzhak after his book by that name.
2  See Mishnah Avot 5:1.

nificance—is this really a recipe for 
meaningful conversation about the 
themes of Seder night? And if some-
one sits alone, how can it possibly be 
meaningful to ask themselves ques-
tions, to create a conversation of 
one? 

R. Yitzhak Hutner1 suggests in one 
of his essays about Pesah (Pahad 
Yitzhak, Pesah #47) that the centrali-
ty of question-asking for its own sake 
is a feature—not a bug—of the Seder 
experience. In fact, he says, there is a 
theological significance to the mode 
of questioning itself, regardless of 
who is involved in the conversation, 
whether the questions are on-top-
ic or not, or even if those questions 
lack satisfying answers. Rav Hutner 
suggests that we look to the Torah, 
where God acts and communicates 
with humanity through various kinds 
of speech to uncover the theological 
significance of the mode of question-
ing. Specifically, he notes that God 
creates the world using ten instances 
of the root “אמר - to say”2 and sub-
sequently reveals Torah to us in the 
 ”.the ten statements - עשרת הדברות“
While the words “saying” and “stating” 
might sound synonymous, there is a 
qualitative difference between them: 

וכאן הוא עומק ההבדל בין שם 
אמירה שנתיחד לבריאת עולמות, 

ובין השם דיבור שנתיחד למתן 
תורה. דהלא נתפרש לנו דדיבור 

הוא לשון קשה, ואמירה היא לשון 
רכה. ומובן הוא ופשוט, דקושי–

הדיבור ורכות–האמירה אינם 
תלויים בהרמת הקול או בחריפות 

הביטויים, אלא שהחילוק תלוי 
בהמגמה הפנימית של הביטוי. 

דאם המגמה הפנימית שלו היא 
להנהיג את הזולת, הרי מגמה זו 

מטביעה בו את תכונת הקושי, 
והביטוי יוצא ובא לעולם בתור 

דיבור. ולעומת זאת במקום שאין 

מגמתו של הביטוי הנהגת הזולת, 
הרי חסרון–מגמה זו מטביעה בו 
את תכונת הרכות, והביטוי יוצא 

ובא לעולם בתור אמירה.

And here is the depth of the 
difference between the noun 
amirah (saying), designated 
for creation, and the noun dib-
bur, (stating), designated for 
revelation. We have discovered 
that dibbur is hard speech, 
and amirah is soft speech. Of 
course it is obvious that the 
hardness of dibbur and the 
softness of amirah are not de-
pendent on the volume of the 
voice or the sharpness of the 
phrases; rather, the distinction 
lies in the inner intention of 
the expression. For if its inner 
intention is to lead the oth-
er, then this intention imbues 
the quality of hardness, and 
the expression comes into the 
world as dibbur. However, 
when the inner intention is not 
leading the other, then this lack 
of intention imbues the quality 
of softness, and the expres-
sion comes into the world as 
amirah.

Rav Hutner goes on to suggest that 
the different words that the Torah 
uses to describe God’s speech re-
flect a progression in our relation-
ship with God. God creates the world 
for its inhabitants out of hesed (love), 
and the speech God uses to do so 
is ten sayings (ma’amarot), from the 
root אמר. This אמר speech, which 
characterizes the creation mode of 
relationship, is soft, almost nurturing 
in quality. It signifies the relationship 
that God has with humanity at the 
moment of our birth: full of hesed, 
unconditional love, a love not contin-

QUESTIONS ARE  
THE ANSWER
R. Miriam-Simma Walfish
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gent on human action. It is a one-sid-
ed hesed, in which God gives and 
we—whether we deserve it or not, 
whether we know it or not—receive. 
After the Exodus, though, God’s re-
lationship to the world is shaped by 
creation’s counterpart, revelation, 
which requires that we take on a 
more active role. Revelation signifies 
the start of a new relationship with 
God, one that is grounded in the re-
ciprocal nature of berit (covenant). 
Speech is central to the encounter 
at Mount Sinai too, but this time it 
is not the soft אמר speech but the 
harder, declarative דבר speech of the 
ten statements/commandments that 
takes center stage. 

We often think of the moment of 
revelation hierarchically: God com-
mands and we are charged with 
obeying. But the covenant of Sinai 
only works because it is mutual. 
God’s hesed after Sinai is predicat-
ed on our ability to act, to meet God 
halfway in this covenant of action. 
The dibrot of revelation therefore 
usher in a more intensive and active 
relationship than the ma’amarot of 
creation. No longer are we merely 
passive recipients of divine benefi-
cence. Instead, Sinai indicates a kind 
of hesed that invites—demands—hu-
man action and human response. 
We now have an active hand in shap-
ing our relationship with God.

So where does question-asking 
come in? The answer is that the tran-
sition from the hesed of creation to 
the hesed of revelation cannot hap-
pen in one moment. In order for us 
to be ready to enter into the new lev-
el of mutual relationship with God, 
we needed a different kind of expe-
rience and a third kind of speech, 
one that can prepare us for this shift 
from one mode of relationship to the 
other. As Rav Hutner puts it:

...הגדת גאולת מצרים באה היא 
באופן ביטוי של הדרכה דהיינו 

באופן של והגדת לבנך דרך שאלה 
ותשובה דוקא. 

עשרת המאמרות לא היו זקוקים 
למקבל, עשרת הדברות הוזקקו 

למקבל וגאולת מצרים היא יצירת 
פרצוף המקבל שיהא ראוי לקבל 

הדיבור. ועל כן סיפור הגדת 
גאולת מצרים באה היא בשני 

פרצופים דוקה, פרצוף של שואל 
ופרצוף של משיב.

Telling of the redemption from 
Egypt comes in the manner of 

training, that is, in the manner 
of “And you shall teach your 
child”—by means of question 
and answer specifically.
The ten ma’amarot needed no 
recipient, the ten dibrot needed 
a recipient, and the redemp-
tion from Egypt was the form-
ing of the countenance of a 
recipient who would be fitting 
to accept the commandments. 
And therefore, the telling of the 
Exodus story comes with two 
countenances: a face of one 
who asks and a face of one 
who answers.

The focus on the face, or counte-
nance, is not accidental. At the time 
of creation, when God’s abundance 
overflowed and nourished the world, 
God did not need to relate to the 
recipients of that overflow as indi-

viduals. It is as if before revelation, 
humans were faceless creatures, re-
ceiving divine beneficence imperson-
ally. A covenant, on the other hand, 
is all about relationship—and rela-
tionships, by their nature, require 
each side to have a face. By asking a 
question, I express my desire to seek 
out the face of the other. I signal my 
readiness to open up a dialogue and 
enter into deep relationship. Asking 
questions transforms me from a pas-
sive recipient of whatever comes my 
way into an active acceptor, a person 
actively seeking out relationship with 
the other, whether human or divine.

Our question-asking on Seder 
night is part of reenacting and reliv-
ing the experience of the original Sed-
er night, when the Israelites them-
selves were transitioning between 
these two modes of relating to God. 

It is the posture of asking questions 
that is able to transport us from the 
mode of creation—passively accept-
ing God’s hesed—to the mode of rev-
elation—actively stepping up as a full 
member of the berit. This is why the 
ritualized question-asking at the Sed-
er—even to its absurd extremes—is 
key to the Seder experience: it places 
us in the same receptive posture as 
our ancestors in the Exodus itself, as 
they prepared to move themselves 
from creation to revelation. By ask-
ing questions at every possible op-
portunity, not only do we reenact the 
very same process the Israelites lived 
through, we practice being people 
who are expected to ask questions 
and to receive God’s revelation.

What is true of our moving to a 
more developed and intimate re-
lationship with God through ques-
tion-asking is also true of our relation-
ships with others. Being prepared to 
ask questions puts us in a receptive 
mode, in which we are ready to lis-
ten to what others say to us. Inviting 
input from others shows that we are 
ready to listen to them, and that we 
value their perspective as individu-
als. The Seder gives us an opportu-
nity to practice this skill, even when 
the questions may seem tangential, 
or where there may not be anyone 
else to answer them. Even though 
the questions themselves may lead 
nowhere, the act of asking questions 
leads to somewhere profound and 
valuable. By experiencing this stance 
of openness, we prepare ourselves 
both to enter into a new phase of our 
relationship with God and also to be-
come more active, empathic, and cu-
rious listeners to those around us. In 
this way, we can extend our ma’am-
arot/creation relationships into re-
lationships of dibrot/revelation, in 
which we can receive and manifest 
the highest forms of hesed. 

SINAI INDICATES 
A KIND OF HESED 

THAT INVITES—
DEMANDS—

HUMAN ACTION 
AND HUMAN 

RESPONSE
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The storytelling of the Seder is high-
ly prescribed. The story must be 
told dialogically, through a process 
of questions and answers. It must 
have a positive arc, starting with the 
negative and ending with the posi-
tive.1 And there is a preference for 
length, as we say in the Haggadah: 
מצרים“ ביציאת  לספר  המרבה    וכל 
 anyone who tells the - הרי זה משובח
story of the exodus from Egypt at 
length is praised.”

1  Mishnah Pesahim 10:4.
2  As we say in the Haggadah: בכל דור ודור חייב אדם לראות את עצמו כאילו הוא יצא ממצרים.
3  See Shulhan Arukh Orah Hayyim 554:20.

The editor in me finds this last 
recommendation to be at odds with 
what I consider to be a good and 
compelling way to tell a story. Why 
do we incentivize the storytellers at 
the Seder to drone on and on? Why 
shouldn’t we choose to be concise? 
What is the value of this lengthy tell-
ing?

I think that the way to understand 
this storytelling guideline is in light of 
another. A key element of the Sed-
er’s drama is that each person is told 
that we should think of ourselves as 
if we had left Egypt.2 When some-
thing truly miraculous, exciting, and 
life-changing happens to us, we want 
to talk about it; we want to tell every-
one about it—and in a way that is not 
edited and meticulously planned. We 
repeat ourselves, we exaggerate the 
exciting moments, we punctuate our 
telling with exclamations—“Can you 
believe it?!” “It was the most amaz-
ing thing!” “I still can’t get over it!” 
And the story might, in fact, be amaz-
ing, but it is unlikely to be told in the 
most artful way. The way that we tell 
the story of the Exodus needs to ac-
cord with the unbridled enthusiasm 
we would feel about what had hap-
pened to us if we ourselves had ex-
perienced these miracles and seen 
the hand of God, if we ourselves had 
been redeemed. An excited telling is 
also, often, a verbose telling.

This approach of celebratory re-
counting on Pesah is in stark con-
trast to the somber tone of Tisha 
B’Av, when we commemorate the 
loss of our freedom and mourn the 
destruction of the Temple and all it 
represents. The destruction doesn’t 
inspire garrulous conversation. It is 
accompanied by shock and a loss 
for words, as it says in Eikhah (3:28),  
עליו“ נטל  כי  וידם  בדד   he sits - ישב 

alone, and is silent, for he has laid 
[it] on him.” When we relive the trau-
ma, we adopt the same approach of 
stunned silence. 

On Tisha B’Av, in contrast to Pe-
sah, speech is limited and restrained. 
When the atmosphere of mourning 
is at its most intense, even greeting 
one another and asking, “how are 
you doing?” is prohibited.3 When the 
news is terrible, we are careful and 
mindful about how we speak and 
how much we say. We are sparing 
with our words. We are deliberate in 
our speech and similarly deliberate 
in our silence. 

This approach to national trage-
dy is a reflection of the behavior of 
individual mourners. A person who 
is mourning the loss of a relative is 
encouraged to be appropriately si-
lent and anyone who comes to com-
fort the mourner is obligated to take 
their cues from the mourner: being 
silent when the mourner is silent, 
and engaging the mourner in appro-
priate conversation if that is what the 
mourner invites:

רמב"ם משנה תורה הלכות אבל 
ה:כ, יג:ג

ומניין שהאביל אסור בשאילת 
שלום, שנאמר "היאנק דום" 

)יחזקאל כד:יז(... אם בשאילת 
שלום נאסר האביל קל וחומר 

שהוא אסור להרבות דברים 
 ולשחוק, שנאמר "דום" )שם(...

ואינן רשאין לומר דבר, עד 
שיפתח האביל תחילה את פיו 

- שנאמר "ואין דובר אליו, דבר" 
)איוב ב:יג(... וכיון שניענע האביל 
בראשו, שוב אין המנחמין רשאין 
לישב אצלו, שלא יטריחוהו יותר 

מדיי.

TALK THIS WAY
Dena Weiss
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Maimonides Mishneh Torah 
Laws of the Mourner 5:20, 
13:3
From where do we know that 
a mourner is prohibited from 
greeting [people]? As it says, 
“restrain yourself in silence” 
(Yehezkel 24:17)... and if the 
mourner is prohibited from 
greeting people, how much 
more so is it forbidden for 
them to speak excessively and 
to laugh, as it says, “silence.” ...

And [the comforters] are not 
allowed to say anything until 
the mourner first opens their 
mouth, as it says, “and no one 
was saying anything to him” 
(Iyyov 2:13)... and once they nod 
their head, the comforters are 
no longer permitted to sit with 
them, so as not to overly incon-
venience them.

Just as on Tisha B’Av our speech pat-
terns are modeled after how an in-
dividual mourner behaves, so too on 
Pesah we talk the way an individu-

al who has experienced the Exodus 
would talk. A mourner might have 
a hard time finding the right words, 
might need some space and some 
silence; a celebrant wants to tell you 
all about it, and the more they get to 
elaborate, the happier they become!

The lesson of being sensitive to 
the mourner’s needs with respect to 
speaking or not speaking is one that 
we are accustomed to. When we are 
having a difficult conversation or are 
talking with someone who is experi-
encing sorrow, we naturally have a 
heightened awareness of ourselves 
as attentive listeners and partici-
pants in the conversation. When the 
Haggadah encourages all of us to 
tell the story with rapturous and re-
petitive language, it has the mirror 
lesson to teach us. Just as there are 
guidelines to follow around speak-
ing about difficult things, so too 
there are guidelines for when we are 
talking to someone with great news 
to share. Just as we take our conver-
sational cues from someone who is 
suffering in silence, so too we need 
to take our conversational cues from 

the person who is jubilant and gar-
rulous. We should honor and partic-
ipate in their joy through active and 
enthusiastic listening. 

This is an important and over-
looked element of what it means 
to be a supportive friend. We aren’t 
just there “if you need to talk” about 
something difficult. We also should 
be there when our friends and com-
munity members need someone to 
listen to their excitement. We should 
invite them to tell their happy stories 
to us! Even if the telling is somewhat 
repetitive, or less than riveting, or 
even if we’ve heard it before. Just as 
we support people by allowing them 
to express their sorrowful emotions, 
so too we need to support people in 
allowing them to express their happy 
emotions and letting them know that 
just as we are with them in their sor-
row, we are also with them in their 
joy. 
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קושיות: לא רק לילדים

ד׳׳ר ג׳ייסון רוגוף

בכל שנה אני מחכה בהתרגשות לרגע הזה 
מטפסים  ילדיי  שבו  הסדר  ליל  בתחילת 
"מה  קולות  בקולי  ושרים  הכיסאות  על 
הילדים  את  לשתף  מצווים  אנו  נשתנה". 
הכתוב,  פי  על  מצרים  יציאת  בסיפור 
יג:ח(  )שמות  ההוא"  ביום  לבנך  "והגדת 
ושירת ארבע הקושיות מהווה את "שריקת 
למעורבות  ההורים  לציפיות  הפתיחה" 
במתרחש.  הילדים  של  אינטנסיבית 
כולנו  של  בתודעה  חרוטות  הקושיות 
שהמשוררת  וכפי  הילדים,  של  כפעולה 
בלהה יפה מציינת ב"שמחה רבה", ההמנון 
ַאל,  אוֹל ֶאׁשְ הבלתי רשמי של חג הפסח: "ׁשָ
יוֹת". אבל אם נחזור  ַּע ֻקׁשְ ַאל ַארְב אוֹל ֶאׁשְ ׁשָ
המצטיירת  התמונה  כי  נראה  למקורות 

מהן לא כל כך פשוטה.
קטז  פסחים  )מסכת  הבבלי  בתלמוד 

ע"א( מובאת ברייתא הקובעת:

נוּ רַָבּנַן: ָחכָם ְבּנוֹ – ׁשוֲֹאלוֹ, וְִאם  ָתּ
ּתוֹ ׁשוַֹאלְּתוֹ, וְִאם  ֵאינוֹ ָחכָם – ִאְשׁ
לָאו – הוּא ׁשוֵֹאל לְַעצְמוֹ, וֲַאִפילּוּ 

יּוְֹדִעין  לְִמיֵדי ֲחכִָמים ֶשׁ נֵי ַתּ ְשׁ
 ְבִּהלְכוֹת ַהֶפַּסח – ׁשוֲֹאלִין זֶה לַזֶּה.

בליל  משתתף  לכל  חובה  הן  הקושיות 
הסדר אפילו אם הם יודעים את התשובות. 
חכמים  תלמידי  שני  מכריחים  למה  אבל 
שיש  ברור  כאשר  השני  את  אחד  לשאול 
להם את הידע? ואיזה תועלת יש לבן אדם 
לשאול את עצמו את הקושיות? התשובה 
את  כשמבינים  מתבהרת  האלה  לשאלות 

מהות תפקידן של הקושיות בליל הסדר. 
הן לא רק פתח להצטרפות  הקושיות 
גם  אלא  מצרים  יציאת  בסיפור  הילדים 
המרכזיים  למוטיבים  פדגוגית  מסגרת 
למשנה  חוזרים  אם  כולו.  הסדר  ליל  של 
י', המקור שלנו לליל הסדר,  פסחים פרק 
לתוך  חז"ל  שהשרישו  התוכן  את  ומזהים 
חינוכית  מחשבת  מלאכת  מגלים  הסדר, 

המיועדת לכל משתתפי הסעודה. 

נִי, וְכָאן ַהֵבּן  )1( ָמזְגוּ לוֹ כוֹס ֵשׁ
נָּה ַהלַּיְלָה  ַתּ ׁשוֵֹאל ָאִביו... ַמה נְִּשׁ

ַהזֶּה ִמכָּל ַהלֵּילוֹת...

ַבח,  )2( ַמְתִחיל ִבּגְנוּת וְּמַסיֵּם ְבֶּשׁ
י אוֵֹבד ָאִבי, ַעד  וְדוֹרֵׁש ֵמֲארִַמּ

ה ֻכלָּּה. יִּגְמֹר כֹּל ַהָפּרָָשׁ ֶשׁ

)3( רַָבּן גְַּמלִיֵאל ָהיָה אוֵֹמר, כָּל 
ה ְדָברִים ֵאלּוּ  לָֹשׁ לֹּא ָאַמר ְשׁ ֶשׁ

ְבֶּפַסח, לֹא יָצָא יְֵדי חוָֹבתוֹ, וְֵאלּוּ 
ֵהן, ֶפַּסח, ַמצָּה, וָּמרוֹר.

ה"מגיד" מחולק למעשה לשלושה חלקים: 
א( הקושיות, ב( יצירת הנרטיב של סיפור 
ציטוטים  באמצעות  מצרים,  יציאת 
תחילתו  אשר  חז"ל,  ומדרשי  מהתורה 
בגנות עבדות מצרים וסופו בשבח הקב"ה 
שלושת  אזכור  ג(  לחירות,  והיציאה 

הסמלים המרכזיים של ליל הסדר. 
כאשר  יותר  עוד  מתחזקת  המסגרת 
רבן  לדברי  הקושיות  בין  מקשרים  אנו 
והן  כפתיחה  הן  אותם  ורואים  גמליאל 
הסדר:  ליל  של  המרכזי  לתוכנו  כסיומת 
סיפור יציאת מצרים. על פניו, קשה לטעון 
שיש קשר הדוק בין החלק הראשון לחלק 
קושיות  בארבע  שמדובר  בגלל  האחרון, 
שלושה  "רק"  מזכיר  גמליאל  רבן  ואילו 
דברים. אבל אם חוזרים שוב למשנה, על 
התמונה  יד,  שבכתבי  המשנה  נוסח  פי 

מתבהרת יותר. 

משנה פסחים י:ד )מבוסס על 
נוסח כתב יד פארמה(

נָּה ַהלַּיְלָה ַהזֶּה ִמכָּל  ַתּ ַמה נְִּשׁ
ַהלֵּילוֹת? 

ְבּכָל ַהלֵּילוֹת ָאנוּ ְמַטְבּלִין ַפַּעם  ֶשׁ
י ְפָעִמים; ֵתּ ַאַחת, וְַהלַּיְלָה ַהזֶּה ְשׁ

ְבּכָל ַהלֵּילוֹת ָאנוּ אוֹכְלִים ָחֵמץ  ֶשׁ
וַּמצָּה, וְַהלַּיְלָה ַהזֶּה כוּלּוֹ ַמצָּה;

ְבּכָל ַהלֵּילוֹת ָאנוּ אוֹכְלִים ָבָּשׂר  ֶשׁ
ל, ַהלַּיְלָה ַהזֶּה  לוּק וְּמבוָּשּׁ צָלִי ָשׁ

כוּלּוֹ צָלִי.

שלוש  היו  במקור  כי  לראות  ניתן  כך,  אם 
הטיבול,  על  הראשונה  בלבד:  קושיות 
על  והשלישית  המצה  אכילת  על  השנייה 
בין  כאן הקשר  אופן אכילת קרבן הפסח. 
והמצה המובאים בסמלים  מרכיבי הפסח 
מה  אבל,  מאוד.  ברור  גמליאל  רבן  של 
המרור?  לאכילת  הטיבול  בין  הקשר 
התשובה נמצאת דווקא בנימוסי הסעודה 
חז"ל,  הרומית-הלניסטית.  התרבות  של 
כללי  בסיס  על  הסדר  ליל  את  שעיצבו 
לאכול  הקפידו  הסימפוזיון,  של  האכילה 
לפני  כפרפרת  בטיבול  )חסה(  חזרת 
הסעודה, כפי שהיה נהוג באותן הסעודות, 
מנת  על  הסעודה,  בסוף  נוספת  ופעם 
במשנה:  כתוב  וכן  מרור.  חובת  ידי  לצאת 
גִּיַע  ַמּ ֶשׁ ַעד  ַבֲּחזֶרֶת,  ְמַטֵבּל  לְָפנָיו,  "ֵהִביאוּ 
מדוע  התמיהה,  ולכן  ַהַפּת."  לְַפרְֶפּרֶת 
מטבילים את החזרת פעמיים בליל הסדר, 
כאשר בדרך כלל מטבילים אותה רק פעם 
והתשובה:  הסעודה?  לפני  כמתאבן  אחת 
אותה  לאכול  כדי  הוא  השני  הטיבול 

לצורך מרור. לאורך השנים, אבד ההקשר 
ההלניסטי של ליל הסדר. אנחנו רואים זאת 
ע״א(  קטז  )פסחים  הבבלי  בתלמוד  כבר 
ל"אין  השאלה  נוסח  את  משנים  כאשר 
בטיבול  שהאכילה  מפני  מטבילין",  אנו 
הגאונים  בתקופת  שם.  נהוגה  הייתה  לא 
המתבקשת  השאלה  הסדר  לליל  נוספה 
המתייחסת  ירקות"  "שאר  בעיניהם 
סידור  למשל,  )ראו  למרור  מפורש  באופן 
המעבר  מכאן,  קלז(.  עמ׳  גאון  סעדיה  רב 
האחרון  השינוי  לארבע.  קושיות  משלוש 
האחרונה  השאלה  בהמרת  אירע  בנוסח 
לאופן האכילה  מאופן הכנת קרבן הפסח 
שהיה  דבר  עוד   - הסדר  בליל  כ"מסובין" 
לתמוה  והפך  ההלניסטי  בהקשר  הרגל 

בהקשר של תרבויות שונות.
כי  ניכר  הפדגוגית,  למסגרת  בחזרה 
להדגיש  כדי  הסדר  ליל  את  עיצבו  חז"ל 
של  המרכזיים  הנושאים  שלושת  את 
אחרות,  במילים  מצרים.  יציאת  סיפור 
שלוש קושיות מול שלוש תשובות: פסח, 
העבר  את  מסמל  המרור  ומרור.  מצה 
תחת  במצרים  ישראל  בני  של  והעבדות 
פרעה; הפסח מסמל את ההווה אותו אנו 
הנס  הסדר:  בליל  שנה  בכל  משחזרים 
וההתחלה  ממצרים,  היציאה  האלוקי, 
העתיד  את  מסמלת  והמצה  כעם;  שלנו 
נפתרת  ובכך  החירות.   של  וההתגשמות 
הקושיה שבה פתחנו: הקושיות אינן מפני 
שאנחנו לא יודעים את התשובות, אלא הן 
ההכרחיים  התכנים  את  בשבילנו  ממפות 
לצאת ידי חובת סיפור יציאת מצרים על 
תלמיד  גם  גמליאל.  רבן  של  שיטתו  פי 
חכם וגם יחיד זקוקים לקושיות כדי למקד 
של  הנושאים  מסביב  שלהם  ה״מגיד״  את 
ישראל  עם  בין  והקשר  עמיות,  חירות, 
חווים  שכולנו  להנאה  בנוסף  השנה,  לה׳. 
כדאי  הסדר,  בליל  הילדים  מהשתתפות 
לנו לנצל את ההזדמנות של פתיחת המגיד 
מסלול  לחשב  מנת  על  הקושיות  בצורת 
משתף,  שהוא  מצרים  יציאת  סיפור  של 
מאתגר, ועובר דרך התחנות המרכזיות של 

פסח, מצה, ומרור. 
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Midrashic Tales  
of Jewish Survival in Egypt

INTRODUCTION
The midrash imagines the onset of slavery as transforming the Israelites from an accepted—even 
celebrated—minority to an oppressed and enslaved people. What do rabbinic texts about the Jewish 
experience in Egypt teach us about what it takes to survive in a world that wants to destroy you?

Midrashic texts imagine the Israelites surviving their time in Egypt using faith. Faith features in different 
ways in these sources: some of them involve loyalty to their identity as Jews, others to a promise made to 
their ancestors. Each, however, suggests that belief, in some form, helps the Jewish people to remember 
who they are and maintain hope during their time as slaves.

As you read each text, please ask yourselves:

1. How does faith—whether to tradition, God, identity; or in a promise or idea—help the Israelites survive?

2. Can you think of any other times in history, Jewish or otherwise, where a similar sort of faith helped a 
people survive adversity?

3. In what ways, if any, has the sort of faith presented in the texts helped you to survive difficult times in your 
own life? 

KNOWING WHO YOU ARE
There is a midrashic tradition that the Jewish people were redeemed from Egypt because they maintained 
some aspects of national identity during their time in slavery. While the midrash presents the cause and 
effect mechanism between the Israelite’s loyalty to certain aspects of their identity and their eventual 
redemption as supernatural, involving God stepping in and taking them out of slavery as a reward for their 
loyalty to their identity, the link between the two may also be understood in a different way: it is the loyalty 
to these identity markers that gives the Israelites some way to understand their identity in a positive, 

An Excerpt of a Project Zug course from R. Tali Adler
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 redeeming way
For more on 
these midrashic 
traditions, see 
Yitzhak Bronstein’s 
essay, “Redeeming 
Rufus and 
Reuven,” available 
here: https://
mechonhadar.
s3.amazonaws.
com/mh_torah_
source_sheets/
Bronstein.pdf

 Vayikra Rabbah 
32:5
Vayikra Rabbah 
is an ancient 
collection of 
midrashim on the 
book of Leviticus 
(early 5th century 
Galilee).

 Justus
The Hebrew says 
“Luliani” and 
“Lestes.” The letter 
“j” would have 
been pronounced 
like our letter “y,” 
and the changing 
of y-sounds to 
l-sounds is very 
common.

 Hebrews
In these verses, 
the word Hebrew 
(Ivri) is an ethnic 
designation, one 
which is normally 
used by non-
Israelites; Israelites 
(Benei Yisrael) is 
the name they 
would use for 
themselves. Given 
that the normal 
word would be 
Israel, this midrash 
takes “Hebrew” 
instead as referring 
to their language. 
The midrash goes 
onto derive items 
(3) and (4), but 
we will skip this 
section here.

redeeming way.  In a world that forcibly marks them as other and detestable, the 
Israelites choose to actively embrace their minority culture and use it as a source of 
pride.

As you read these texts, pay attention to which identity markers and values the texts 
single out. What is it about these particular markers and values which might help the 
Israelites take pride in their heritage? What is it about them that helps maintain the 
Israelites as a people?

Vayikra Rabbah 32:5

Rabbi Huna said in the name of Bar Kappara: 
Israel was redeemed from Egypt on account 
of four things: (1) because they did not change 
their names, (2) they did not change their 
language, (3) they did not go tale-bearing, and 
(4) none among them lacked sexual restraint.

They did not change their names—Reuven and 
Shimon went down [to Egypt]; Reuven and 
Shimon came up [to Eretz Yisrael]. They did not 
call Reuven “Rufus,” nor Yehudah “Julian,” nor 
Yosef “Justus,”  nor Binyamin “Alexander.”

They did not change their language—elsewhere 
it is written, “And there came one that had 
escaped, and told Avram the Hebrew” (Genesis 
14:13), while here it is written, “The God of the 
Hebrews  has met with us” (Exodus 5:3).

ויקרא רבה לב:ה

ר' חונה בש' בר קפרא בשביל 

ארבעה דברים ניגאלו ישר' 

ממצרים, על ידי שלא שינו את 

שמן ולא שינו את לשונם ועל 

ידי שלא אמרו לשון הרע ועל ידי 

שלא היה בהן פרוץ ערוה.

על ידי שלא שינו את שמן, ראובן 

ושמעון מי נחתין ראובן ושמעון מי 

סלקין. לא היו קורין לראובן רופס, 

ליהודה לוליאנא, ליוסף ליסטס, 

לבנימן אלכסנדרא.

על ידי שלא שינו את לשונם, 

להלן כת' ויבא הפליט ויגד 

לאברם העברי )בראשית יד, יג( 

וכאן כתיב ויאמרו אלהי העברים 

נקרא עלינו )שמות ה, ג(.

SOURCE #1 

Explanation from R. Adler 

This text offers two identity markers (names and language) and two values (not 
gossiping and not engaging in sexual immorality). While these might initially 
seem to be very different, in some ways, identity and values can both be ways of 
remembering who you are. Maintaining Jewish names without maintaining basic 
Jewish values, this text might be saying, is not worth very much—and, at the same 
time, values without the things that make up a people, like language and names, 
might not be enough. 

 » What do you think are the factors that maintain Jewish identity and values?
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Eliyahu Rabbah,  
chapter 23

They gathered together as a single group and 
made a covenant that they would deal with each 
other kindly, and keep in their hearts the covenant 
of Avraham, Yitzhak, and Ya’akov, that they would 
not abandon the language of the house of Ya’akov, 
their father, and learn the Egyptian language 
[instead], because it was tinged with idol worship.

How did the Israelites worship their Father in 
Heaven in Egypt? They did not change their 
language. The Egyptians would say to them, “Why 
do you worship Him? If you serve the gods of 
Egypt, we will lighten your slavery.” Israel replied, 
“Did our fathers, Avraham, Yitzhak, and Ya’akov 
abandon our God in Heaven such that their 
children after them should do so?”

 אליהו רבה )איש שלום(
פרק כג

נתקבצו וישבו, שהיו כולם אגודה 

אחת, כרתו ברית שיעשו גמילות 

חסדים זה עם זה, וישמרו בלבבם 

ברית אברהם יצחק ויעקב, שלא 

יניחו לשון בית יעקב אביהם 

וילמדו לשון מצרים, מפני דרכי 

עבודה זרה. 

כאיזה צד עבדו ישראל את אבינו 

שבשמים במצרים? שלא שינו 

את לשונם, והיו המצריים אומרים 

להם: למה אתם עובדים אותו? אם 

תעבדו אלהי מצרים, יקל עבודתו 

מכם. משיבין ישראל ואומרים להם: 

שמא עזב אברהם יצחק ויעקב את 

אלהינו שבשמים שיעזבו בניהן 

אחריהן.

SOURCE #2  Eliyahu Rabbah, 
chapter 23
This extract 
of the ancient 
work of midrash, 
normally called 
Tana de-vei 
Eliyahu (Reciter 
of the House of 
Elijah), comes 
from the version 
published by 
Meir Ish Shalom 
in 1900. It is 
split into two 
sections: Eliyahu 
Rabbah (Greater 
Elijah) and 
Eliyahu Zuta 
(Lesser Elijah).

Questions from R. Adler

1. When pressed by the Egyptians to give up their faith in God, the Israelites say that 
they will not because their ancestors did not give up on God. How might basing their 
faith on the faith of their ancestors help the Israelites maintain their resolve?

2. If you had to choose a value that could help the Jewish people maintain their 
identity in the face of adversity, what would you choose? What values have different 
Jewish groups chosen at different times in history?
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In the cliffhanger at the end of 
Parashat Shemot, Moshe is demor-
alized by the Hebrew slaves’ apathy 
towards their impending freedom. 
He is devastated by Pharaoh’s tight-
ening the screws on the slaves and 
increasing their suffering to crush 
Moshe’s initiative (Exodus 5:6-6:1). 
The tyrant had cracked down be-
cause he did not yet realize that, with 
the new divine intervention in histo-
ry, the age of unchecked, absolute 
human power was over. Pharaoh still 
thought that he was God. Thereupon 
the Lord unleashes the ten plagues 
which in a relentless sequence un-
dermine Pharaoh’s authority and 
break his arrogance as well as the 
Egyptian people’s spirit.

But first, God proclaims the com-
ing of freedom in four movements: “I 
shall bring you out from under the 
burdens of Egypt; and I will save you 
from their bondage. I will redeem 
you with an outstretched arm and 
great judgments and I will take you 
to Me to be My [covenant] people” 
(Exodus 6:6-7). 

Various commentators analyze 
the four verbs of redemption as sig-
nifying the four stages of psycholog-
ical liberation that a slave must go 
through to become a truly free per-
son. To “bring you out from under 
the burdens of Egypt” means to un-
dermine the self-evident superiority 
of the master, which both the master 
and the passive slave take as an un-
assailable given. When the authority 
of the master is broken, the slave be-
gins to feel the injustice and wrong-
fulness of being enslaved.

“Save you from their bondage” 
means quite simply to stop the ser-
vile labor—rather, to choose the 
work and do it for adequate recom-
pense. Slave work conditions the 

1 The existence of the four cups in the Seder dates at least back to the Mishnah (Pesahim 10:1). The first source to identify these cups with 
the four verbs of redemption in this verse is the Jerusalem Talmud (Pesahim 10:1).

2 Compare Abraham: Genesis 15:18-21; Genesis 17:7-8; Isaac: Genesis 26:3-4; Jacob: Genesis 28:13.

slave to feel intrinsically servile and 
inferior. Stopping such labor triggers 
the beginning of a process of becom-
ing a free laborer, that is, only work-
ing for dignified and personally cho-
sen purposes.

“Redeem you with an out-
stretched arm” means that the man-
ifest divine intervention motivates 
the slave to move away from accept-
ing and obeying abusive humans. 
Henceforth the liberated slave will 
obey only humans who imitate God 
by acting as a just authority, respect-
ing their dignity as a free and equal 
person.

 “Take you to Me to be My peo-
ple” represents the fullest expression 
of achieving freedom. Liberty does 
not mean that one no longer obeys 
or that one serves no causes. Rather, 
in the absence of external coercion, 
feeling that one is living in a state of 
liberty, one freely chooses to serve a 
higher cause that gives meaning and 
value to one’s life.

Jewish tradition recognizes the 
four stages of freedom with a ritu-
al celebration. At the Seder, there is 
a well established custom to mark 
these four verbs of redemption by 
drinking a cup of wine at each of four 
strategic points in the Seder.1 This 
constitutes reenacting, as it were, 
the Israelites’ ascent from the depths 
of enslavement to a people internally 
free and ready to go forth and live a 
life of liberty.

However, a closer look at Parashat 
Shemot reveals a fifth verb of libera-
tion in the divine proclamation: “I will 
bring you to the land” (6:8) that will 
become the homeland and the heri-
tage of the Jewish people. This stage 
is a necessary part of the liberation 
process, in part, because it fulfills the 
covenantal promise to the patriarchs 

that the land of Canaan will become 
a homeland and a place for the Is-
raelites to flourish.2 But the deeper 
point is that becoming a free person 
is not just a matter of no longer being 
ordered around by a master, nor is 
freedom achieved simply by making 
one’s own life decisions. To become 
fully free, one must have a home, a 
place where one lives by right, where 
one’s dignity is not dependent on the 
sufferance or tolerance of others. 
This frees me to be myself, to know 
what I want and act to accomplish it 
without fear of intimidation. Under 
these circumstances my activities re-
flect my choices in a state of liberty. 
Then every act in life—even taking on 
obligations—confirms and embraces 
my spirit of inner personal freedom.

Around the world, tens of mil-
lions of people every year try, at 
great cost and danger, to emigrate, 
to make a better life for themselves 
and their families. They are seeking 
a home, a place of personal security 
and freedom. There is almost no re-
verse flow to lands of oppression or 
places where individuals are not se-
cure in their rights. At the climax of 
the migration process, an immigrant 
attains citizenship, the right to live in 
the country.

YOU ARE NOT FREE  
UNTIL YOU ARE AT HOME
R. Yitz Greenberg
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The Bible’s narrative shows the 
indispensability of the final stage 
of liberation: building a homeland. 
The march of the liberated Hebrews 
through the desert was hampered by 
continual regression to slave psychol-
ogy, manifested in difficult situations 
by failure to take responsibility,3 by 
blaming others instead of taking re-
medial action,4 by giving up quickly in 
the face of difficulty.5 Even the next 
generation did not become fully free 
until they fought for a homeland and 
went on to build it.

The importance of attaining a 
homeland was epitomized by a signif-
icant tradition—recorded by the Tal-
mud and practiced into the middle 
ages—to drink a fifth cup of wine at 
the Seder.6 This was a celebration of 

3 See e.g. Exodus 15:23-25 and Numbers 20:2–5.
4 See e.g. Exodus 16:2-4 and Numbers 11:4-6.
5 See e.g. Exodus 14:11-12 and Numbers 14:1-4.
6 See Babylonian Talmud Pesahim 118a. For more historical background on the fifth cup, see Joshua Kulp, The Schechter Haggadah (2nd 

revised edition, Jerusalem: 2009), pp. 175-176.
7 1895-1983.
8 Israel Passover Haggadah (Jerusalem, New York: 1992), translated by R. Dr. Harry Freedman.

the divine promise, “I will bring you 
to the land.” Yet this custom—which 
was never the dominant practice—
mostly died out. Given the state of 
exile of the Jewish people, I imagine 
that it was too painful to dwell on this 
subject. It could well spoil the Seder’s 
spirit of rejoicing at the Exodus.

After the State of Israel was es-
tablished in 1948, R. Menahem M. 
Kasher,7 a great scholar and anthol-
ogist of Rabbinic literature, edited 
an Israel Passover Haggadah.8 In it, 
he proposed reestablishing this an-
cient custom. My family and I were 
so moved by this idea that we adopt-
ed it for our annual Seder, and it has 
been so meaningful to drink a fifth 
cup specifically to express our grat-

itude for being alive in an age of a 
Jewish state in our homeland.

As we celebrate our freedom this 
year, let none of us forget how nec-
essary it is to have a home for a per-
son or people to truly be free. Let us 
thank God for our freedom by being 
thankful for our homes, and by ask-
ing ourselves how we can use our 
freedom to help ensure that those 
still looking for homes can have that 
same experience of freedom as well. 
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JUST AS GOD’S 
RELATIONSHIP 
WITH MOSHE 
BEGAN WITH 

A MIRACLE, SO 
TOO GOD’S 

RELATIONSHIP 
WITH BENEI 

YISRAEL WILL 
BEGIN WITH THE 

MIRACULOUS

In our early days of courting in New 
York City, my wife and I would take 
turns planning mini-adventures. One 
day, we’d take the ferry to Staten Is-
land, standing on its deck, mist in our 
faces. The next, we’d take a walk and 
discover a shop with delicious home-
made ice cream. Each date was an 
opportunity to dazzle the other per-
son, to present them with an offer-
ing in the form of a new experience. 
Almost 15 years and three kids later, 
it’s been a while since we’ve gone on 
one of these adventures. Now, we 
are lucky to find time for a walk to 
get coffee or to share a piece of dark 
chocolate after the kids settle down 
to bed. Yet our relationship today is 
built upon those moments of excit-
ing new adventures and early offer-
ings of courtship.   

In the first stages of God’s rela-
tionship with Benei Yisrael, God also 
sought to dazzle them. God pre-
sented Benei Yisrael with a series of 
wonders and miracles, each one an 
offering—an attempt to bring us into 
our relationship and take a step to-
gether toward intimacy. In Moshe’s 
very first encounter with God—itself 
nothing short of miraculous—Moshe 
asks God, “But, what if [Benei Yisrael] 
don’t believe me? What if they don’t 
listen to me and say, ‘God did not ap-
pear to you’?” (Exodus 4:1). Moshe is 
doubtful that this new relationship 
with God will engender trust with Be-
nei Yisrael; he is concerned that the 
people, like him, will be similarly du-
bious. God’s answer to Moshe? Mir-
acles. Just as God’s relationship with 
Moshe began with a miracle, so too 
God’s relationship with Benei Yisrael 
will begin with the miraculous.  

God says to Moshe, “What’s that 
in your hand?” “A rod,” Moshe an-
swers. God instructs Moshe, “Cast 
it to the ground.” Moshe casts it to 
the ground and the rod miraculous-
ly transforms into a snake, and just 
as quickly, upon God’s instruction, 

Moshe grabs the snake’s tail and it 
transforms back into his trusty rod.  
As it transforms, God says, “that they 
may believe that Hashem, the God of 
their ancestors, the God of Avraham, 
the God of Yitzhak, and the God of 
Ya’akov, did appear to you” (Exodus 
4:5). Moshe’s ability to perform a mir-
acle will be the proof that Moshe re-
ally did speak with God. But what if 
one miracle isn’t enough? God equips 
Moshe with the ability to transform 

his healthy hand to one covered in 
scales and back again, as well as to 
transform water into blood.

The beginnings of Moshe’s rela-
tionship with God and God’s rela-
tionship with Benei Yisrael are reliant 
upon miracles. In the beginning, it’s 
with miracles that God dazzles the 
people into relationship and woos 
them into intimacy.

But miracles work not only as the 
flame that ignites the relationship; 
they are also the fuel that keeps Be-
nei Yisrael going when they get dis-

couraged. Soon after leaving Egypt, 
with several more miracles under 
their belts (a sea split in two, a piece 
of wood that transforms water from 
bitter to sweet, a sky that rains down 
manna), Benei Yisrael once again lose 
faith in God. Thirsty and without wa-
ter, the people turn on Moshe (again) 
and complain, “Why did you bring 
us up from Egypt, to kill us and our 
children and livestock with thirst?” 
(Exodus 17:3). God instructs Moshe 
to take the very same rod that trans-
formed the Nile to blood, and use it 
to strike a rock to release fresh water. 
Sure enough—the miracle works, the 
rock releases water, and the people’s 
faith in God is restored. According to 
the Torah, we call this place Massah 
u-Merivah (meaning trial and quar-
rel), because it was here that Benei 
Yisrael asked, “Is Hashem among us 
or not?” (17:7). And it was here, only 
through the performance of yet an-
other miracle, that God restored 
their faith, and they knew that God 
must, in fact, be among them.  

Without these wonders that defy 
the laws of nature, there would be no 
relationship between God and Benei 
Yisrael. It is the performance of yet 
another miracle, a grand gesture 
that goes above and beyond, that 
secures our faith and keeps us teth-
ered to God.  

But these miracles cannot sustain 
a relationship forever. Once Benei 
Yisrael get into the land, things will 
need to shift. They will move from 
a people completely dependent on 
God’s miracles to one more empow-
ered to shape their own destiny. No 
longer will Benei Yisrael experience 
God’s presence and power directly 
through the performance of overt 
miracles. In the land, miracles might 
still exist, but they become tem-
pered. There will be no strong arm to 
split the sea or to rain down manna 
from the heavens. Benei Yisrael will 
have some miraculous help in con-

NO MORE MIRACLES
R. Avi Strausberg
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quering the land, but they will have 
to do much of the work themselves.1 
So, too, will they have to plant the 
fields and harvest the food that will 
feed them; God may provide the 
rain,2 but their bellies will no longer 
be lined with the magical substance 
of manna.

As Moshe prepares Bעnei Yisrael 
to enter the land without him, enter-
ing the next stage of their relation-
ship with God, he summons the peo-
ple and says: 

דברים כט:א-ה
ה  ָׂ ר ָעש ַאּתֶם רְִאיֶתם ֵאת כָּל־ֲאׁשֶ

ה' לְֵעינֵיכֶם בְֶּארֶץ ִמצְרַיִם לְַפרְעֹה 
וּלְכׇל־ֲעָבָדיו וּלְכׇל־ַארְצוֹ: ַהּמַּסוֹת 

ר רָאוּ ֵעינֶיךָ ָהאֹתֹת  ַהגְּדֹלֹת ֲאׁשֶ
וְַהּמְֹפִתים ַהגְּדֹלִים ָהֵהם: וְלֹא־נַָתן 

ה' לָכֶם לֵב לַָדַעת וְֵעינַיִם לִרְאוֹת 
מַֹע ַעד ַהיּוֹם ַהזֶּה:  וְׇאזְנַיִם לִׁשְ

נָה בַּּמְִדבָּר  ִָּעים ׁשָ וָאוֹלֵךְ ֶאְתכֶם ַארְב
לְמֵֹתיכֶם ֵמֲעלֵיכֶם וְנַַעלְךָ  ַׂ לֹא־ָבלוּ ש

לֹא־ָבלְָתה ֵמַעל רַגְלֶךָ: לֶֶחם לֹא 
ִתיֶתם  כָר לֹא ׁשְ ֲאכַלְּתֶם וְיַיִן וְׁשֵ
ְדעוּ כִּי ֲאנִי ה' ֱאלֵֹקיכֶם: לְַמַען ּתֵ

Deuteronomy 29:1-5
You have seen all that God did 
before your very eyes in the 
land of Egypt, to Pharaoh and 
to all his courtiers and to his 
whole country: the wondrous 
feats that you saw with your 
own eyes, those prodigious 
signs and marvels. Yet to this 
day God has not given you a 
mind to understand or eyes to 
see or ears to hear. I led you 

1 Contrast this with their encounter with Egypt’s military, during which they were specifically told by Moshe to “stand by and watch the 
salvation of God” (Exodus 14:13). There, they did not have to lift a sword; God did all the work for them.

2 See e.g. Deuteronomy 11:14.
3 1843-1926, also known as the Meshekh Hokhmah.
4 Using the language of Deuteronomy 29:3.
5 Meshekh Hokhmah on Deuteronomy 29:3.

through the wilderness forty 
years; the clothes on your back 
did not wear out, nor did the 
sandals on your feet; you had 
no bread to eat and no wine or 
other intoxicant to drink—that 
you might know that I am your 
God.

Moshe reminds the people that they 
have witnessed all of God’s wonders. 
In addition to the big miracles (the 
splitting of the sea, water bursting 
forth from rocks), there have also 
been small miracles along the way: 
the same clothes and shoes that they 
wore day in and day out are like new, 
showing no signs of wear. From the 
big things to the small, God’s pres-
ence has been evident every step of 
the way through the performance of 
these miracles. But, now, it all must 
change.  

R. Meir Simhah Ha-Kohen of 
Dvinsk3 teaches that, until their entry 
into the Promised Land, the people 
“did not need a mind to understand 
or eyes to see or ears to hear.”4 Un-
til now, the people only needed to 
experience God’s miracles. R. Meir 
writes in his Torah commentary: “it 
becomes apparent, that given the 
condition of Benei Yisrael in the des-
ert—manna falling from heaven, 
water emerging from the rock, their 
clothes not wearing out, clouds lead-
ing the way—who would have opt-
ed to deviate from the good path?”5 
In the presence of God’s miracles, 

there is no thinking or discerning re-
quired on the part of Benei Yisrael. 
They simply needed to follow God. 
It is only once they enter the Land—
and God’s presence, as manifested 
through those overt miracles, ceas-
es—that the real reckoning and the 
work of deeper relationship begins.

R. Meir continues:

רק הנהגתם הנסיית היה להשריש 
בלבבם יסודי הדת וללמדם כל 

פרטיה באותן מ' שנה, והמה היו 
סבה ויסוד להנהגת האומה עד 

היום...

כל זמן שאתם מושגחים בהנהגה 
הנסית לא הגעתם אל התכלית 

הנרצה, כי לזה לא צריך לב לדעת 
ועינים לראות כו'...

ויהיה זה קיום לימים הבאים 
לשמור דתו ולילך בדרכיו בעת 

אשר יהיה הנהגתכם טבעי.

The point of having their affairs 
managed in a miraculous 
fashion [during their sojourn in 
the wilderness] was to implant 
in their hearts the fundamen-
tals of the religion, and to 
teach them all of its fine points 
during those forty years, points 
that would serve as the basis 
for leading the nation until this 
day… 
All the while your affairs are 
being conducted in a mirac-
ulous fashion, you have not 
reached the desired end state, 
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for you do not need “a mind 
to understand or eyes to see” 
[while living miraculously]... 
This [awareness of God] will 
carry on into the future, so that 
the people will maintain God’s 
religion, and follow in God’s 
ways, at a time when their 
affairs will be conducted in a 
natural fashion.

I am sometimes disappointed to live 
at a time when nature-defying mira-
cles have ceased and God's presence 
is not clearly apparent. I even won-
der at times if this is not perhaps a 
result of a failure on our part—per-
haps as some kind of punishment.6 
But, according to the Meshekh 
Hokhmah, the goal is living without 
overt miracles—to get to a place 
where we can be in relationship with 
God, a relationship rooted in trust 
and faith, that is not conditional on 
the performance of nature-defying 
miracles. So long as we rely on those 
interventions to believe in God, we 
haven’t yet reached the pinnacle of 
our relationship with God. We need 
to be able to see God as much in the 
small, everyday miracles as the Isra-
elites did in the crossing of the Sea or 
the falling of the manna.  

6  The Torah expresses God’s hiddenness as a potential punishment in Deuteronomy 31:18.

The performance of miracles in 
the wilderness was always meant to 
be temporary, a liminal stage meant 
to bring us into relationship with 
God and to teach us that God is the 
Source of All Life. And once we un-
derstand that truth—once we come 
to know God and appreciate all of 
God’s goodness—then we no longer 
need the miracles. Instead, we move 
to the next stage of relationship with 
God. On one hand, God’s presence is 
perhaps less clearly evident, less un-
deniable than it was for Benei Yisrael 
in the wilderness. On the other hand, 
we are invited into a more mature 
relationship with God, in which our 
relationship is not contingent upon 
grand, impossible gestures but rath-
er built upon a foundation of trust, 
and an appreciation of the smaller of-
ferings that make up the day-to-day 
of a committed relationship.  

Like Benei Yisrael entering the 
next stage of relationship with God, 
we, too, have to look more closely 
to find God’s presence in the world. 
In the absence of manna falling dai-
ly from the sky, we need to cultivate 
“a mind that understands, eyes that 
see, and ears that hear.” If we cannot 
find God in the grand miracles of the 
Bible, we may have to look for God 

in the small, everyday common mir-
acles. And, if we cannot rely on the 
undeniable proof of God that comes 
from split seas and magical manna, 
when we find ourselves in doubt, we 
may need to lean into faith.

If I’m being entirely honest, I miss 
the days of exciting new adventures, 
of dates that dazzled with newness 
and discovery. But, as foundation-
al as those experiences were to my 
then-budding relationship with my 
wife, a mature relationship cannot 
be conditional on frequent grand, 
larger-than-life experiences. A rela-
tionship has to have space for the 
everyday, for the many dirty diapers 
changed, late night dishes washed, 
laundry sleepily folded. It has to 
have space for the stolen moments 
of short walks and dark chocolate. 
There will need to be grander mo-
ments as well, of course, where we 
go above and beyond for each other 
in undeniable displays of love. But, in 
between those, we need to cultivate 
“eyes that see” the small gestures of 
love, and “ears that hear” the offer-
ings in the day-to-day of our relation-
ships. 
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THE SEDER 
SYMBOLIZES ONE 

OF THE MOST 
REVOLUTIONARY 
IDEAS ONE CAN 

IMAGINE, A 
MODEL THAT HAS 
PLAYED OUT FOR 

GENERATIONS

Nearly 80 years ago, my grand-
mother, of blessed memory, was tak-
en from her family’s Seder by the Na-
zis, in what is today part of Ukraine. 
She certainly didn’t think of herself 
as a Ukrainian, but rather as a Jew. 
And yet, it is hard, as Jews around 
the world observe this ancient ritual, 
and as war and displacement have 
once again ravaged that region of 
the world, not to feel called back to 
her story, to that tragic night in that 
tragic place.

The Seder symbolizes one of the 
most revolutionary ideas one can 
imagine, a model that has played 
out for generations and that, even 
on that dark night in 1944—a night 
of defeat, exile, and prelude to un-
speakable loss—was being played 
out in my grandmother’s home once 
again.

We can only grasp this idea by 
starting with a puzzle, one that 
emerges from a simple question: 
When did the people actually leave 
Egypt? The Torah seems to send con-
flicting messages about this. Sefer 
Shemot tells us that crucial parts of 
the Exodus story happened in the 
middle of the night: the death of the 
firstborn Egyptians (12:29), Par’oh 
commanding Moshe and Aharon to 
depart (12:31), and the Israelites tak-
ing their dough before it had its usu-
al full night to rise (12:39).1 And, in 
Sefer Devarim:

דברים טז:א
יָת  ִׂ מוֹר ֶאת־חֶֹדׁש ָהָאִביב וְָעש ׁשָ

ּפֶַסח לַה’ ֱאלֶֹקיךָ כִּי בְּחֶֹדׁש ָהָאִביב 
הוֹצִיֲאךָ ה’ ֱאלֶֹקיךָ ִמּמִצְרַיִם לָיְלָה:

Devarim 16:1
Observe the month of Aviv and 
offer a pesah sacrifice to the 
Lord your God, for it was in the 

1 This perspective is also encapsulated in the poem, “ויהי בחצי הלילה - It happened at the beginning of the night,” found in the Nirtzah section 
of the Haggadah.

month of Aviv that God took 
you out of Egypt at night.

The picture here seems clear: a night-
time Exodus, the Israelites chased 
out by the Egyptians, a rising dough 
cut off in the middle of its process.

But other passages paint a very 
different picture. In the same chap-
ter that discusses the nighttime Ex-
odus in Shemot, we also read the in-
structions that the pesah slaughtered 

that evening could not be left until 
morning (12:10, 22), making it sound 
as if the ritual took all night—mean-
ing that the Israelites couldn’t have 
left until the following day. More 
striking is the following description 
in Bemidbar:

במדבר לג:ג
רֵָאל  ְׂ ִמּמֳָחרַת ַהּפֶַסח יָצְאוּ ְבנֵי־יִש

בְּיָד רָָמה לְֵעינֵי כָּל־ִמצְרָיִם:

Bemidbar 33:3
It was the day after the pesah 
offering that the Israelites start-

ed out defiantly, in full view of 
all the Egyptians.

This is no stealthy exit under the cov-
er of darkness. During the night, the 
people shelter in place, as the ene-
my is vanquished outside. As dawn 
breaks, they emerge victorious, 
calmly and proudly departing.

So which is it?
The rabbinic Sages of old were 

bothered by this problem as well. 
They proposed a compromise: 

תלמוד בבלי ברכות ט.
הוציאך ה’ אלקיך ממצרים לילה- 

וכי בלילה יצאו? והלא לא יצאו 
אלא ביום, שנאמר: ממחרת 

הפסח יצאו בני ישראל ביד רמה! 
אלא: מלמד שהתחילה להם 

גאולה מבערב.

Talmud Bavli Berakhot 9a
“The Lord your God took you 
out of Egypt at night.” But did 
they leave at night? Didn’t they 
leave during the day, as it is 
said, “The day after the pesah 
the Israelites started out defi-
antly”? Rather, it teaches that 
redemption began for them in 
the evening [even though they 
actually left during the day].

Reading simply, we could say that 
the plague of the death of the first-
born was the beginning of the re-
demption. In Par’oh’s weakened, 
grief-stricken state, he relents and 
emancipates the Hebrew slaves in 
the nighttime hours. The Israelites 
don’t formally depart until the morn-
ing, even as their legal status chang-
es under cover of darkness.

But consider an alternative read-
ing. Think about this moment of rev-
olution and liberation, the complete 
overthrow of the yoke of an oppres-
sor, the departure from what had 

THE REVOLUTION BEGINS AT HOME
R. Ethan Tucker
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THE SEDER, THE 
QUINTESSENTIAL 

HOME-BASED 
RITUAL, IS 

AN ANNUAL 
REMINDER 

OF HOW 
FOUNDATIONAL 
OUR HOMES ARE

been a homeland for hundreds of 
years, the charting of a new histori-
cal path. What would you expect to 
be the mode of being and resistance 
in such a moment? Perhaps a march 
on the palace or a mass protest 
out on the streets. Instead, Exodus 
(12:3) tells us that every family was 
directed to meet in its own space: 
לבית“ שה  אבות  לבית   a lamb - שה 
for each household, a lamb in each 
home.”

What if the rabbinic claim that 
the redemption began in the evening 
was not about the waning of Egyp-
tian power, but about the creation of 
an entirely new way of functioning as 
a community, the creation of an en-

tirely new model of religious life? The 
revolution happens at home, when 
parents teach things to their chil-
dren, when intimate conversations 
orient our commitments, when reli-
gious practice and devotion to God 
and to our people defines the very 
fabric of even our private existence. 
You think the most important things 
are happening outside, in collective 
spaces? No—they are happening 
within our own walls, in our private 
spaces, with the people closest to us.

Don’t lose your focus, this tells 
the Israelites. You have been build-
ing granaries and store-cities for 
decades and decades. Now we will 
build palaces of devotion to accom-

modate a few families at once, and 
each home will be its own holy space 
dedicated to passing on the lessons 
of this generation to the next. In this 
reading, the homes of the Israelites 
were not bomb shelters or isolation 
rooms; they were laboratories for 
cultivating a new path.

This is a shocking message, and 
a big risk. There is a powerful pull to 
rely on our institutions to form our 
collective identity and educate our 
kids, to feel security in masses of oth-
ers who act just like us. All of those 
impulses and outcomes are good, 
and are critical to cultural survival; 
but they are not enough. The Torah 
tells us that before there was a Tem-
ple, before the public revelation at 
Sinai, before the national salvation at 
the Reed Sea, there was “a lamb in 
every home”: each family had to find 
its own way, on its own, to carry this 
mission and vision forward.

This challenge of finding whole-
ness within the intimate spaces of 
our homes and families was stark for 

many of us during the most isolating 
days of the pandemic. When public 
worship and gathering was taken 
away and school went remote, what 
did we have at home? What could we 
rely on from our bookshelves, from 
our hearts and minds, to sustain our-
selves and to educate our children?

The Seder, the quintessential 
home-based ritual, is an annual re-
minder of how foundational our 
homes are. Every time we study with 
our children, whenever we articulate 
our values to others in our home, 
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every time we practice and pass on 
rituals to the next generation, we ac-
tively create something that cannot 
be easily snuffed out. Through these 
holy and radical actions, we create 
something that is more deeply em-
bedded within us than any event or 
institution can secure. We actively 
resist Par’oh—and oppressions of 
all kinds. We continue the revolution 
that began in Egypt so many years 
ago.

The Nazis triumphed over my 
grandmother’s family on that awful 
night; most of them did not survive. 
But I look back on it now as a kind 
of unwitting resistance, a replay of 
the struggle of individual families 
against a mighty, evil empire. The re-
demption always begins in the eve-
ning, the time when we realize that 
we, and no one else, are responsible 
for living out what we believe and for 
educating our children to do so after 

us. We may then wait a few hours to 
leave Egypt, or it may take us gener-
ations of rebuilding, but our destiny 
has already been secured. This is not 
just history; the underlying struggles 
here continue to play out until to-
day. Our world, in Ukraine and else-
where, needs redemption more than 
ever. The Seder reminds us that the 
Exodus and all redemption begins at 
home. 
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“When Israel went forth from Egypt… the sea saw them and fled… 
What alarmed you, O sea, that you fled?”  

(Tehillim 114).

This pasuk from Tehillim, which forms part of Hallel, reflects the remarkable idea 
that we can develop greater insight into a story by considering the perspective of 

an entity we might easily overlook, such as that of the sea.

This activity is designed to help us raise up quieter or overlooked voices and perspectives 
from the Pesah story so that we may understand it better. To do that, we will use our 

imaginations by “interviewing” objects, animals, or marginal characters we may not have 
thought about so much. Each interview will help us to see things from a new perspective.

During the Maggid section of the Haggadah, break into pairs.

Choose from the cards on the opposite page. Each card names (front) and describes (back, 
turn page over) a person or object to interview.  

Each pair should take turns asking the questions and being interviewed.Each pair should take turns asking the questions and being interviewed. Together you will 
uncover a true inside view of this night’s incredible story!

The interviewerThe interviewer should ask questions that help the interviewee tell their story, such as:

• What was your role in the Exodus story?
• What did you see/hear/notice around you? Can you describe it for us?
• What is your relationship with the Israelites? With Moshe? With Pharaoh?
• How do you feel about what happened? Is there something you wish had happened 

differently?

The intervieweeThe interviewee should answer the questions from the perspective of the person 
or object on the card. When you’re pretending to be someone or something in 
an interview, it is important to use empathyempathy. That means trying as best as you 
can to see, feel, and think as if you are the person or object in the story. 
By taking an inside view—experiencing the story as if you were inside 

it—you will understand the story better, and practice understanding 
other people better too!

Finally, go around the table and ask people to share 
any new understandings the interview helped 

them arrive at. 
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The staff with which 
Moshe performed 
miracles and plagues 
was created on the eve 
of the first Shabbat and 
handed down by Adam. 
Moshe’s father-in-law, 
Yitro, planted it in a 
garden and nobody was 
able to approach it until 
Moshe came and lifted 
it up. 

Pirkei de-R. Eliezer  
40:2-3

Moshe’s wife, Tzipporah, 
accompanied him to 
Egypt (Exodus 4:20), 
but Moshe sent her 
and their children back 
to Midian after Aharon 
advised him not to put 
his family in danger.

(This midrash explains 
why Tzipporah is not 
mentioned again in the 
Exodus story.)

Mekhilta Masekhta  
de-Amalek Yitro 1

Moshe’s mother, 
Yokheved, put him 
in a basket made of 
bulrushes and placed it 
in the Nile, in the hopes 
of saving his life (Exodus 
2:3). She used bulrush 
for the basket because 
it “is able to withstand 
an impact both from 
a soft item and from a 
hard item.”

Talmud Bavli Sotah 12a

When Moshe saves an 
Israelite by killing an 
Egyptian, he buries the 
Egyptian in the sand. 

Exodus 2:12

Also, in the third plague, 
the sand turns into lice.

Exodus 8:13

The matzah is the bread 
baked from dough 
which did not have 
time to rise during the 
Exodus. According to 
the Talmud, the matzah 
tasted like manna, the 
miraculous food which 
would fall from the 
heavens to sustain the 
Israelites during their 
desert wanderings after 
the Exodus.

Talmud Bavli  
Kiddushin 38a

A midrash identifies 
Pharaoh's magicians 
(Exodus 7:11) as the men 
Yunus and Yombrus, 
who left Egypt with the 
Israelites during the 
Exodus and later caused 
a number of terrible 
incidents such as the 
building of the golden 
calf.

Midrash Tanhuma  
Ki Tissa 19:1

After Moshe first asks 
Pharaoh to free the 
Israelites, Pharaoh 
responds by making the 
work harder on them. 
He does this by no 
longer providing straw 
for their brickmaking, 
forcing them to gather 
it themselves. (Ibn Ezra 
explains that straw 
was added to dirt in 
brickmaking in order 
to help the dirt hold its 
shape.)

Exodus 5:7

The Israelites are told 
to take a lamb on the 
10th of Nissan and to 
slaughter it on the 
14th. The lamb’s meat 
became a central part 
of the first Pesah meal 
the following night and 
its blood was smeared 
outside each Israelite 
home as a sign for the 
final plague to “pass 
over” them. 

Exodus 12:3-13

In his commentary 
on the Mishnah, 
Maimonides notes that, 
during the splitting of 
the Sea of Reeds, the 
waters hardened like 
rocks, and sea creatures 
injured their heads 
crashing into them. 

Rambam’s Commentary 
to Mishnah Avot 5:4

After the Song of the 
Sea, Miriam played 
her tambourine and 
all the women took 
their tambourines and 
danced with her.

Exodus 15:20

A “mixed multitude” left 
Egypt with the Israelites 
(Exodus 12:38). A 
midrash states that this 
included the kesherim 
she-be-mitzrayyim (the 
good people of Egypt).

Shemot Rabbah 18:10

Serah bat Asher is the 
only woman among 
the Israelites who went 
down to Egypt named 
in the Torah (Genesis 
46:17). In the midrash, 
Serah is the only one 
who knew where 
Yosef was buried. It 
was she who gave this 
information to Moshe, 
who was then able to 
retrieve Yosef’s bones 
and bring them out of 
Egypt.

Bereishit Rabbah 94:9



Women’s wombs lie at the heart of 
the Exodus.

They are a source of fear and re-
pugnance, terrifying the Egyptians 
with their reproductive capacity 
and the demographic implications 
they carry within them. They are a 
source of birth, and mourning, and 
loss, as the baby boys they nurture 
for months are tossed, like yester-
day’s trash, into the Nile. They are, in 
Moshe’s birth, the beginning of the 
redemption.

The story of the Jewish people in 
Egypt begins with sheer numbers:

שמות א:ז
רְצוּ וַיִּרְבּוּ  רֵָאל ּפָרוּ וַיִּׁשְ ְׂ וְּבנֵי יִש

ּמָלֵא ָהָארֶץ  וַיַַּעצְמוּ בְִּמאֹד ְמאֹד וַּתִ
אָֹתם:

Shemot 1:7
But the Israelites were fertile 
and prolific; they multiplied 
and increased very greatly, so 
that the land was filled with 
them.

Wombs become, in this telling of the 
story, the key to both the enslave-
ment and the salvation of the Jewish 
people. It is the miraculous repro-
ductive capacity of these organs that 
allow the Jewish people to survive 
despite the Egyptians best attempts 
to quell their growth:

שמות א:יב
ֶּה וְכֵן יְִפרֹץ  ר יְַענּוּ אֹתוֹ כֵּן יִרְב וְכֲַאׁשֶ

רֵָאל:  ְׂ וַיָֻּקצוּ ִמּפְנֵי בְּנֵי יִש

Shemot 1:12
But the more they were 
oppressed, the more they in-
creased and spread out, so that 
[the Egyptians] came to dread 
the Israelites.

ָׂר 1 נֵים עָש ָה בְּכֶרֶס ֶאָחת. וְיֵׁש אוְֹמרִים: ׁשְ ּשׁ  :R. Yannai says: Each and every one gave birth to six at one time [lit / רַבִּי יַנַּאי אוֵֹמר: כָּל ַאַחת וְַאַחת יוֹלֶֶדת ׁשִ
in one belly]. And some say twelve….

2 Midrash Aggadah is a medieval French collection of midrash on the Torah, published by Solomon Buber in the 19th century.

But wombs are not women. The first 
chapter of Shemot treats women 
simply as faceless carriers of babies, 
almost animal-like in their reduction 
to agents of reproduction. Indeed, 
Midrash Tanhuma (Shemot 5) picks 
up on the animal-like imagery of 
 and (”literally: “they swarmed) וישרצו
proposes that the Israelite women 
gave birth to babies in litters of six, or 
even twelve!1 While God acts through 
them, allowing the Jewish people to 
thrive despite their oppression, it is 
the bodies and organs of these wom-
en that foster the miracle, not their 
hearts and minds.

Chapter two, however, begins to 
hint at a different story:

שמות ב:א-ב
ח ֶאת־בַּת־ וַיֵּלֶךְ ִאיׁש ִמבֵּית לֵוִי וַיִּּקַ

רֶא  לֶד בֵּן וַּתֵ ה וַּתֵ ָ ַהר ָהִאׁשּ לֵוִי: וַּתַ
ה  לֹׁשָ צְּפְנֵהוּ ׁשְ אֹתוֹ כִּי־טוֹב הוּא וַּתִ

יְרִָחים:

Shemot 2:1-2
A certain man of the house of 
Levi went and took a woman of 
Levi. The woman conceived and 
bore a son, and when she saw 
how good he was, she hid him 
for three months.

Whereas in chapter one the story of 
the Jewish people is told in terms of 
the nation as a whole, chapter two is 
the story of a particular family, and, 
more specifically, a particular man 
and woman. In this story, pregnancy 
is not a general process that leads to 
the birth of masses of children in a 
single instant. Instead, it is the story 
of a single woman who conceives, 
and is pregnant, and then gives birth 
to a single child, and her response 
to those events. In this telling of the 
story, it is not only the production of 

a child that matters, but the way this 
woman relates to that production: 
her response to her child and her at-
tempts to save him.

A midrash, taking its cue from the 
shift to the specific and personal in 
chapter two, offers an account of this 
nameless woman’s conception, preg-
nancy, and birth:

מדרש אגדה שמות ב:א
וילך איש מבית לוי וגו'. ולאנה 
הלך, מלמד שהלך בעצת בתו, 

לפי שעמרם גדול הדור היה, כיון 
שראה גזירת פרעה הרשע אמר 

לשוא אנו עמלים, עמד וגירש 
את אשתו, ועמדו כולם וגרשו 

את נשותיהם, אמרה לו בתו 
אבא גזירתך קשה מגזרת פרעה 

הרשע, פרעה לא גזר אלא על 
הזכרים, ואתה גזרת על הזכרים 
ועל הנקבות, פרעה לא גזר אלא 

בעולם הזה, ואתה ]גזרית[ בעולם 
הזה ובבא… מיד עמד והחזיר את 

אשתו, עמדו כולם והחזירו את 
נשותיהם. 

ולמה אמר ויקח ויחזיר מיבעי 
ליה, אלא מלמד שעשה לה 

מעשה ליקוחין, הושיבה באפריון, 
ואהרן ומרים מרקדין לפניה, 
ומלאכי השרת אומרים "אם 

הבנים שמחה" )תהלים קיג:ט(.

Midrash Aggadah Shemot 
2:12

“A certain man of the House of 
Levi went…” And where did he 
go? This teaches that he went 
on the advice of his daughter. 
Since Amram was the leader 
of the generation, when he 
heard of Pharaoh’s evil decree, 
he said: We toil for nothing. 
Immediately he divorced his 
wife, and all the rest of the Jews 
divorced as well. His daughter 
said to him: Father, your decree 

THE DIGNITY OF CHOICE
R. Tali Adler
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is more severe than Pharaoh’s. 
Pharaoh only decreed against 
the boys, while you decreed 
against the girls as well. Pha-
raoh’s decree only applies to 
this world, but your [decree] 
applies to the next world as 
well… Immediately, he went 
and remarried his wife, and all 
the others remarried as well.
Why then does it say, “he took”? 
It should say, “he brought back 
[i.e., remarried]”! This teaches 
that he behaved in the man-
ner of a first marriage. He 
placed her on a palanquin, and 
Aharon and Miriam danced 
before her, and the angels said: 
“The mother of children rejoic-
es!” (Psalm 113:9).

This midrash notices the juxtaposi-
tion between Pharaoh’s decree that 
all baby boys must be drowned in 
the Nile in the final verse of chapter 
one, and the marriage of Moshe’s 
soon-to-be parents in the first verse 
of chapter two. Assuming a link be-
tween the two events, the midrash 
asserts that this is not simply a mar-
riage, but a remarriage, one that fol-
lows the decision to divorce to avoid 
bringing children into the world only 
to see them die. 

While it is tempting to jump to 
the happy ending of the midrash with 
its celebration of the remarriage of 

Moshe’s parents, it is important to 
notice that the midrash begins with 
a choice. In a world determined to 
make them powerless, Moshe’s par-
ents make a choice to separate. Their 
only power in this moment is to de-
cide whether or not to bring children 
into the world. In what seems to be 
a decision accompanied by great 
sadness, they decide to protect their 
future children in the best way they 
know how: by avoiding their exis-
tence altogether. The midrash asserts 
that Amram’s calculus is skewed, but 
it also goes beyond that, and in rec-
ognizing that there is a choice to be 
made, it changes Moshe’s parents 
from objects, acted upon by forc-
es beyond their control, to subjects, 
exercising the small range of control 
they still have in the best way they 
know how. 

This midrash is often read as an 
uncomplicated celebration of na-
talism, demanding the willingness 
to conceive and give birth under all 
circumstances, arguing that birth, re-
gardless of how long or under what 
circumstances a child may live, is al-
ways better than its absence. But, in 
drawing our attention to the choices 
still available to Moshe’s parents, this 
midrash offers another reading, one 
that is not simply about the impor-
tance of childbirth, but the impor-
tance of choice and dignity in that 
process. 

Moshe’s parents are not simply 
acted upon. Moshe’s mother is not 
a pawn in the demographic war be-
tween Pharaoh and God. She is not 
primarily the owner of a womb and 
carrier of a child. Instead, she is a hu-
man being whose ability to choose 
to have a child or not in this moment 
of persecution is vital to her person-
hood. In its illustration of the circum-
stances of Moshe’s conception, the 
midrash insists that it is not simply 
his birth that matters, but the choice 
that his parents make to conceive 
him. It is not simply the physical act 
of birth that ushers in the redemp-
tion, but birth accompanied by the 
life-affirming act of choice and feel-
ings of hope.

The journey to freedom, in the 
second chapter of Shemot and in this 
midrash, is made possible through 
choice. In the face of a world that 
sees her in terms of its need to foster 
or suppress her ability to reproduce, 
a woman chooses to embrace the 
possibility of hope. In the face of a 
world that demands her allegiance to 
her father’s cruel regime, a princess 
makes the decision to care. In the 
face of a world that demands that 
he look away from the persecution 
of his brothers, the baby that those 
two women conspired to save turns 
to look, and in doing so, becomes the 
man who will save a people. 
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INTRODUCTION

1 According to the midrashic tradition that Miriam and her mother were the midwives named in the Torah as Shifrah and Puah (see Sifrei 
Bemidbar #78; Talmud Bavli Sotah 11b).

2 In a recent essay, R. Wendy Zierler brings to the surface numerous traditions that reveal the centrality of bitterness and conflict in Miriam’s 
life. See “Re-encountering Miriam,” available at: thetorah.com/article/re-encountering-miriam

We picture Miriam as a vibrant and 
joyful dancer, tambourine in hand. 
Miriam embodies confidence—even 
exuberance—in redemption, and 
not only at the Reed Sea. Even in her 
youth, she followed her conscience 
in refusing to obey Pharaoh,1 and 
she spoke prophetic words to her 
father, inspiring him to change his 
behavior. Yet this image of Miriam 
may not be self-evident; reflecting 
on the arc of her life, Miriam surely 
experienced much anxiety, doubt, 
even bitterness.2 Yes, in her youth 
she displays strength, confidence, 
and clarity of vision, and steps fully 
into her prophetic character at the 
Song of the Sea. But at other times, 

she is rebuffed by those more pow-
erful, and made to question whether 
she is a prophet after all. From Miri-
am we learn that we might be lucky 
enough to achieve glimpses of clarity 
and vision—but life in between those 
moments can be murky, filled with 
myriad experiences that dampen our 
dreams and cloud our vision. Hang-
ing on to our confidence requires 
inner strength through disappoint-
ment, even—and especially—the dis-
appointment of those who matter 
most to us. 

In recent decades, many have tak-
en on the custom to dedicate a meal 
during or before Pesah to celebrate 
Miriam. Inspired by this practice, 

we’ve created a mixed-media textual 
and musical meditation on her story. 
You can use this piece to anchor your 
own celebration of Miriam, playing or 
singing each song as you learn and 
discuss each textual vignette. Or, you 
could take some time for yourself to 
read and reflect through music along 
the way. Through this exploration of 
Miriam’s journey and its reception in 
text and music, we hope to bring to 
life the vibrancy of fleeting moments 
of inner clarity—in her youth and old 
age—and also to linger on the de-
cades of doubt and uncertainty that 
filled most of her life.

MIRIAM’S JOURNEY  
IN TEXT AND MUSIC
R. Aviva Richman & R. Deborah Sacks Mintz

We first encounter Miriam as “נביאה - prophet,” as depicted at the Song of the Sea. R. Ariel Root Wolpe’s Vatikach 
Miriam takes us on a musical journey from Miriam’s singular leadership, to her leadership of the women, and 
eventually her leadership of all Benei Yisrael. The song begins with a female voice—representing Miriam—declar-
ing to the Divine, “With songs on our lips I will rush into the water.” With this invocation, the singular voice sings 
בְּיָָדּה ַהּתֹף  ֶאת־  ַאֲהרֹן  ֲאחוֹת  ַהנְִּביָאה  ִמרְיָם  ח  ּקַ -and Miriam the Prophet, Aaron’s sister, took a tim - “וַּתִ
brel in her hand,” and as this first half of the verse repeats, a second and then third voice join, repre-
senting Miriam’s journey into a prophecy that begins to stretch beyond the self. We hear her leader-
ship grow as a large group of women’s voices join on the second half, “בְֻּתּפִים ַאֲחרֶיָה  ים  כָל־ַהנָּׁשִ צֶאןָ   וַּתֵ
  ,and all the women went after her dancing with timbrels.” Eventually we hear male voices join on - וּבְִמחֹלֹת
ה בְּתוֹךְ ַהיָּם“ ָּׁשָ רֵָאל ָהלְכוּ ַביַּב ְׂ  and Benei Yisrael went forth onto dry land into the Sea,” as Israelites of all - וְּבנֵי יִש
genders joined her in song, solidifying her role as a leader of the full community. Although myriad voices join, 
support, and harmonize with Miriam over time, R. Wolpe’s setting concludes with the singular voice once more, 
a reminder that Miriam’s journey into leadership required her to tap into her own singular voice, even amidst 
the voices of those in her midst. 

Vatikach Miriam
Text: Exodus 15:20, 14:29 
Music: R. Ariel Root Wolpe
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A SLAP IN THE FACE, TAKE 1: PARENTAL CRITIQUE

3 See Mekhilta Massekhta de-Shirah 10.
4 Talmud Bavli Sotah 13a.
5 The Mekhilta imagines a verbal rebuke (נזף בה), while the Bavli replaces this with a physical slap to the head (וטפחה על ראשה).
6 From the Mekhilta referenced in note 3 above.
7 See also Pesikta Zutra 15:20, and a discussion of this material in Zierler, “Re-encountering Miriam.”
8 Rashi understands the Talmud as referring here to a later period in her life when she suffered the “illness” of tzara’at in Bemidbar 12. 

According to Rashi’s reading, “youth” here would refer to the restoration of her skin in the conclusion of that story.
9 See Tosafot Bava Kama 91b, s.v. ela hai tanna: ואור”י דאין מביא ראיה אלא שאסור לחבול אפי’ לצורך כגון אשה שטפחה על ראשה.

A midrashic tradition teaches that at 
a young age Miriam prophesied Mo-
ses’ birth, telling her father he would 
be the forebear of a savior of Israel.3 
He believes her enough to try and 
her mother conceives, but her fa-
ther only expresses affirmation upon 
the first demonstrable evidence that 
the child is special. When the baby 
is born and their house fills miracu-
lously with light, Miriam’s father kiss-
es her head saying, “Your prophecy 
was fulfilled!”4 One can imagine the 
sense of pride felt by a young Miriam, 
with the sensation of her father’s kiss 
as a concrete manifestation of his 
belief in her prophecy. Yet, when the 
baby can no longer be hidden and is 
about to be to be cast into the Nile, 
Miriam suffers the sting of rebuke—
either a verbal or physical slap5—as 
her father mocks her saying, “Miri-
am, where is your prophecy?” 

With these words he casts upon 
Miriam the shadow of self-doubt. 
Perhaps she goes to watch Moses 
because she can’t bear to go home 
knowing the pain she has caused her 
parents. Perhaps she cannot face her 
father without the baby. Miriam here 
embodies the feeling we might have 
when our naive optimism is punc-
tured. But Miriam doesn’t give up 
easily; midrashim see her following 
her mother to the Nile as an act not 
of desperation but of resoluteness. 
She “holds onto her prophecy,” in the 
words of the midrash,6 and goes to 
stand by baby Moses in his ark upon 
the water. 

As the plot swerves, it is hard to 
know when Miriam may have felt 
confidence or relief, and when she 
may have sunk into doubt. She man-
ages to get baby Moses home for a 
few years as her mother nurses him, 
only for him to be abducted into the 
palace, her family hearing nothing of 
him for decades. The midrash does 
not describe Miriam’s father kissing 
her again, nor affirming her prophe-
cy after Moses is placed in the Nile. 

We may imagine that she believes 
her father is right, and that his mock-
ing voice echoes endlessly in her 
ears: “Miriam, where is your proph-
ecy?” The initial triumph of winning 
her father’s approval morphs into 
despair at his lingering disapproval.

The sting of her father’s verbal 
and/or physical slap may bring her to 
doubt whether she is a visionary or 
a fraud, perhaps even until the very 
moment of redemption. The Tal-
mud (Sotah 12a) describes Miriam’s 
life as one of bitterness (based on 
the root .7(מ.ר.ה and attributes to her 
two states: “חלאה ונערה - she was ill 
and she was a youth.” Perhaps this 
“illness” refers to her lifelong anxiety 
and self-doubt.8 In this reading, Mir-
iam is a “suffering servant,” abused 
by her father and doubted by those 
around her.

Another midrashic rendering of 
Miriam’s first prophecy ends in her 
mother’s disappointment:

מדרש משלי יד
וכיוון שהשליכוהו ליאור, עמדה 
אמה וטפחה על ראשה, אמרה 

לה: היכן נבואתך?

Midrash Mishlei 14
When they threw him in the 
river, her mother stood and 
she slapped her on the head, 
saying to her, “Where is your 
prophecy?”

At first glance, this may seem like a 
trivial adjustment, her mother’s re-
buke replacing her father’s. Yet this 
change is significant; we might have 
thought (based on the patriarchal 
familial structure) of Miriam’s moth-
er as an encouraging figure, even 
while the father expresses anger. 
The mother’s rebuff, in place of or in 
addition to the father’s, is even more 
intense.

The switch from father to mother 
also introduces an ambiguity in this 
midrash, which opens up an entire-

ly different emotional valence. Since 
the pronouns for both subject and 
object are feminine—“she slapped 
her”—the possibility arises that they 
are one and the same. Indeed, some 
rabbinic sources use this same idiom 
reflexively, to speak of women who 
slap themselves in the face.9 It seems 
to have been a known practice that 
women would slap their own heads 
out of desperation, as an outlet for 
emotional release (perhaps akin to 
“banging one’s head against a wall”). 

If we interpret the midrash this 
way, Miriam witnesses her mother’s 
despair as she casts the baby into 
the Nile and slaps her own head. She 
says “Miriam, where is your prophe-
cy?” as an expression of her own des-
peration and pain, rather than mock-
ery and rebuke of her daughter. 
Instead of the sting of her father’s 
slap, Miriam lives with the imprint of 
her mother’s pain. Though not phys-
ically bruising, this internal guilt may 
be no less difficult to bear. Miriam 
learns that an unfulfilled prophecy 
can inflict great pain upon those she 
loves most dearly.
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Mi Yiten Li Ever
Text: Psalm 55:7-9
Music: R. Miriam Margles

FROM SLAP TO SONG

10 Miriam is not described explicitly in the Torah as being an old woman at the time of the Exodus, but this is deduced from calculations based 
on other data. Moses died at 120 after wandering in the wilderness for 40 years. Therefore, when Benei Yisrael left Egypt, Moses was 80 
years old. Miriam, being Moses’ older sibling, must have been older than 80 when she sang at the Sea.

11 See Zierler, “Re-encountering Miriam.” She refers to R. Dr. David Frankel’s essay “The Song of the Sea and the History of Ancient Israel and 
Judah.

When Benei Yisrael cross the Sea, 
Miriam erupts in song as her proph-
ecy finally comes true. She morphs 
back into the young girl who believed 
in the clarity of her vision and shared 
it proudly (in the language of the Tal-
mud above, she is restored to “נערה 
- youth”). As an old woman, she again 
embodies and experiences the vision 
of her youth.10

By some accounts, Miriam’s song 
is actually the primary song, while 

Moses’ song is secondary.11 This idea 
reflects that it was Miriam who first 
anticipated the moment of redemp-
tion, telling her parents to have an-
other child, and she who instructs 
the people to sing when her proph-
ecy finally comes to fruition. On the 
surface, it is a song about the re-
demption of the people but, look-
ing at this moment through the lens 
of her parents’ disappointment, it 
is also the moment when her own 

reputation is restored—the very mo-
ment in which she is called “Miriam 
the Prophet” (Exodus 15:20). Perhaps 
this acknowledgement reflects her 
self-perception; after more than 80 
years, she finally has a conclusive re-
sponse to her parents’ pointed accu-
sations. She finally understands that 
she is, in fact, a person of clear pro-
phetic vision. 

Miriam HaNeviah
Text: R. Leila Gal Berner
Music: R. Deborah Sacks Mintz

While we have explored Miriam’s internal pain, laden with plagues of self-doubt, R. Miriam Margles explores the 
desire to escape from these plagues, deeply embedded in the human condition. The stormy winds of tragedy 
and hardship push even the strongest leaders to dream of escape. R. Miriam Margles’ haunting setting of Psalm 
55:7-9 explores the desire to fly away, like a dove to a place of refuge, to a wilderness beyond the present lived 
experience. The wistful desire for escape articulated in this verse is nestled within a psalm of true anxiety, fear, 
and tumult. “My heart is convulsed within me” says the Psalmist, “fear and trembling invade me” (Psalm 55:5-6). 
These words are directed at God, giving voice to a sense of loss and abandonment growing into uncertainty and 
anxiety. A lone voice—expressing the profound loneliness of uncertainty—sings this beautiful, simple melody, 
accompanied by a distant harmony, perhaps expressing the sense that this experience is universal. However 
distant, there is potential for kinship and comfort in this knowledge, and an opportunity to connect with even 
the ancestors of our tradition.

Recognition of Miriam’s prophecy is a multi-generational process, one that began in her own lifetime and 
continues to this day. It takes Miriam a full 80 years to truly perceive herself as a prophet—and this per-
ception has continued to evolve and deepen through midrash, poetry, and song with each subsequent 
generation of women in Jewish leadership. R. Leila Gal Berner’s late-twentieth-century poem expands 
upon existing classical texts to raise up Miriam as a leader who shall repair the world through “ הישו ־מי 
 the waters of redemption,” and who will ultimately strengthen the world’s song. R. Deborah Sacks - עה
Mintz continues this process with a new melody for R. Berner’s poem, recorded entirely by women rabbis 
and musical-spiritual leaders. This ongoing process of Miriam's actualization is one facet of the ever-flow-
ing waters of redemption; we hope to see women leaders add new layers of creative understanding— 
".quickly, in our days - במהרה בימינו"
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A SLAP IN THE FACE, TAKE 2: GOD’S CRITIQUE

12 E.g. Moses, in Exodus 3.

Miriam’s moment of clarity at the Sea 
after so many decades of doubt is 
not the end of the story. In a painful 
epilogue, she suffers another “slap in 
the face” when God rebukes her for 
speaking ill of Moses and Zipporah. 
There God specifically compares Mir-
iam’s circumstances to “her father 
spitting in her face” (Bemidbar 12:14). 
It must be so painful for her to hear 
these words, which bring to mind the 
episode of her father’s slap. Miriam 
lived most of her life with the shame 
of her father’s doubt, and now none 
other than God has criticized her, 
causing her to question her integrity 

as a prophet once again. While oth-
er biblical prophets overcome their 
self-doubt through direct interaction 
with God,12 God never reassures Mir-
iam about her anxieties. Instead, her 
interaction with God aggravates her 
insecurity, returning her to a state of 
bitterness. 

The rabbinic versions of Miriam’s 
parents’ reactions may come to push 
back on this extended shaming of 
Miriam. Perhaps God’s comment to 
Miriam about a father who would 
spit in her face is actually the source 
for the invention in the midrash of 
her father’s rebuke, in which he is 

ignorant of the power of Miriam’s 
prophecy. Perhaps this rejection of 
her father's rebuke in the midrash 
also implies a rejection of God's par-
allel rebuke of Miriam in the biblical 
text. Why would God diminish Miri-
am’s prophetic role when her proph-
ecy precedes that of Moses by many 
years? Perhaps our Rabbis mean to 
redeem and value Miriam’s prophet-
ic role more fully through the impli-
cation that God’s rebuke, like her 
own father’s, should not lead us to 
underestimate the power of her vi-
sion.

We Are Good, We Are Flawed
Text and Music: Batya Levine 

DREAMING AGAINST ALL ODDS

Reflecting on Miriam’s full life ex-
perience—and not just the role she 
plays in very specific and short-lived 
prophetic moments—we recognize 
more clearly the harder, darker as-
pects of dreaming; glimpses of clar-
ity might occur only in far-flung mo-
ments, the smallest fraction of our 
lives.

In light of midrashic traditions 
about Miriam, this verse about age 
and prophecy takes on a different 
meaning:

יואל ג:א
ּפוֹךְ ֶאת־ וְָהיָה ַאֲחרֵי־כֵן ֶאׁשְ

ְּאוּ בְּנֵיכֶם  ר וְנִב ָׂ רוִּחי ַעל־כָּל־בָּש

וְּבנוֵֹתיכֶם זְִקנֵיכֶם ֲחלֹמוֹת יֲַחלֹמוּן 
בַּחוּרֵיכֶם ֶחזְיֹנוֹת יִרְאוּ: 

Yoel 3:1
After that, I will pour out My 
spirit on all flesh; your sons 
and daughters shall prophe-
sy, your old men shall dream 
dreams, and your young men 
shall see visions.

A traditional interpretation of this 
verse understands the youth and 
the elderly as extreme cases: in the 
future even they shall prophesy 
[among all Israel]. An alternative in-
terpretation, based on our reading of 
Miriam’s story, holds that the youth 

and elderly are in fact especially 
poised to achieve clarity of vision. In 
youth and in old age, people are less 
influenced by what others think, less 
prone to abandon a dream that oth-
ers dismiss or criticize. In between 
these two life stages, we spend much 
of our lives dominated by other peo-
ple’s doubts, internalizing self-doubt, 
losing clarity, and questioning the vi-
ability of our dreams. We might won-
der, like Miriam, whether our youth-
ful visions are only traps leading to 
disappointment and resentment.

Miriam’s journey poses sharp 
questions for us today: What (or 
who) shuts down our dreaming? How 

The voices in our midst that cause self-doubt and internal strife can be loud, powerful, and debilitating—even 
when they come unintentionally from those trying to support us. In Miriam’s rebuke by God, through our mi-
drashic lens, we see hints of awareness that God was perhaps mistaken, that this rebuke deeply affected and 
damaged Miriam’s internal self-perception and affected her ability to source the internal strength to lead. If 
even divine goodness is limited in this way—enabling God to cause pain with misplaced words—then what of 
our own? Batya Levine’s We Are Good, We Are Flawed invites us to understand our own mistakes and misguided 
actions in connection to God’s since, after all, “we are the breath of an imperfect God.” The song goes beyond 
simply giving us permission to be kinder to ourselves; it juxtaposes human beings with the almighty Divine, 
highlighting both our limits and our potential. If God’s words can cause harm, all the more so can ours; if God’s 
words can heal, empower, and comfort, what tremendous power and potential our own words must hold.
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might we reclaim it? How might we 
overcome the doubt and disapproval 
that shadows so much of our adult 
lives? How might we stay strong in a 

world that so often feels like a slap in 
the face, asking us mockingly, “What 
happened to your prophecy?” Miriam 
beckons us to hold on to our dreams 

both in our brief moments of clarity 
and in our lifetime of uncertainty.

CONCLUSION

Our exploration of Miriam’s journey 
leaves us with an image of life as a 
bridge or tunnel with light or certain-
ty at either end, but darkness, fragili-
ty, and fear in between. As Miriam in-
vites us to honor the clarity of vision 
in our youth and to hope for clarity in 
old age, her experience also demon-
strates that we spend most of our 

lives in a state of uncertainty. Miri-
am offers us fortitude, conviction in 
our own prophetic vision, even if oth-
ers—even our parents, even God—
would have us doubt ourselves. Her 
story can inspire us to offer others 
comfort and empowerment—just 
as her father’s kiss strengthened her 
prophetic compass. Let us aspire to 

strengthen one another’s dreams, 
rather than shut each other down, 
so that we might live to see a world 
where not only the young and the old 
dream dreams, but clarity of vision il-
luminates and inspires throughout 
our lifetimes.

Gesher
Text: Rebbe Nahman of Breslov13 
Music: R. Yosef Goldman

13 Based on Likutei Moharan II:48.

Miriam’s journey through both the lightness and darkness of dreaming—the hopefulness and hopelessness—
is mirrored in the dissonance between Psalms 137 and 126. These psalms are emblematic of the manner in 
which dreams can be motivating and hopeful, or painful and disheartening. Joey Weisenberg’s By The Waters 
of Babylon tells of one of the darkest moments in the Jewish story, and the hardship of dreaming of a broken 
and forgotten world. The niggun that serves as the chorus of this setting of Psalm 137 is at once a song and a 
wail, capturing the beauty and pain embedded in this dark dream. We juxtapose this with Weisenberg’s Shir 
Hama’alot, a setting of Psalm 126 that magnifies the hazy, open-hearted, hopeful beauty of being “כחולמים - 
like dreamers” through lush vocal harmonies and the electrifying sound wash of lap steel and guitar. These 
two songs, by the same composer, illustrate the extremes of the human experience—exile and redemption—
through the extremes of dreams.

Shir Hama'alot (Psalm 126)
Text: Psalm 126
Music: Joey Weisenberg 

By the Waters of Babylon (Psalm 137))
Text: Based on Psalm 137
Music: Joey Weisenberg

The journey of Miriam’s prophecy is one of standing precariously on a bridge, traveling from one unknown to 
the next, finding strength amidst uncertainty. Rebbe Nahman reminds us not to be afraid while on this bridge, 
despite the lifelong challenges we face. R. Yosef Goldman’s Gesher brings to life Rebbe Nahman’s call through a 
layering of strings, keys, vocal harmonies, and percussion, all the while maintaining a steady pace, as we walk 
along this very narrow bridge. Fear and doubt along life’s journey can be crushing and debilitating, yet Miriam’s 
journey reminds us that the “עיקר - fundamental grounding essence,” is to not let that fear overwhelm us, to 
keep us from becoming who we are destined to become. 
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The breaking and hiding of the afi-
koman is one of the Seder’s best-
known rituals.1 The actual eating of 
the afikoman, by contrast, coming 
at the end of a meal following our 
recitation of and engagement with 
the story, too often gets short shrift. 
As the clock ticks later and later, we 
rush through this under-ritualized 
ritual, which requires no blessing to 
be recited (nor any fixed verbal for-
mula for that matter).  

Yet the Haggadah makes clear 
that this ritual is of absolute impor-
tance. Citing a midrash about four 
children, it reports that our response 
to the wise child should be to “intro-
duce to them the laws of the paschal 
offering: ‘One does not engage in afi-
koman after the paschal offering (ein 
maftirin ahar ha-pesah afikoman).’”2 
When the midrash wants to offer a 
paradigmatic example of the laws of 
the Pesah ritual, it is the afikoman to 
which it directs our attention. 

Despite its significance, the afi-
koman’s meaning is not self-evident. 
In its earliest appearances, it does 
not refer to the matzah eaten after 
the meal. To the contrary, the in-
struction to the wise child is: do not 
have an afikoman after eating the 

1 The actual meaning of afikoman is debated in early Rabbinic texts; see Tosefta Pesahim (Lieberman) e10:11; Bavli Pesahim 119b. Saul 
Lieberman famously argued, based on comparison with Greek, that the word refers to potentially coerced, drunken revelry following a 
meal (Ha-Yerushalmi Ki-Fshuto, 1.521); see Yerushalmi Pesahim 10:4 (37d).

2 See Mekhilta Massekhta de-Pisha 18. See also Tosefta Pesahim 10:11. Curiously, the Yerushalmi has this as the answer to the simple child; 
the wise child there is taught what is here the response to the simple child. My colleague Jeremy Tabick wrote about this irregularity in a 
past Hadar reader, “Hierarchies of Knowledge in the Seder,” available here: https://www.hadar.org/torah-resource/pesach-5779.

3 Though the specifics of many of the foods referenced here are unclear, the general idea is clear: Although kosher-for-Pesah wheat-based 
foods that are less simple than matzah do not fulfill one’s obligation to eat matzah at the Seder, one may still eat them at the Seder.

4 This, at least, is how the Bavli understands this text; see Pesahim 119b-120a.
5 Later in the same passage (120a), an opposite version of Shmuel appears, explicitly permitting afikoman after the matzah (and thereby 

differentiating it from the pesah, rather than viewing it as a replacement for it). But both versions lead to discussions that elicit similar ideas, 
and medieval commentators and codes rule in accordance with the first, prohibiting version of Shmuel.

6 In one sense, Pesah is unusual, insofar as we have an appetizer course (Karpas) before washing, blessing, and eating bread (i.e. matzah). 
Still, the formal part of the meal begins with (unleavened) bread, as on any other holiday or Shabbat.

paschal offering. So whatever it is, it’s 
something we’re supposed to refrain 
from doing at the end of our meal. 
The point, it would seem, is to ensure 
that eating the paschal offering, spe-
cifically, is how we end our meal.

With the destruction of the Je-
rusalem Temple, there is no more 
paschal offering to eat at the con-
clusion of our Pesah meal. Perhaps 
in response to this gap, the Tosefta 
provides us with a hint of a different 
ritualized conclusion to the meal: 

תוספתא פסחים )ליברמן( ב:כ
אין יוצאין בחליט ולא במעיסה 
ולא בספגנין ולא בדבשנין ולא 
באסקריטין אבל ממלא כריסו 
מהן ובלבד שיאכל כזית מצה 

באחרונה.

Tosefta Pesahim  
(Lieberman) 2:20
One does not fulfill the obliga-
tion [of eating matzah at the 
Seder] with dumplings, nor with 
flour paste, nor with spongy 
pastries, nor with honey pas-
tries, nor with pastry-balls. But 
one may fill up their belly with 
these things, provided that they 

eat an olive’s-worth of matzah 
at the end.3

The Tosefta here seems to imply 
that one should conclude their Sed-
er meal with matzah.4 Perhaps this 
is the background to the Babylonian 
Shmuel’s adaptation of the mishna-
ic rule (Talmud Bavli Pesahim 119b): 
“Rav Yehudah said in the name of 
Shmuel: ‘One does not engage in afi-
koman after the matzah.’”5 In a world 
without animal sacrifice, there is no 
lamb, but there can still be matzah; 
Shmuel therefore replaces the for-
mer with the latter.  

Eating matzah—that is, unleav-
ened bread—at the end of our meal 
is surprising. On every other holiday 
and Shabbat, we eat bread at the 
beginning of the meal; in Rabbinic 
culture (as in many others), formal 
meals commence with the breaking 
of bread. At our Seder, too, the meal 
begins with washing, ha-motzi, and 
eating the matzah.6 We even make 
a second blessing before eating the 
matzah, this one a blessing over the 
obligation to eat matzah specifical-
ly on that night (“Who has… com-
manded us regarding the eating of 
matzah”). It seems that,  when we eat 

THE AFIKOMAN 
An Exercise in Mindfulness
R. Micha’el Rosenberg
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the matzah at the start of our meal, 
we fulfill the mitzvah.7 So why do we 
now have to eat matzah again at the 
end? 

Medieval commentators de-
bate the purpose of this concluding 
matzah-eating, which we now call 
the afikoman.8 In his comments to 
Shmuel’s statement (Pesahim 119b), 
Rashi9 contends that, all appearanc-
es to the contrary aside, this latter 
moment is actually when we fulfill 
the mitzvah of eating matzah: 

"אין מפטירין אחר המצה 
אפיקומן" שצריך לאכול מצה 

בגמר סעודתו זכר למצה הנאכלת 
עם הפסח בכריכה וזו היא מצה 
הבצועה שאנו אוכלין באחרונה 

לשם חובה ועל כרחינו אנו 
מברכין על אכילת מצה בראשונה 

אע"פ שאינה לשם חובה...

הלכך מברך אתרוייהו ברישא 
והדר אכיל מצה באחרונה ואחר 

אותה מצה אין נפטרין ממנה 
באכילת דבר אחר שלא לשכח 

טעמה...

“One does not engage in afi-
koman after matzah” because 
one needs to eat matzah at the 
end of one’s meal, a remem-
brance of the matzah that was 
eaten with the paschal offer-
ing in a wrap. And this is the 
broken matzah that we eat 
at the end, as an obligation. 
It is by necessity that we recite 
the blessing “on the eating of 
matzah” at the beginning, even 
though [that eating] is not an 
obligation…
Therefore, one blesses over 
both [eatings of matzah] at the 
beginning, and then one goes 

7 Strengthening this impression further is the language of the Rambam in his laws of 
Pesah: “On the night of the 15th [of Nisan] alone there is an obligation [to eat matzah]; 
and once one has eaten an olive’s-worth, they have fulfilled their obligation” (בליל חמשה 

 ,Laws of Leavened and Unleavened Bread) (עשר בלבד חובה ומשאכל כזית יצא ידי חובתו
6:1). Therefore, once we’ve eaten matzah at the start of our meal, we should be done with 
required eatings of matzah!

8 The phenomenon of referring to this matzah as the afikoman is a relatively late 
development (recall that in the classical sources, the afikoman was the post-matzah 
practice that Shmuel forbade!), beginning in Ashkenazi lands in the 12th-14th centuries, and 
even later in Sefardi writings. See Joshua Kulp, The Schechter Haggadah (2009), p. 266. 

9 R. Shlomo Yitzhaki (1040-1105), France.
10 See Exodus 12:8 on the requirement for the paschal offering to be eaten with matzah (and 

maror).
11 See two of the earliest statements of this requirement in Tosefta Pesahim 5:3 and 

Mekhilta Massekhta de-Pisha 6.
12 R. Asher ben Yehiel (1250-1327), Germany and Spain.

back to eat matzah at the end. 
And after that matzah, one 
does not eat something else, so 
that its taste is not forgotten…

Rashi states that the obligation to 
eat matzah at the end of the meal de-
rives from its status as a commem-
oration of the eating of the paschal 
lamb, which would be eaten with 
matzah.10 Since, according to Rabbin-
ic understanding, the sacrificial meat 
and its accompanying matzah were 
to be eaten at the end of the meal 
(“al ha-sova - in a state of satiation”, 
in Hazal’s formulation),11 we likewise 
fulfill our obligation to eat matzah 
by doing so at the end of our meal, 
despite the absence of the offering 
itself. True, we recite the blessing 
over eating matzah when we first eat 
the unleavened bread at the start of 
the meal, but that’s simply because 
it would be inconceivable to have a 
meal without bread, and impossible 
to eat that bread without making the 
relevant blessing. The real mitzvah 
of eating matzah, however, will not 
take place until we are done eating 
our soup and fruit slices, when we 
consume an olive’s worth of broken 
matzah at the end of the meal. 

The Rosh12 takes issue with Rashi’s 
position: 

פסקי הרא"ש י:לד
ולפי זה היה נראה שצריך לאכול 

עמה מרור וחרוסת כיון שהיא 
זכר מצה הנאכלת עם הפסח 

בכריכה...

אמנם תמיהני למה עושין כריכה 
בתחילה יספיק בכריכה אחרונה 

זכר למקדש הלכך נראה לי 
דאותה מצה אינה לשם חובה 
אלא אוכלין אותה זכר לפסח 
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שהיה נאכל על השובע באחרונה 
ולפי שהוא זכר לפסח יש ליתן לה 

דין הפסח שלא לאכול אחריה...

Piskei ha-Rosh 10:34
And according to [Rashi’s view], 
it would seem that one must 
eat [the afikoman] with ma-
ror and haroset, since it is a 
remembrance of the matzah 
that was eaten with the paschal 
offering… 
However, I am shocked: Why do 
we break bread at the begin-
ning? It should be sufficient 
to break bread at the end in 
commemoration of the Temple! 
Therefore, it seems to me that 
this [concluding] matzah is not 
an obligation, but rather that 
we eat it as a remembrance of 
the paschal offering, which was 
eaten only when sated, at the 
end. And since it is a remem-
brance of the paschal offering, 
we give it the same rule as the 
paschal offering, not to eat 
afterwards…

The Rosh rejects Rashi’s claim that 
eating the afikoman is a formal obli-
gation that fulfills the mitzvah of eat-
ing matzah. Rather, he says, it is sim-
ply a commemoration of what was 
done in Temple times. Since it com-
memorates that practice, it adopts 
the same rules—including the re-
quirement that it be the last thing 
we eat at the Seder. This does not, 
however, make it a mitzvah in its own 
right. It is only an imitation, a pale 
shadow of a mitzvah we are obligated 
in, but which, due to the destruction 
of the Temple, we are sadly unable 
to fulfill. 

Curiously, though Rashi and the 
Rosh are polar opposites in their rul-
ings—Rashi saying the afikoman is 
an obligation, fulfilling the mitzvah to 
eat matzah, and the Rosh complete-
ly rejecting such a view—they use 
nearly identical language to explain 
their respective positions. Both Rashi 
and the Rosh see the afikoman as a 
“zeikher - remembrance.” 

In some sense, then, the debate 
of Rashi and the Rosh is a disagree-
ment about what it means to recall 
an idealized past.13 For the Rosh, re-
membering is an act of noticing ab-

13 I am grateful to my friend and havruta R. Joel Goldstein for this framing of the debate between Rashi and the Rosh.

sence. It is, in his words, a zeikher 
la-pesah, a remembrance of the pas-
chal offering, which we no longer 
have. That offering was eaten with 
matzah, which thankfully remains 
accessible to us. When we eat the 

concluding matzah nowadays, we 
are trying to remember what we no 
longer have: the pesah. We eat the 
matzah, and we must attend closely 
to its taste, not in its own right, but 
for what it lacks. Remembering is an 
act of noticing loss. 

Rashi, by contrast, describes the 
afikoman as a zeikher la-matzah, a 
commemoration of the matzah eat-
en with the pesah. We are fundamen-
tally remembering, in other words, 
the part of the ritual that remains 
alive for us. Presumably, we notice 
the loss as well, but our attention is 
focused not on what we lack, but on 
what we are doing in the here-and-
now. It is, therefore, not “merely” a 
remembrance; it is a vital and active 
act of remembering, which can there-
fore be a mitzvah in its own right. 

Even as Rashi and the Rosh offer 
us opposite approaches to what it 
means to recall a now long-lost tradi-
tion, both require an intense mindful-

ness in our eating. In Rashi’s words, 
we eat this last matzah so as “not to 
forget its taste.” Making the flavor of 
matzah, a simple dish of flour and 
water, linger in our mouths into the 
night requires a kind of attention we 
too rarely give to our food. And for 
the Rosh, who asks us to taste what 
is not there, this kind of attentive-
ness is all the more necessary. 

The afikoman, then, is meant to 
be the opposite of what it too often 
becomes. Rather than a hasty mo-
ment of shoving some matzah in our 
mouth, rushing through the end of 
a long Seder after the “real” work 
of telling the story of liberation, the 
afikoman asks us to slow down, to 
pay such close attention that we can 
taste an entire story from our history 
in a subtle, understated olive’s-worth 
of matzah. It is a statement that reli-
gious life requires not only spiritual 
work, but attention to our senses, to 
the world around us. 

 THE AFIKOMAN 
ASKS US TO SLOW 

DOWN, TO PAY 
SUCH CLOSE 
ATTENTION 

THAT WE CAN 
TASTE AN ENTIRE 

STORY FROM 
OUR HISTORY 
IN A SUBTLE, 

UNDERSTATED 
OLIVE’S-WORTH OF 

MATZAH
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On Shabbat, Rosh Hodesh, and holi-
days, it is customary to recite Psalm 
126. “When God restored the for-
tunes of Zion,” we declare, “we were 
like those who dream” (Psalm 126:1).  
Living one day a week in a world al-
ready redeemed—a world, in other 
words, that is entirely Shabbat—we 
chant the psalm that best expresses 
the wonder of restoration and the 
exultation of return.1

There is some debate over how 
to interpret the opening phrase of 
this psalm. Although some transla-
tors take these words to refer to the 
future (“When God restores the for-
tunes of Zion, we will be like those 
who dream”), I follow the majority of 

1 The practice of reciting Psalm 126 at festive times stands in stark contrast to—and in dialectical tension with—the very different practice 
of reciting Psalm 137 on weekdays. “By the rivers of Babylon,” we recall, “there we sat—and yet we wept as we remembered Zion.” Living 
in a woefully unredeemed world—a world, in other words, that is not yet Shabbat—we chant the psalm that best expresses the pain of 
exile. “How can we sing the Lord’s song on alien soil?” we ask; and then we vow, “If I forget you, O Jerusalem, let my right hand wither” 
(Psalm 137:1, 4-5). Whereas during the week, we give voice to the suffering that stems from living in an unredeemed world, on Shabbat and 
holidays we express the joy that comes from living—anticipatorily—in a redeemed one.

2 Tenses in the Psalms are notoriously difficult. The KJV, NIV, NRSV, and CEB translations all take the verse to be speaking of the past; 
the NJPS, in contrast, takes it as referring to the future. Interestingly, there are differing versions of Rashi’s interpretation of the verse. 
According to the Novetzky edition available at alhatorah.org, for example, Rashi takes the verse to refer to the past (“hayinu”); according to 
Vienna 220, in contrast, he takes it to refer to the future (“nihiyeh”).

3 I leave for another day the complex scholarly debates about whether verse 1 is best taken to refer to God restoring the fortunes of Zion or 
to God bringing back the captives to Zion.

4 For an interpretation of the psalm along these lines, see, for example, Richard J. Clifford, Psalms 73-150 (Nashville: Abingdon, 2003), pp. 
235-236; and Willem A. VanGemeren, “Psalms,” Expositor’s Bible Commentary, volume 5 (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2008), p. 910. Clifford 
also discusses another dimension of redemption’s partiality: although some have returned, many have not yet done so, and the psalmist 
prays they too will soon come back to the Land.

modern translators in understand-
ing them as speaking about a past 
redemption, most likely the return 
from captivity in Babylon; hence, 
“When God restored the fortunes 
of Zion, we were like those who 
dream.”2

After two more verses that de-
scribe the delight of being restored 
to the Land, and thereby to new 
hope and possibility, verse 4 seems 
to change course. “Restore our for-
tunes, God,” we pray. What had been 
an accomplished reality in verses 1-3 
now becomes an urgent plea instead. 
The opening phrase from verse 1, “to 
restore the fortunes,”3 now becomes 

a petition for the future instead of a 
celebration of the past.

There are, I think, two very differ-
ent ways to hear and experience this 
transition. Some scholars suggest 
that the prayer is for completion of a 
process that has already begun. The 
people have indeed been permitted 
to return, and consequently there is 
laughter and joy in the land (verses 
2-3), but there are also difficult real-
ities of day-to-day existence to con-
front. The promises of the prophets 
have been fulfilled, but only in a lim-
ited way. Partial redemption is still 
redemption, but the yearning for 
more is palpable. And so we pray.4

BETWEEN MEMORY AND ANTICIPATION
An Exploration of Psalm 126
R. Shai Held

Psalm 126
A song of ascents.
When God restored the fortunes of Zion—we were like those who dream—
our mouths were filled with laughter, our tongues, with songs of joy. 
Then they said among the nations, “God has done great things for them!” 
God has done great things for us and we rejoiced. 
Restore our fortunes, God, like watercourses in the Negeb. 
They who sow in tears shall reap with songs of joy. 
Though he goes along weeping, carrying the seed-bag, 
he shall come back with songs of joy, carrying his sheaves.

תהלים קכו
יר ַהּמֲַעלוֹת  ׁשִ

יַבת צִיּוֹן ָהיִינוּ כְּחֹלְִמים:  בְּׁשוּב ה' ֶאת־ׁשִ

חוֹק ּפִינוּ וּלְׁשוֹנֵנוּ רִנָּה  ְׂ ָאז יִּמָלֵא ש

יל ה' לֲַעשׂוֹת ִעם־ֵאלֶּה:  ִּ ָאז יֹאְמרוּ ַבגּוֹיִם ִהגְד

ֵמִחים:  ְׂ יל ה' לֲַעשׂוֹת ִעּמָנוּ ָהיִינוּ ש ִּ ִהגְד

ִביֵתנוּ[ כֲַּאִפיִקים בַּנֶּגֶב:  ׁשוָּבה ה' ֶאת־]ׁשְ

ַהזֹּרְִעים בְִּדְמָעה בְּרִנָּה יְִקצֹרוּ: 

ךְ־ַהזָּרַע  א ֶמׁשֶ ֵׂ ָהלוֹךְ יֵלֵךְ  וָּבכֹה נֹש

א ֲאֻלּמָֹתיו: ֵׂ בֹּא־יָבֹא ְברִנָּה נֹש
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Read this way, the psalm gives 
subtle expression to the pain of wait-
ing, but it is fundamentally hopeful 
and even optimistic. God will indeed 
finish what God has started. This 
may well have been how the psalm 
was originally intended and under-
stood. 

But there is another, very differ-
ent way of hearing the text too, one 
that perhaps grows more resonant 
during times when the world seems 
profoundly broken and redemption 
seems impossibly far away.5 We are 
forced to live in the seemingly inter-
minable gap between God’s past in-
terventions and God’s future ones. 
And life in that gap—or chasm—is 
intensely painful.  

Read this way, the second half of 
the psalm is still hopeful, but it is also 
plaintive and weary.

The exhaustion is real: so much 
waiting is asked of us, so much living 
in the perpetual not yet. But weari-

5 Indeed, over the course of Jewish history, as memories of redemption grew dimmer and receded into the mists of time, devout Jews no 
doubt experienced acute disappointment and even heartbreak. In the past, when we were subdued and downtrodden, many likely felt, 
God redeemed us, but now exile seems only to go on and on.

6 James L. Mays, Psalms (Louisville: John Knox Press, 1994), p. 399.

ness is not equivalent to despair. 
God has acted in the past. Just when 
things seemed darkest, God brought 
glimmers of light. And hard as it can 
be for so many of us to believe, the 
psalm reminds us—insistently and 
joyfully—that God will act similarly in 
the future.

During the festival of Pesah, we 
recall—and more importantly, we re-
enact—the Exodus from Egypt. Just 
when it seemed that the Israelites 
were destined to be slaves forever, 
God intervened to liberate them, and 
God brought the Egyptian empire to 
its knees.  

We live in a very different world. 
The Jewish people are, for the most 
part, not oppressed—though there 
is no lack of people who hate us and 
wish us ill. But the world as a whole, 
and the country in which I write, 
seem unbearably broken. Redemp-
tion seems ever so far away.  

Pesah and Psalm 126, however, 
remind us: the status quo need not 
be the final word. Readers will have 
very different perspectives on what 
it would mean for God to intervene, 
to complete what God began long 
ago, and I will not pretend to resolve 
those theological debates here. In 
any case, we are tasked with holding 
fast to one of the fundamental mes-
sages of the Exodus, that the darkest 
times need not go on forever. Just as 
we were redeemed once, so shall we 
be redeemed again.

To live with God is to live in the 
space between the first three verses 
of this psalm and the last three. We 
remember what God has done in the 
past, and we long for what God will 
yet do in the future; we live between 
memory and hope. The spiritual life 
is, to no small extent, about embrac-
ing both “joy remembered and joy 
anticipated.”6 
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HAGGADAH
SCAVENGER

HUNT

On Seder night, keep 
these questions by your side 

as you follow along.  
Listen to the conversation and search your 

Haggadah to find the answers. 

Each time you find an answer, call out “matzah!” 
(or some other Pesah-related word). Share what 

you found with the people at your Seder. You 
can use small stickers to mark off the answers 

as you find them. If you want to make it a 
competitive game, divide into teams and see 

which side can find the most answers  
over the course of the night.

Happy hunting!

FOR THE  
ANSWERS,  
FLIP TO THE  
NEXT PAGE
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Name the step(s):Name the step(s):

1. When do we wash hands? (two answers) 
2. When do we eat the hidden matzah?
3. When is ֵאלִּיָהּו ַהּנִָביא (Eliyahu Ha-Navi, the prophet Elijah) invited in? 
4. Which steps of the Haggadah contain no words? (four answers)
5. When do we drink each of the four cups of wine? (four answers)

Find these answers in Maggid:Find these answers in Maggid:

6. Who were the five rabbis who were having a Pesah Seder in Benei Berak?  
(Can you say all their names five times fast?)

7. Who said "ֲהֵרי ֲאנִי ּכְֶבן ִׁשְבִעים ָׁשנָה“ (“I am like a 70-year-old man”)?
8. Which of the four children asks ַמה ּזֹאת (mah zot, “What is this”)?
9. What is the response to the wicked child’s question? (If you were asked that 

question, what response would you give? Why?)
10. What acronym did R. Yehudah create to help remember the ten plagues?
11. According to Rabban Gamliel, what three things do you have to say on Pesah to 

fulfill your obligation?
12. When did God tell Avram that his descendents would be slaves in another land 

for 400 years? 
13. In Dayyeinu, what do we call the ֵּבית ַהִּמְקָּדש (Beit ha-Mikdash, Temple in 

Jerusalem)?

Find these at the beginning or the end:Find these at the beginning or the end:

14. Which two names of Pesah appear in Kiddush?
15. At the end of Kiddush, God is blessed for being the One who makes which  

things holy?
16. In Had Gadya, what does the ox do? (Bonus points if you act it out!)

For a challenge:For a challenge:

17. How many ְּבָרכֹות (berakhot, 
blessings) do we say throughout 
the Seder?

18. How many times is Moshe 
mentioned in the Haggadah?
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Answers:Answers:

 ַרְחָצה and (Urhatz) ּוְרַחץ .1
(Rahtzah) 

(Tzafun) ָצפּון .2
(Bareikh) ָּבֵרךְ .3
(Tzafun) ָצפּון  and ,(Shulhan Oreikh) ֻׁשלְָחן עֹוֵרךְ ,(Yahatz) יַַחץ ,(Urhatz) ּוְרַחץ .4
 (Hallel) ַהּלֵל and ,(Bareikh) ָּבֵרךְ ,(Maggid) ַמּגִיד ,(Kaddeish) ַקֵּדׁש .5
6. R. Eliezer, R. Yehoshua, R. Elazar ben Azarya, R. Akiva, and R. Tarfon
7. R. Elazar ben Azarya
8. The ָּתם (tam, simple child)
 It is because of this that God acted for me“) ַּבֲעבּור זֶה ָעָׂשה ה' לִי ְּבֵצאִתי ִמִּמצְָריִם .9

when I went free out of Egypt”)
 The first letter of each plague is used to create three) ְּדַצ"ךְ ֲעַד"ׁש ְּבַאַח"ב .10

nonsense words. Can you match each letter to each plague?)
 (maror) ָמרֹור and ,(matzah) ַמָּצה ,(Pesah) ֶּפַסח .11
12. At ְּבִרית ֵּבין ַהְּבָתִרים (brit bein ha-betarim, the covenant between the pieces) 

(You can look it up in Bereishit chapter 15)
(beit ha-behirah, the chosen house) ֵּבית ַהְּבִחיָרה .13
 ,Zman Heiruteinu) זְַמן ֵחרּוֵתנּו and (Hag Hamatzot, the matzah holiday) ַחג ַהַּמּצֹות .14

the time of our freedom)
15. We bless God for making two things holy: יְִׂשָרֵאל (Yisrael, the people Israel) and 

 When .(ha-zemanim, literally means “the times” but refers to the holidays) ַהּזְַמּנִים
the Seder takes place on Friday night, we bless God for making a third thing holy: 
.(Shabbat) ַׁשָּבת

16. Drinks the water (that put out the fire, which burned the stick, which hit the dog, 
which bit the cat, that ate the kid that was bought for two zuzim…) 

17. 17 berakhot, plus an additional berakhah for ְסִפיַרת ָהעֹוֶמר (counting the omer) at 
the second Seder (outside Israel). When the Seder takes place on Saturday night, 
we add an additional berakhah for Havdallah (during Kiddush).

18. Only once! Rabbi Yosei asks how we know that God struck the Egyptians with ten 
blows in Egypt and fifty at the Sea? In his answer he quotes the verse: 'וַּיֲַאִמינּו ַּבה 
 .(they had faith in God and in Moshe, God’s servant) ּוְבמֶֹׁשה ַעְבּדֹו
(You can look it up at the  
end of Shemot chapter 14.)
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