TALK THIS WAY

Dena Weiss

The storytelling of the Seder is high-
ly prescribped. 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.! And there is a preference for
length, as we say in the Haggadah:
‘0N TINWY'I 1907 N3 7
NN 11 1i1 - anyone who tells the sto-
ry of the exodus from Egypt at length
is praised.”

The editor in me finds this last rec-
ommendation to be at odds with what
| consider to be a good and compelling
way to tell a story. Why do we incen-
tivize the storytellers at the Seder to
drone on and on? Why shouldn't we
choose to be concise? What is the val-
ue of this lengthy telling?

| think that the way to understand
this storytelling guideline is in light of
another. A key element of the Seder’s
drama is that each person is told that
we should think of ourselves as if we
had left Egypt.2 When something truly
miraculous, exciting, and life-changing
happens to us, we want to talk about it;
we want to tell everyone about it—and
in a way that is not edited and metic-
ulously planned. We repeat ourselves,
we exaggerate the exciting moments,
we punctuate our telling with exclama-
tions—"Can you believe it?!" “It was the
most amazing thing!” “I still cant get
over it!” And the story might, in fact, be
amazing, but it is unlikely to be told in
the most artful way. The way that we
tell the story of the Exodus needs to
accord with the unbridled enthusiasm
we would feel about what had hap-
pened to us if we ourselves had expe-
rienced these miracles and seen the
hand of God, if we ourselves had been
redeemed. An excited telling is also, of-
ten, 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

1  Mishnah Pesahim 10:4.

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),
“1"7V 711 0T TT112W" - he sits alone,
and is silent, for he has laid [it] on him.”
When we relive the trauma, we adopt
the same approach of stunned silence.

On Tisha B'Av, in contrast to Pesah,
speech is limited and restrained. When
the atmosphere of mourning is at its
most intense, even greeting one an-
other and asking, “how are you doing?”
is prohibited.2 When the news is terri-
ble, 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 tragedy is
a reflection of the behavior of individu-
al mourners. A person who is mourn-
ing the loss of a relative is encouraged
to be appropriately silent and anyone
who comes to comfort the mourn-
er is obligated to take their cues from
the mourner: being silent when the
mourner is silent, and engaging the
mourner in appropriate conversation if
that is what the mourner invites:
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Maimonides Mishneh Torah
Laws of the Mourner 5:20, 13:3

2 Aswesay in the Haggadah: 0 1¥nn NX N17117'N3 1NXY TIN TINT7 OTR 2710 11T T 733

3 See Shulhan Arukh Orah Hayyim 554:20.

From where do we know that a
mourner is prohibited from greet-
ing [people]? As it says, “restrain
yourself in silence” (Yehezkel
24:17)... and if the mourner is pro-
hibited 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” (lyyov 2:13)...

and once they nod their head, the
comforters are no longer permit-
ted to sit with them, so as not to
overly inconvenience them.

Just as on Tisha B'Av our speech pat-
terns are modeled after how an individ-
ual mourner behaves, so too on Pesah
we talk the way an individual who has
experienced the Exodus would talk. A
mourner might have a hard time find-
ing 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 happi-
er 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 participants
in the conversation. When the Hag-
gadah encourages all of us to tell the
story with rapturous and repetitive
language, it has the mirror lesson to
teach us. Just as there are guidelines to
follow around speaking 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 conversational cues from some-
one who is suffering in silence, so too
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we need to take our conversational
cues from the person who is jubilant
and garrulous. We should honor and
participate 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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