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Dear Friends,
Passover does not always go as planned. In his article in this reader, Stuart Halpern recounts the predicament that J.A. Joel and
his fellow Jewish soldiers fighting for the Union during the Civil War found themselves in as Pesah 1862 approached. As Joel
wrote in the Jewish Messenger after the war:
Horseradish or parsley we could not obtain, but in lieu we found a weed, whose bitterness, I apprehend, exceeded
anything our forefathers “enjoyed.” . . . The ceremonies were passing off very nicely, until we arrived at the part
where the bitter herb was to be taken. We all had a large portion of the herb ready to eat at the moment I said the
blessing; each [ate] his portion, when horrors! [W]hat a scene ensued in our little congregation, it is impossible for
my pen to describe. The herb was very bitter and very fiery like Cayenne pepper, and excited our thirst to such a
degree, that we forgot the law authorizing us to drink only four cups, and the consequence was we drank up all the
cider. Those that drank the more freely became excited, and one thought he was Moses, another Aaron, and one
had the audacity to call himself Pharaoh. . . . I doubt whether the spirits of our forefathers, had they been looking
down on us, standing there with our arms by our side ready for an attack, faithful to our G-d and our cause, would
have imagined themselves amongst mortals, enacting this commemoration of the scene that transpired in Egypt.
The story is humorous of course. But it also speaks to a fundamental truth about Judaism’s resilience: we can make Pesah
wherever we are, whomever we are with, even if circumstances are far from ideal.
Perhaps this is what that enigmatic Aramaic paragraph at the beginning of Maggid, Ha Lahma Anya, tells us. “Here is the plain
poor bread that our forebears ate in the land of Egypt,” it begins. The Temple no longer stands, the Pesah sacrifice is gone, but
the matzah is still here. And with the matzah, “everyone who needs can [still] come and make Pesah.” It may not be ideal, for
“this year we are here” in exile. But “next year may we be in the Land of Israel.”
As we find ourselves on the cusp of a second pandemic Pesah, the rituals of the Seder ground us, even if our return to community
remains incomplete at best. For some, this year will be vastly different and more hopeful than last, with vaccinated families
embracing each other around a familiar table. For others, this year’s Seder will look largely the same as last year’s: lonely and
isolating. We are living in a period of transition between virus and vaccine—we are not yet free, yet slowly but surely, we are
getting there. We have a case for optimism at last.
In a year of changed realities, when we have banded together in virtual communities to learn Torah and share grief and gladness
as best we could, the Lehrhaus has been a steady presence. Even as uncertainty dominates, the Lehrhaus continues to offer
thoughtful Torah content. It is in this spirit that we present to you our Pesah reader, which showcases a selection of past articles
about Pesah and the Seder, including several from last year addressing the first pandemic Seder. May we travel again from
slavery to freedom and from strength to strength.
Hag Kasher ve-Sameah!
The Lehrhaus Editors
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ELIJAH’S ELUSIVE CUP AND
THE CHALLENGE OF MEMORY
JAMES A. DIAMOND

While the Passover Seder is meant to commemorate the Jewish The standard Talmudic editions, endorsed by Rashi and his
liberation from slavery, it is also permeated by loss. Maimon- grandson Rashbam, two of the greatest Talmudic commenides’s compendium of Seder conduct emphasizes the absence tators, cite Rabbi Tarfon, Rabbi Akiva’s mentor, who advocates
of an irretrievable past with repeated reminders of how Jews for a fourth cup to preside over the Seder’s conclusion (Pesahim
118a). However, other major Talmudic experts apparently had

can no longer ideally celebrate the Seder.

a variant of the text that read “fifth.”
Two types of meat must decorate the Seder plate in remembrance
of the holiday sacrifices; four questions revised to address a Maimonides, for instance, recommends Rabbi Tarfon’s position
ritually debilitated present when we no longer have sacrifice in his legal magnum opus as the fifth cup, but only as an optional
launch the evening; the participants point to meat signifying ritual. The cup sits there then, emblematic of the fragility of
the Passover lamb which our forefathers ate at the time the Temple historical transmission and masorah, disrupting the rhythm
stood; the celebrants recite a prayer anticipating a future when of rituals, texts, and prayers designed precisely to preserve
they will once again eat there the Passover sacrifice; the matzah Jewish history. It is the Seder maverick, a potent reminder of the
calls for a blessing in the present when there is no longer sacrifice; vulnerability of memory.
one prepares a sandwich of matzah and bitter herbs in remem-

A bewildering myriad of customs prescribing what one does

brance of the Temple.1 The list is unrelenting.

with this cup merely accentuate its questionable character.

Rather than commemorating liberation, we commemorate Is it poured at the commencement of the Seder or when the
how Jews once commemorated it. The obsession with what guests shout out the plea for a pouring of divine wrath on the
can no longer be authentically memorialized threatens to enemies of Israel? Does one just pour it or drink it as well?
Do all the Seder participants partake of it, or just the master
overwhelm the core memory of freedom.
of ceremonies? Is it consumed in a reclining position as the
Enter the “fifth” cup. If the carefully scripted Seder calls for four other cups? Does it signify a fifth biblical term of liberation
cups, why is there a fifth? Its rabbinic origin remains tentative. that would place it in the company of its sister cups? Or, does
1.

Mishneh Torah, Laws of Hametz and Matzah 8:1, 3, 4, 5, 8.
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it evoke Pharaoh’s cup that instrumentally launched Joseph’s future soldier, or when I was able to repeat songs, singing
meteoric rise to the upper echelons of the Egyptian hierarchy? what I had not understood, or prattle to you using your own
How do we even refer to it? Is it the fifth cup or Elijah’s cup?

favourite expressions, imitating you, but nothing of this had
anything to do with my future. And it is characteristic that

Tradition identifies Elijah as the one who will resolve moot

even today you really only encourage me in anything when you

halakhic debates in that utopian future he is destined to

yourself are involved in it, when what is at stake is your own

herald.2 His image itself then signals an enduring question

sense of self-importance.” Breaking away was the instrument

mark. The cup’s indeterminateness inserts an intoxicating

of Franz’s literary breakthrough. He overcame the stifling

ambiguity into the age old rigidly structured gathering charac-

parental presence he felt “would simply trample me underfoot

terized as “order.”

so that nothing was left of me.” In contrast to Hermann

Its identity as Elijah’s cup, however, is critical in preventing Kafka’s suppression of any semblance of autonomy by his son,
the celebration from slipping into a morose longing for an era Elijah stages his death so that his ‘son’ could surpass his own
gone by. When Elijah’s time came to die, his beloved disciple prophetic reputation.
Elisha would not let go of his master whom he considered

his spiritual father. Exasperated, Elijah finally offered him The ancient Bnei Brak gathering the Haggadah recalls similarly
the potential of surpassing his own prophetic power, on the presents the danger of being engulfed by the past. “It happened
condition that Elisha witnesses his death— if you see me as I once [on Pesah] that Rabbi Eliezer, Rabbi Yehoshua, Rabbi
am being taken from you, this will be granted to you; if not it will Elazar ben Azariah, Rabbi Akiva, and Rabbi Tarfon were

reclining in Bnei Brak and were telling the story of the exodus

not (II Kings 2:10).

from Egypt that whole night, until their students came and
What this dramatically conveys is that Elijah’s successor/heir said to them, ‘The time of [reciting] the morning Shema has
needed to accept the end of an era, the cessation of the past, arrived’.” Rabbi Tarfon and his colleagues’ immersion in the

and the impossibility of simply duplicating and parroting his past was so intense as to reach the point of obliviousness to
spiritual father. By conditioning Elisha’s future on the capacity their own time and the dawning of a new day. Their students,
to observe his own departure from the scene, Elijah teaches a

or spiritual children, needed to jolt them back into responding

valuable lesson— that continuity with the past must also be

to the demands of the present.

balanced by a sober acknowledgment of its passage.

Elijah, the embodiment of ultimate historical redemption,

Elisha, in what surely is the shortest eulogy in Jewish history,

hovers over that fifth cup as a reminder to commemorate

laments Oh father, father! Israel’s chariots and horsemen. He has

the past in a way that enables advancing beyond it. The

been released by Elijah to shape his own destiny. This tension

biblical source for Elijah’s messianic role anticipates far less

between generations is described in excruciating honesty by

grandiose achievements than international disarmament and

Franz Kafka, one of the most innovative spirits in modern

global harmony. The prophet Malakhi entrusts Elijah simply

times. In his Letter to His Father, he expresses precisely this

with reconciling the hearts of fathers with their children, and the

suffocating influence of a father who values the son strictly in

hearts of the children with their fathers (Malachi 3:24). Elijah’s

terms of himself.

death scene in his own life’s drama presages the nature of

As Franz heartbreakingly wrote, “You encouraged me, for that universal crisis of friction between parents and children
instance, when I saluted and marched smartly, but I was no Malakhi contemplated.
2.

The Aramaic term teku, meaning the matter “stands” for rabbinic disputes that cannot be resolved, came to be known as an acronym for “Tishbi [Elijah]
will resolve questions and contradictions.”

2

PASSOVER 5781

∙ The LEHRHAUS Reader

The greatest source of conflict between generations is a result Maimonides provides for an independent exercise of will
of parents viewing their children as clones of themselves against the background of a strictly regulated format that
rather than independent human beings with their own dreams, might all too easily inhibit creativity. The particular dispenaptitudes, and aspirations. Like Elijah, they must encourage sation to move out of the narrow confines of the familiar and
children to let go. The fifth term of liberation which Elijah’s the standard, to anywhere one might wish, indulges precisely
cup signifies conforms precisely to this notion because it is the spirit of Elijah’s cup. Uniform rules and recalling of a
the only one that places liberation terminology in the context common past tend to encourage mimicking and replicating.
of children as successors to their parents: I will bring you in unto This fifth cup, released from the weight of obligation, presides
the land, concerning which I lifted up My hand to give it to Abraham, over the stage exit, allowing for escape from a restrictive space
to Isaac, and to Jacob; and I will give it you for a heritage: I am the that can stifle. It expresses itself in the freedom to roam and
Lord (Exodus 6:8). The verse records two divine givings, one to venture beyond the confines of home, parents, tradition, and
past. Elijah’s cup allows the Seder to provoke the kind of

the ancestors and one to the descendants.

independent questioning by the next generation that averts
The parents leave behind a legacy. The children can remain being “trampled underfoot” by the previous one.
satisfied with what was “given” to the parents or renew a
James A. Diamond is the Joseph and Wolf Lebovic Chair
second “giving” by building on the former. The messianic
of Jewish Studies at the University of Waterloo and former
age can never materialize if growth is measured in terms
director of the university’s Friedberg Genizah Project. His
of how closely one generation duplicates the previous one.
most recent book is Reinventing Maimonides in ContemElijah therefore reconciles successive generations by warning
porary Jewish Thought (Littman, 2019)
them that their love for each other does not entail acting as
mirrors of each other. To be trapped by the past is to preclude
advancing beyond it.
Perhaps this explains why Maimonides concludes his codification of the laws governing the Seder format with a curious
addendum concerning venue. In what appears to be a bold
contravention of the halakhic protocol that draws the ire of
his halakhic opponents, Maimonides grants the prerogative to
play the last act out, when the fifth cup accompanies the final
Haggadic recitations, “in any place one wants, even if it is not
in the same place as the meal” (Mishneh Torah, Laws of Hametz
and Matzah 8:10).
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MAGID, MOSHE, STORY-TELLING, AND
STORY-LIVING
JENNIFER RASKAS

Towards the end of the Magid section, the Haggadah states: they were strangers in the land of Egypt (Shemot 22:20).
“Be-khol dor va-dor, hayav adam lir’ot et atzmo ke-ilu hu yatza
mi-Mitzrayim,” In every generation, one must see himself as if At the end of Moshe’s personal journey to leadership, he
experiences a transformational, divine revelation through fire,
he came out of Egypt.
at the burning bush on top of Mount Horev. He is told not to
Why must we see ourselves as if we personally left Egypt? Is come too close, “Al tikrav halom”, to the revelation, for the land
it not enough that one follows the commandment of sippur on the mountain is too holy (3:5). The people, upon leaving
yetzi’at Mitzrayim, telling the story of leaving Egypt? Why must Egypt, encounter God on that same mountain, Horev, also
one not only be a storyteller of the Exodus, but also become called Mount Sinai, where, as Moshe describes in Devarim,
“Panim be-fanim diber Hashem imakhem ba-har be-tokh ha-esh,”

part of the story?

face to face God spoke to you on the mountain from amidst the
We can gain some insight by juxtaposing the story of Moshe’s fire (Devarim 5:4). The people, similarly to Moshe, are told not
personal ascendancy to leadership, with the story of the to climb or touch the mountain (Shemot 19:12).
Israelites’ ascendency from slavery to revelation. Analyzing
these stories together and seeing the striking similarities Finally, on the mountain, Moshe is given three otot, signs,
between them, shows that Moshe not only helped shape the that God is with him: his staff turning to a snake, his hand
Israelites’ Exodus story, he also personally lived it.

getting leprosy, and water turning to blood. He descends the

mountain after accepting his mission to lead the people. These
The national story of the Israelites in Egypt begins with Yosef’s very people too are given an ot, a sign on the mountain: “Akh
strong ties to Pharaoh and the Egyptian palace. Likewise, Shabtotai tishmoru,” My Sabbaths you shall obey, “ki ot hu beini
Moshe’s early life in Egypt takes place in Pharaoh’s palace. u-veineikhem le-doroteikhem,” for it is an ot, a sign, between Me
Moshe then leaves Egypt in a hurry, “Va-yivrah Moshe,” after and you throughout the generations (Shemot 31:13). Here the
killing an Egyptian. He names his son “Gershom,” “ki ger hayiti children of Israel also accept their mission stating, “na’aseh
be-eretz nokhriyah,” because I have been a stranger in a strange v-nishma,” we will do and obey (Shemot 24:7).
land (Shemot 2:15, 22). The Israelites also leave Egypt in haste
and are constantly reminded that “Gerim hayitem be-Mitzrayim,” Moshe’s ascendancy out of Egypt to leadership with its
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climactic, transcendental, encounter with God at the burning Now we can better understand the verse in the Haggadah,
bush then, is a harbinger of the people’s own passage out of “Be-khol dor va-dor, hayav adam lir’ot et atzmo ke-ilu hu yatza
Egypt towards their transcendental encounter with God on mi-Mitzrayim,” In every generation, one must see himself as if
he came out of Egypt.

Mount Sinai.

By seeing ourselves as if we personally left Egypt, we, like

According to Ramban (Shemot 4:19), Moshe makes a

Moshe, demonstrate that we are not only ready to transmit the

concerted effort to keep his story parallel to the story of the

Jewish people’s story, but also help shape and lead it’s future.

Israelites even after the episode of the burning bush, when he
moves his wife, Tziporah, and their sons out of comfortable

Jennifer Raskas is the Washington, DC, manager for the
Shalom Hartman Institute of North America. She speaks,
writes and teaches classes widely on Hebrew literary
approaches to readings in Tanakh. She is also a director
at the Orthodox Leadership Project and a trained facili-

Midian in order to join the people of Israel who are slaves in
Egypt. Moshe realizes that only by bringing his family down
to become part of the people’s story will the people of Israel
fully believe that he sees himself as one of them, plans to truly

tator through Resetting the Table, which brings communities together for brave conversations across difference.
Jennifer received her Bachelor of Arts from Columbia
University and her Masters in Public Policy from the
Harvard Kennedy School of Government.

redeem them, and genuinely has their best interests at heart.
Only by continuing this shared story, will he be trusted to lead
the people forward.
One of the roles of a leader is to be a storyteller, to be able to
articulate the history, identity, values and emotions of the
people. Moshe, however, went one step further by not only
telling the people’s story, but also by living it.
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WHERE IS THE JUSTICE IN THE TENTH PLAGUE?
EZRA W. ZUCKERMAN SIVAN

At Seders this weekend throughout the world, Jews will seek to Whereas there was “no bread” in all the land of Egypt (Genesis
fulfill the “obligation to see [ourselves] as if [we] had taken part 47:14), thus leading the Egyptians to sell themselves, their
in the exodus from Egypt.” This is far easier said than done. livestock, and their lands to Joseph (on Pharaoh’s behalf),
Not only must we imagine ourselves as people who had been Joseph made sure that there was sufficient bread for everyone
oppressed slaves for generations, we must also ponder what it in his family (Genesis 47:12).1
would have been like to take leave of our former oppressors.

To do that, we must grapple with the question of whether the Moreover, even if we stipulate that the Egyptians were more
blameworthy (perhaps the Egyptians were more directly involved
Egyptians were treated justly by both God and Israel.
in Israel’s enslavement, or perhaps the manner of enslavement

To be sure, God foretells in the Covenant of the Parts that the was crueler), this begs the question of why Egyptian suffering
nation that would host and subjugate Abraham’s descendants took the form that it did: Why specifically the firstborn? Why
as “stranger(s)” would be “judged”; and that in the wake of must even the weakest and least morally autonomous members
such judgment, Abraham’s descendants would leave for the of society (the children of captives, slaves, and animals) be
promised land with “much movable property” (Genesis 15:14). punished? And why must the Egyptians be seemingly cheated
But how was it just for God to kill all the Egyptian first-born out of their valuables?
in the tenth plague, including the first-born of prisoners,

In the following, I present a text-based sociological theory

servants, and animals? And how was it just for Israel to “strip”

that addresses these and related questions. I will uncover

the Egyptians of their valuables forever while telling them

a theme lying just below the surface of the text that sheds

that this was just one “neighbor” “borrowing” from another

distinctive light on one of the key moral lessons imparted by

(Exodus 3:22, 12:36)?

the Exodus. The central idea is captured by Deuteronomy’s

It is insufficient to explain this question away by noting that (23:8) enigmatic injunction “not to abominate the Egyptian,
the Egyptians were complicit in the enslavement of Israel. since you were a stranger in his land.” Egypt in fact had
After all, a close reading of Genesis 47 reveals that Israel had abominated the stranger, and the Hebrew in particular. The
previously been complicit in the enslavement of the Egyptians! tenth plague subverts this treatment in a dramatic way and it
1.

For elaboration on these points, see my Lehrhaus essay “Why Do we Deserve God’s Favor?”
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thereby puts the lie to arbitrary systems of social classification Calf (Exodus 33:6)—it is generally understood as meaning that
Israel “stripped” Egypt of its valuables. Since in one other

more generally.

context (Exodus 22:13) the verb she’ielah clearly means to
Puzzles of the Tenth Plague

borrow, it is typically understood as meaning that Israel

asked their Egyptian neighbors if they could borrow their
Let us first review the puzzles concerning the tenth plague. expensive vessels and clothing. This is troubling, given
First, it is unclear why the plague focuses on the firstborn, that Israel apparently knew they were not going to return to

and why there is such emphasis on how the plague struck the Egypt (see Exodus 6:6-9). Moreover, even in the description of
full gamut of social statuses in Egyptian society: “from the the moment, “borrowing” mixes uneasily with the imagery of
firstborn of Pharaoh sitting on his throne, to the firstborn of “stripping” someone of their valuables.
the maidservant behind the millstones, to every first-born

of the livestock” (Exodus 11:5); “every firstborn in the land of As reviewed by R. Elhanan Samet,3 debates go back more than
Egypt, from man up to and including livestock” (Exodus 12:12); two thousand years as to how it could have been justified to
and “from the first-born of Pharaoh sitting on his throne to the borrow Egyptian valuables under apparently false pretenses.
first-born of the captive, who is in the dungeon (beit ha-bor), Various exegetes have tried to resolve the difficulty by arguing
and every first-born of the livestock” (Exodus 12:29). It is that she’eilah does not actually mean “to borrow” here, but
unclear why the Torah must stress the range in social statuses rather “to ask to give.”4 But R. Samet argues persuasively that
subject to this particular plague. It is noteworthy, though, this position is hard to sustain; after all, had the text wanted
that the term for dungeon leads the attentive reader to recall to say clearly that the Egyptians had been asked to give the
Joseph, who is the only person in the Bible to be held captive vessels and clothes as gifts, it could have done so. Rather, and
in a bor (the literal meaning of which is “pit” or “cistern”), as best captured in the use of the word she’eilah in I Samuel
something that was perpetrated against him twice—once by 1 when Hannah names her son Samuel “because from God
his brothers in Canaan (Genesis 37:22-29), and once by the she’iltiv,” she’eilah connotes some degree of shared ownership
whereby multiple parties have rights with respect to the person

Egyptians (40:15, 41:14).

or object (e.g., Hannah is borrowing Samuel for a time, but she
Second, it is concerning that Israel seems to acquire the is also lending him to God). And yet even if shared ownership
Egyptians’ valuables via a ruse. Two verbs must be reckoned is less problematic than borrowing, it still begs the question:
with in this regard: she’ielah and netzilah. The biblical text uses wouldn’t a request for transfer of ownership be more straightthe first verb three times to describe how Israelites should ask forward and honest than a request for shared ownership?
their neighbors for their gold and silver vessels and for their
clothing2 (Exodus 3:22; 11:2; 12:35-36); the second verb is used This question is compounded by the Egyptians’ apparent
on the first and third occasions to summarize (seemingly motivation for acceding to the request. One would imagine
extraneously) what was accomplished via such property transfer. that the Egyptians would only agree to share their valuables
under great duress—that the specter of further suffering and
Each of these verbs is rare and difficult to interpret.
death was the motivating factor. Perhaps so, but the text
Based on the only other time the latter verb is used in the repeatedly emphasizes that “God [would] give the favor of
Hebrew Bible—when Israel stripped their “finery” at the culmi- the [Hebrew] nation into the [Egyptians’] eyes” (Exodus 3:21,
nation of their process of atonement for the sin of the Golden 11:3; 12:36). It is perhaps not a surprise that Egypt would need
2.

The reference to clothing is absent in 11:2.

3.

Samet, Elhanan. 2004. “She’ilat Hakeilim through the Lens of the Apologetic Commentary and the Lens of Other Commentary” (Hebrew). Iyunim beParashat Hashavua Volume 1, Series 2.

4.

See e.g., S.R. Hirsch, op cit.
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prodding from God to look upon Israel favorably. But why was saying (Exodus 8:22) that
it important that this happen? Wasn’t it sufficient that they
it is not appropriate to do this, because it would be

share their property? Did they have to like doing so, too?

an abomination to Egypt [to’avat Mitzrayim] that we
A final aspect of the tenth plague also deserves our attention,

would sacrifice to the Lord our God; could we sacrifice

both because it too is puzzling but also because it provides a

an abomination to Egypt [to’avat Mitzrayim] before

path towards resolving the larger puzzle. In particular, it is

their very eyes—wouldn’t they stone us?

noteworthy that unlike the other nine plagues, the tenth was
apparently a surprise, even to Moses, despite his being given A hint that this passage should be compared with the events of
advance warning of it.

the tenth plague lies in the fact that it is the only other time in

the narrative when Egyptian “eyes” are mentioned. And when
Consider first the dialogue between Pharaoh and Moses after we perform this comparison, the results are striking; whereas
the ninth plague (Exodus 10:21-11:10). Based on their stormy Moses could not imagine that Israel would offend Egyptian
exchange (“And Pharaoh said to him, ‘Leave me. See that you cultural sensibilities by performing sacrifices before the
never see my face again because on the day you next see my
Egyptian people, this is precisely what happened immediately
face, you will surely die!’ And Moses responded, ‘You have
before the tenth plague. Indeed, Israel had to set aside a sheep
spoken truly; I will never see your face again!’”), it seems
or goat to sacrifice for four days before slaughtering, grilling,
evident that Moses thought the ninth plague was the final one.5
and consuming these animals, and slathering their blood on
But, apparently, before Moses could leave Pharaoh’s presence,
their doorposts. And somehow the Egyptian neighbors who
God revealed Himself to Moses and instructed him regarding
were subject to these taboo sights and smells, and whose
the tenth plague. It is puzzling that Moses wasn’t expecting a
children were dying, looked upon Israel with favor, and readily
tenth plague, because God had foreshadowed it much earlier
agreed to strip their valuables and share them with the former
(Exodus 4:22-23):
slaves who smelled of “abominable” barbecue?!
And you should say to Pharaoh, “So says the Lord, ‘Israel

Perhaps it is not surprising that this scene was unimaginable,

is my first born.’ And I will say to you, ‘Send [forth] my

even to Moses. The events of the tenth plague seem to have

son so he may serve me.’ And if you refuse to send him

overturned basic assumptions about how Egyptian culture

[forth], behold I will kill your first born son.”

worked.

Neither Pharaoh nor Moses should thus have been surprised

by the tenth plague. Perhaps the surprise was that it was not What is To’avat Mitzrayim?
just Pharaoh’s son who was to be killed, but all the firstborn of

This last observation offers a tantalizing clue to the larger

Egypt. That is indeed hard to fathom.

puzzle: if one aspect of the tenth plague—the sacrifice of the

Even clearer evidence that the tenth plague was surprising paschal lamb—disrupted Egyptian social mores, perhaps this
can be derived from a comparison of the tenth plague with was true of the other aspects of the plague we have noted as
the aftermath of the fourth. After the fourth plague, the first troubling. Put differently, the Torah seems to be implying that
in which the Israelites (at least those in Goshen) were spared, in order to truly see things from the perspective of the particPharaoh makes his first concession to Moses: he offers that ipants, we must ponder what is meant by to’avat Mitzrayim (an
Israel can offer sacrifices “in the land.” Moses counters by “abomination to Egypt”).
5.

Important evidence that the tenth plague was a surprise to Moses is that he and Pharaoh do in fact see each other again, when Pharaoh calls Moses and
Aaron to the palace to usher them out of the country (Exodus 12:30-32).
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To do that, we need to consider the other two episodes in which “untouchable” in the manner of caste systems where there is a
this phrase is used: (a) by the biblical narrator, to explain that “line of touchability.” Castes above that line cannot eat from the
the reason Egyptians would not break bread with Joseph or same utensils used by members of lower castes, and certainly
with his brothers was because it was “an abomination to Egypt cannot break bread at the same table.10 It bears underlining
to eat bread with Hebrews” (Genesis 43:32); and (b) by Joseph, how astonishing it is that Joseph was treated in this fashion11
to explain to his brothers why Pharaoh would assign Jacob’s even though he was the viceroy and had married the daughter

family land in Goshen (which had good pastoral land) if he of an Egyptian priestess. It would seem that there is essenfound out that they were shepherds: “because all shepherds tially nothing a foreigner, or at least a Hebrew outcaste, can do
are an abomination to Egypt” (Genesis 46:34).6
to gain membership in Egyptian society.12 As such, it may be that
the only option for Joseph was to play the role of “Court Jew,”

Putting aside the question of how these taboos (and the one

serving the crown to save their lives but thereby likely stoking

referenced by Moses in claiming that the Egyptians would

Egyptian resentment towards them as low-caste outsiders who

stone them for performing sacrifices in Egypt) correspond to

ancient Egyptian mores,7 several aspects of the Torah’s account had attained high status through illegitimate means.
of these taboos seem clear. First, the taboos have something to

Note, finally, that there are various other hints in the text that

do with pastoral animals. This may reflect the larger tension

the Hebrews were treated as outcastes (in Genesis) and then as

in the ancient world between farmers and shepherds over land

subhuman (in Exodus). The first such hint is in how Potiphar’s

use (with the Torah generally critical of agricultural powers

wife charges her husband of bringing a “Hebrew” into her

like Sodom and Egypt, and intent on a reformed vision of an

house and thus “making a mockery” of her (Genesis 39:14,17).

agricultural economy based on the spirit of the herdsman).8

Realizing perhaps that she may be recognized as the true

More prosaically, the Egyptian aversion may be due to the

initiator, she plays her trump card: her husband should never

“malodorous woolen garments” they wore.9 Accordingly, Joseph

have violated Egyptian caste norms and given such authority

sent his brothers home with new clothes (Genesis 45:22).

to a Hebrew. Note also the way Egyptians “recoil in disgust” as

Second, the taboos seem to have had something to do with Israel becomes more numerous (Exodus 1:12); how the Hebrew
eating together with foreigners, “Hebrews” in particular. mothers are described as “beasts” (Exodus 1:19); and how the
Such taboos are consistent with Hebrews being “outcastes” or Israelite overseers are worried that Moses and Aaron’s initial
6.

It is puzzling that, while Joseph instructs his brothers to tell Pharaoh that they are men of “mikneh” or “livestock” rather than “shepherds” (since the latter
are an abomination to Egypt), and while Pharaoh also uses the term “livestock” in affirming the brothers request (Genesis 47:6), the brothers in fact use
the term “shepherds” (compare Genesis 47:4 with 46:34) in reporting on their vocation to Pharaoh. It is unclear what accounts for this discrepancy, since
Joseph apparently achieved his goal of getting Pharaoh to understand that they were shepherds and should thus be consigned to Goshen. One possibility is
that these terms are interchangeable. Another is that “men of livestock” was a euphemism for shepherds, useful to cover the fact that sheep were necessary
if taboo. Perhaps the brothers did not understand the need for such a euphemism because they were unfamiliar with Egyptian mores, and committed
the faux pas of blurting out what should have been said sotto voce. As such, this would embed in the story a subtle critique of the contradictions that are
inherent to arbitrary systems of social classification. After all, the entire episode turns on the contradiction that shepherds are taboo but are nonetheless
employed by the king. And the larger story revolves around the Egyptian abomination of the Hebrew despite using his cunning to save Egypt.

7.

For a review of approaches to this question, see Pinker, Aron. 2009. “’Abomination to Egyptians’ in Genesis 43:32, 46:34, and Exodus 8:22.” Old Testament
Essays 22(1): 151-74.

8.

See Hazony, Yoram. 2012. The Philosophy of Hebrew Scripture. Cambridge.

9.

Pinker, op cit., p. 151.

10. Dumont, Louis 1980. Homo Hierarchicus: The Caste System and Its Implications. University of Chicago Press.
11.

Some exegetes offer that Joseph must sit separately because of his royal status, but only one explanation is given to cover the entire seating arrangements:
the Egyptians would not break bread with Hebrews. Moreover, Joseph was consistently referred to as a Hebrew by the Egyptians; there is no reason to
think that changed.

12.

Indeed, nothing apparently changed from when Potiphar put him in charge of everything in his house except for “the bread that he eats (Genesis 39:6).”
It is not clear what Joseph meant by this, but one common interpretation is that Joseph could not touch Potiphar’s food.
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appeal to Pharaoh has given them a “putrid smell in the eyes of pretense that Pharaoh was the master of natural and social
Pharaoh and the eyes of his servants, to place a sword in their order. It is easy to make distinctions based on visible differhands to slay us” (Exodus 5:21). The Torah is tracing a process ences such as place of residence (plagues 4 and 7) or ethnicity
whereby the stranger begins as outcaste, and is then relegated (plagues 5 and 9); it is quite another thing to distinguish
to subhuman, in preparation for genocide. The parallels with between household (and barnyard) members based on when
they were born.

modern times are obvious and eerie.13

There is one last feature of the rigid Egyptian social classi- In addition, beyond demonstrating God’s omniscience and
fications that seems important if we are to understand the mastery, the tenth plague also attacked the false god of arbitrary
tenth plague: the status of the firstborn. In short, veneration social hierarchies. Given the Egyptian veneration of the firstborn,
of the firstborn seems fundamental to the Torah’s account of and given the importance of Pharaoh’s firstborn in perpetuEgyptian society. As R. Ari Kahn notes (building on R. Naphtali ating the system more generally, these are natural targets for an
Zvi Yehuda Berlin and R. J.B. Soloveitchik), “Egyptian culture effort to “collapse the (Egyptian) pyramid scheme.”14 The Torah’s
was built on a hierarchical system of primogeniture, in which emphasis on the range of statuses hit by the plague dovetails
the firstborn ruled the family by controlling the younger with this theme. What better way to show that social distinctions
siblings who in turn, controlled the lower classes, who in are meaningless than to have every single household—from the
turn controlled the slaves.” Accordingly, just after the text top to the very bottom of the Egyptian social pyramid, including
describes the seating arrangements at Joseph’s home, it tells us even slaves, captives, and livestock—suffer from the same plague?
that Joseph made sure to seat the brothers according to their All are equal before God.
birth order. The brothers were “amazed”—apparently because
Joseph could “divine” their birth order (cf., Genesis 44:15).
Another implication is that the brothers would otherwise not
have emphasized their birth order. This may be in keeping
with the Torah’s larger project of suggesting that the firstborn
son (Cain, Ishmael, Esau, Reuben, Aaron) does not deserve as
much honor as was traditionally supposed.
The Tenth Plague as Antidote for Egyptian Taboos

“Stripping” the Egyptians accomplishes a complementary
objective. Someone who has been stripped of their clothing
is naked. If everyone is naked, how will status differences be
recognized— especially if they have also been stripped of their
valuables?
It is intriguing to compare this act of stripping with the other
case of stripping—the stripping of “finery” demanded by God
after the sin of the Golden Calf in order to earn His mercy

While Joseph was just playing God (he knew the birth order (Exodus 33:6). The provenance of this finery is unclear, but the
because he was actually a member of the family), God Himself most likely source would seem to be that this is the very finery
was responsible for divining birth order in the tenth plague. that the Egyptians had stripped off their own bodies!15 The
In that respect, the tenth plague was the climax of the plagues apparent implication is that the Torah is drawing a parallel
in that it demonstrated God’s ability and willingness to make between the sin of the golden calf and the Egyptians’ sin, which
distinctions as He saw fit and in direct subversion of the seems to consist of erecting arbitrary status differences.16
13.

For recent research on how dehumanization promotes (instrumental) violence, see Rai,Tage S., Piercarlo Valdesolo, and Jesse Graham. 2017. “Dehumanization Increases Instrumental Violence, but not Moral Violence.” Proceedings of the National Academy of Science 114 (32): 8511-8516.

14.

Kahn, Rabbi Ari. “Parashat Bo: The Collapse of the Pyramid Scheme.” See https://arikahn.blogspot.com/2019/01/parashat-bo-collapse-of-pyramidscheme.html.

15.

To be sure, this is hardly the consensus view among commentators and it begs the question of why a different term, edyam (“their finery”) is used, as well
as why God asks for such stripping after they had apparently already refrained from putting it on.

16.

Of course, the sin of the golden calf did not involve erecting status differences. In fact, one could argue that since it too began with stripping off finery
(more literally, the “breaking off” of gold jewelry; Exodus 32:3), it involved the erasure of status differences. However, perhaps the key difference is that
the jewelry was not stripped but contributed to a project and perhaps each contributor could claim status by pointing to his contribution to the project.
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Now let us turn to the puzzle of the sharing of utensils and eyes” fits with this. The conventional interpretation of this
clothing. To see how this fits with the proposed theme, it is common biblical phrase is simply that one person likes the
instructive to consider the closest parallel in modern America: other. But a more precise interpretation emerges from a
a homeless person tells you they are hungry and cold. Perhaps review of the cases where this phrase occurs. Consider the first
you offer them some food in a Tupperware. And perhaps you instance, when Noah is said to have found favor in God’s eyes
offer them an old coat of yours. But what if the homeless person, (Genesis 6:8), or the second instance, when Abraham sought
in a bid to preserve their dignity, tells you that they want to to find favor in the eyes of the passing angels (Genesis 18:3).
return the Tupperware to you after they have finished eating?
And what if they offer to return the coat to you when they get In these and all other cases in the book of Genesis, when one
back on their feet? Our instinct of course is to say, No that’s OK. agent found favor in another agent’s eyes, this meant that the
You keep it. Better to give a gift than to ask for it back, right?

first agent had succeeded in causing the second agent to look
more carefully at a situation and adjust their predetermined

Not necessarily. If the goal is to achieve fellowship between valuation and course of action. God’s conclusion that man is evil
two people, sharing is actually more effective than a gift (even and His regret at having created the world seemed definitive
if there is an expectation of reciprocity). Gifts from higher (Genesis 6:5-7), but somehow Noah disrupted it. Similarly,
status to lower status members of society are not uncommon; in order to get the angels to veer off their path, Abraham had

they may be well-intentioned but they also reinforce social to run and intercept them, and convince them to stay. It is
hierarchy. What better symbolizes equality is the exchange of perhaps not surprising that the most intense use of the phrase
gifts. And paradoxically, sharing is even better for this purpose. “to find favor” (four times in Genesis 32-3) occurs when Jacob
Not only does it avoid the problem that the gifts may not be of appealed to Esau to rethink his plan to kill him and his family.
commensurate value, it can blur the “line of touchability.” If I

Esau knew Jacob, after all. How could Jacob convince him to

am willing to use what you have used, to wear what you have

see him differently and spare his life?

worn, I am saying louder and more credibly than words ever
could that I am no better than you.

Revisiting our assumptions about a person we already know is
a hard task for any of us. Accordingly, it sometimes seems to

It is thus perhaps not surprising that, although God had told

require divine intervention—when God “gives favor” to someone

Moses about the tenth plague, Moses nevertheless did not

in an antagonist’s eyes because they apparently cannot find

expect it. It is one thing for God to intervene in the natural

such favor on their own. Interestingly, the first time that God

world. But when social processes are deeply institutionalized,

intervened to “give favor” to someone is when Joseph had fallen

they are taken for granted to the point that it may be impos-

to the very bottom of the Egyptian social pyramid, as a prisoner

sible to imagine something different.17 Could Israel really

in the “house of the pit” (Genesis 39:21). This was the very last

sacrifice pastoral animals in front of the Egyptians given their

divine intervention in history for several generations, not until

apparent aversion to them? And then, with their bodies and

God heard Israel cry out in agony (Exodus 2:23). He then initiated

clothes stinking of barbecue and perhaps even with the blood

the process that began the exodus. The story thus began with a

of taboo sacrifice on them, would they have the nerve to ask

divine intervention that got an Egyptian to recognize the value

their Egyptian neighbors to share their clothes and utensils

of an outcaste Hebrew slave, and it culminates in a divine inter-

with them? And would the Egyptians really share them

vention that induced the Egyptian people generally to recognize

willingly? Unthinkable.

that the Hebrews were, in fact, just like them and should have

Note, finally, how God giving “the favor of Israel in Egypt’s been treated as equals.
17.

Berger, Peter L. and Thomas Luckman. 1966. The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the Sociology of Knowledge. Anchor Books.
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At the same time, it is good news to learn that this process fellowship than a willingness to share one’s valuable utensils
did not rely solely on divine intervention. There are two key and clothing. The overall effect is to strip oneself of all pretense,
turning points in the narrative where someone who was reared to stand naked before God.
at the very top of the Egyptian social pyramid was able to “see”
beyond status differences and even take a risk on behalf of
someone who is low-caste: (a) when the daughter of Pharaoh
“saw” Moses in the basket and recognized him as a “crying
lad” even though he was “from the children of the Hebrews”
(Exodus 2:7);18 and (b) when Moses himself “saw” the suffering
of his “Hebrew brothers” and saves one of them from a beating
(Exodus 2:11-12). It may be telling that these subversive actions

It is fitting that the Torah concludes the narrative of Israel in
Egypt with instructions for how strangers can join the congregation (via circumcision) and the injunction that “there shall be
a single law for the citizen and for the stranger who (has joined
the congregation and) dwells among you (Exodus 12:49).” This
is a fitting retort to an Egypt that allowed no pathway for a
foreigner—even a viceroy—to join the community.

were taken by people who were not as well-served by the It should also now be evident why Deuteronomy (23:8) enjoins
Egyptian social hierarchy as others in the palace: a woman Israel “not to abominate the Egyptian because you were a
and a Hebrew. It may also be no coincidence that the former stranger in his land.” The children of Israel experienced a
helped to raise the latter.
fundamental injustice in how Egypt had abominated them
because they were strangers. What better way to demonstrate

Conclusion

a lesson learned than to transcend this practice? To relive the

I have suggested that a central part of what it means to relive Exodus is to “know the soul of the stranger because (we) were
the exodus is to reckon with the Egyptian experience, one strangers in the land of Egypt” (Exodus 23:9). It is to “love the
which culminated in a plague of unspeakable horror and stranger” as we do “ourselves” because we were strangers in the
seeming injustice. I have identified a logic underlying the land of Egypt” (Leviticus 19:34). To relive the exodus is to allow

troubling events of this plague, based on a theme that runs strange others to find favor in our eyes; to “see” beyond the
through the Torah’s account of Israel’s encounter with Egypt.19 institutionalized social distinctions that make us forget that
The key idea is that beginning with Joseph’s arrival in Egypt, we are all God’s creatures and are equal before him, and that
the Torah seems intent on sensitizing us to the awful injus- we should treat one another accordingly.
tices that ensue from rigid, arbitrary social hierarchies, and
especially the injustice of treating foreigners as outcastes who
can never be incorporated into the host society, to the point
that they are “untouchable.”

This piece was written l’zecher nishmat my father-in-law Neil T.
Wasserman (Naphali Michael ben Yosef Meir), whose seventh
yahrzeit is observed on the 22nd of Nisan.

is no more vivid reversal of a conventional social valuation

zra Zuckerman Sivan, an economic sociologist, is the Alvin
J. Siteman Professor of Entrepreneurship and Strategy at
the MIT Sloan School of Management, where he currently
serves as associate dean for teaching and learning. Among
his current research projects is a book on the emergence of
the seven-day week. Ezra welcomes feedback at ewzucker@

scheme than for former oppressors to publicly acknowledge

mit.edu and he tweets at @ewzucker.

The tenth plague is a profound retort to such arbitrary systems.
There is no truer testimony to the fundamental equality of all
of God’s creatures no matter their social standing than for the
lives of all their own first creations to be claimed by God. There

the fellowship of the people they had regarded as outcaste and
even as subhuman. And there is no more powerful gesture of
18.

This insight is due to a lecture by R. Shai Held, “Turning Memory Into Empathy: The Lessons of Exodus.” Cambridge, Massachusetts, April 9, 2019.

19.

Arguably, it is presaged in Abram’s original visit to Egypt. Like Joseph, he was apparently forced to make a difficult accommodation to Egypt’s treatment
of foreigners.
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MIKRA BIKKURIM AT THE SEDER:
A VIEW FROM DEUTERONOMY
TZVI SINENSKY

This is the fourth in a series arguing that there are unexpected Joshua Kulp suggests that the relative brevity of the passage
biblical roots for many Jewish holidays and their practices. By in Deuteronomy made it more attractive for inclusion on the
exploring these foundations, we gain fresh insight into many already-lengthy Seder night.4 R. Joseph Soloveitchik similarly
well-trodden aspects of the Jewish tradition. Read the first article contends that if Torah study is the primary vehicle for retelling
in the series here, the second here, and the third here.

the Exodus narrative, the concise text in Deuteronomy better

serves this purpose than the far longer narrative in Exodus.5
The problem is familiar enough: why does the Haggadah Finally, R. Shmuel Goldin hypothesizes that the farmer, who
feature mikra bikkurim, the grateful farmer’s declaration, as the never left Egypt himself, is meant to serve as a role model for

textual basis for analyzing the miracles of the Exodus, instead the Passover celebrant: just as the farmer successfully linked
of the original story in Parshat Bo?
his personal narrative to the Exodus, we are urged to do the
Many of the classic solutions are widely known.1 Daniel
Goldschmidt claims that in the early centuries of the Common

same. Had we used the verses in Parshat Bo, the model of one
who “sees himself as if he left Egypt” would be lost.6

Era, when the Haggadah was being formed, Jews were simply Many of these resolutions are rooted, naturally enough, in an
more familiar with the text in Devarim.2 The brilliant if contro- understanding of the Seder night or the historical moment in
versial Yisrael Yuval theorizes that the Rabbis sought to avoid which the farmer’s recitation was introduced as part of the
the text in Bo for a polemical reason: many Easter homilies Haggadah liturgy. None is rooted in an understanding of the
were based on Christological renderings of Exodus 12. They larger significance of the pilgrim’s recitation. Yet, as we will
therefore preferred to select a different chapter entirely.3

demonstrate, a proper understanding of the Rabbis’ selection

1.

For useful summaries, see David Silber, A Passover Haggadah: Go Forth and Learn (Philadelphia: JPS, 2011), 1-3; and R. Shmuel Goldin, Unlocking the Torah
Text, Devarim (Jerusalem: Gefen Publishing House, 2014), 262-6.

2.

The Passover Haggadah: Its Sources and History (Jerusalem: Bialik Institute, 1960), 30.

3.

Two Nations in Your Womb: Perceptions of Jews and Christians in Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006), 109.

4.

Joshua Kulp and David Golinkin, The Schechter Haggadah: Art, History, and Commentary (Jerusalem: Schechter Institute of Jewish Studies, 2009), 213-15.

5.

Shiurim le-Zekher Abba Mari z”l, Vol. 2 (Jerusalem: Mossad ha-Rav Kook, 2002), 156-7.

6.

Ibid., 265-6.
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of mikra bikkurim is best understood against the backdrop of but also to demonstrate to the Jewish people that God wishes
the book of Deuteronomy as a whole.

the best for them.

This is particularly true given that the aforementioned The theme of God’s beneficence occurs repeatedly throughout
commentators sidestep a basic observation: the farmer’s decla- the sefer. To take just two examples, Moses exhorts the nation
ration allocates a full four verses to the Exodus, and just two that “the Lord commanded us to observe all these laws, to revere
to the entry to Israel. Given that the declaration is intended to the Lord our God, for our lasting good and for our survival”
thank God for gifting us “the land flowing with milk and honey,” (6:24). Later, he reminds them to “keep the Lord’s commandthis proportion seems imbalanced. What’s more, the farmer ments and laws, which [He] enjoin[s] upon you today, for your
could have easily omitted the Exodus entirely. Instead, he seems good” (10:13). Moses’ point is simple: as the Jews are on the cusp
to disproportionately underscore the Exodus.
of entering the Land of Canaan, they might feel overburdened
The pilgrim’s emphasis on the Exodus is part of a larger pattern
that recurs throughout Deuteronomy. It’s not so much that
Moses regularly references the Exodus – that is to be expected –
but the regularity with which he does so, especially as compared
with the sin of the Spies (Devarim chapter 1), Matan Torah (only
mentioned in Devarim chapters 4-5), and the Golden Calf (only

by the host of commandments God imminently will demand of
them. Addressing this concern, Moses reminds the people that
God is not capricious. Of course, if the Jews continue to sin and
overlook God’s kindness, they will be severely punished. But
in the end, the commandments are not intended to make life
miserable but to enable the Jewish people to flourish.

mentioned in Devarim 9:8-21), each of which receives signif- Again and again, Moses returns to this motif. The word tov
icant emphasis but on only one occasion apiece.
appears twenty-eight times in Sefer Devarim. Moreover, the
Moreover, Moses unexpectedly invokes the Exodus in particu- emphasis on the mitzvot being for the Jews’ good also explains
larly consequential contexts. For instance, as opposed to Parshat the conspicuousness of the hovot ha-levavot [obligations of the
Yitro, which explains that Shabbat commemorates creation heart] in the book of Devarim. Throughout Parshat Vaethanan
(Shemot 20:11), Parshat Vaethanan contends that Shabbat is in particular, Moses urges the Jews to revere God (6:2) and love
intended to recall the Exodus (Devarim 5:15). As the commen- Him (6:5), because He loves them (7:8). Our obligation to love
tators note, this linkage is bewildering: Shabbat and the Exodus God is an outgrowth of the fact that He desires the best for us.
seem to have no connection.7 And, as opposed to the rebuke of
Parshat Behukotai, which ends on an optimistic note (Vayikra
26:44-45), Ki Tavo concludes with the prediction that the Jews
will be sold again into Egyptian bondage (Devarim 28:68).

Conversely, during the desert sojourn, Moses regularly cites
the Jews’ complaints to underscore their inability to appreciate
God’s benevolence. Hoping that the new generation will not be
entrapped by the slave mentality that plagues their parents,

Why the repeated, seemingly disproportionate emphasis on the Moses underscores the twin sentiments of underappreciation
Exodus? As Nahmanides notes in his Introduction to Devarim, and appreciation, as he tries to move a new generation from the
Moses invokes the Exodus not only because of its centrality, former toward the latter.8
7.

See, for example, Nahmanides to Deuteronomy 5:15. Bothered by the apparent incongruity, some commentators sought to downplay the connection
between Shabbat and the Exodus. Ibn Ezra (Shemot 20:10, Peirush Sheni) maintains that unlike creation, remembering the Exodus is not the reason for
Shabbat, but merely for including one’s servants in the day’s observance. Alternatively, Nahmanides (ibid.) contends that the Exodus is not a theme in its
own right, but that its miraculousness serves to reinforce our faith in God as Creator.
The seeming difficulty in drawing this connection may have motivated Maimonides (Hilkhot Shabbat 29:1) to omit the requirement of mentioning the
Exodus in his description of the essential obligation of Kiddush, notwithstanding R. Aha bar Yaakov’s teaching that one is obligated to mention the Exodus in Kiddush (Pesahim 117b). For further discussion of the halakhic implications of this requirement, see Tosafot Rid (Pesahim 117b s.v. tzarikh), Magen
Avraham Orah Hayyim 271:1, Minhat Hinnukh 31, and Beiur Halakhah Orah Hayyim 271 s.v. mi-yad.

8.

This also accounts for the emphasis on chosenness and being children of God, such as in 14:1. It is also no coincidence that Sefer Devarim describes the
land of Canaan as “flowing with milk and honey” seven times, more than any other book in the Bible.
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Urging a new generation not to fall into the mentality of the The farmer’s appreciation of God’s gifts can be even more fully
previous generation, Moses references the Exodus no less than understood in light of Ki Tavo‘s extensive textual parallels to the
twenty-one times in his final address.9 God’s miraculous inter- episode of the spies in Parshat Shelah,12 as noted by R. Elchanan
vention, he argues, is the clearest evidence that God loves His Samet.13 Picking up on these striking similarities, R. Menahem
people.
Ziemba14 cites the Arizal as having suggested that bikkurim are a
This accounts for the anomalous references to the Exodus in
relation to Shabbat and the rebuke. As Maimonides suggests
(Guide to the Perplexed 2:31), the verse in Va-Ethanan suggests
that the Exodus enabled us to observe and appreciate the gift
of Shabbat.10 Had we not been freed, we would be unable to
enjoy a weekly respite from hard work. Shabbat, like all the
commandments, is a loving gift from God, and the Jews should
respond by faithful observance.

tikkun, antidote, to the sin of the spies. If the spies were unable
to appreciate the uniqueness of God’s gift that is the Land of
Israel, the farmer celebrates precisely this kindness. If the spies’
spiteful report was the ultimate act of ingratitude, the farmer’s
heartfelt appreciation is the perfect paradigm for the praise we
are charged to offer on the Seder night.
In fact, in the classic verses cited in the Haggadah, Moses makes
precisely this point, linking the Exodus and entry to Canaan:

Much the same may be said for the rebuke, which concludes on
a straightforward if sobering note: spurn the gift of the Exodus,
and you will be sold right back into Egyptian bondage. What
is more, in this light, we may understand Moses’ admonition
in Parshat Shoftim that the king not return the nation to Egypt
(17:16) along similar lines: whatever the king does, he ought not
desire to roll back Jewish history and return the Jewish people

When, in time to come, your children ask you, “What
mean the decrees, laws, and rules that the Lord our
God has enjoined upon you?”you shall say to your
children, “We were slaves to Pharaoh in Egypt and
the Lord freed us from Egypt with a mighty hand.
The Lord wrought before our eyes marvelous and

an abusive place that they thought they had left for good.11

destructive signs and portents in Egypt, against

And so, Moses concludes, the events of Exodus serve as evidence

there, that He might take us and give us the land that

that the gifting of Canaan and its attendant commandments

He had promised on oath to our fathers. (6:20-23)

Pharaoh and all his household; and us He freed from

are borne of love. This also explains why Moses opens his
farewell speech with the story of the Spies, who questioned This is precisely the pilgrim farmer’s achievement: he fulfills
the value of the Land: the book of Devarim, which combats the mandate of the Deuteronomic Jew, atoning for the generprecisely such ingratitude, opens with the Spies’ shortcoming. ation of the desert.15
9.

4:20, 5:15, 6:12, 7:8, 7:18-20, 8:14, 10:19, 10:22, 13:6, 13:11, 15:15, 16:1-3, 16:12, 17:16, 20:1, 23:5, 24:9, 24:19, 24:22, and 25:17.

10. See also Bekhor Shor to Exodus 20:10.
11.

It is not only regarding the Exodus that Moses argues for God’s goodness. A close reading of Va-Ethanan demonstrates that a primary thrust of Moses’
invocation of the Sinaitic revelation is to argue for God’s beneficence: As Devarim chapter five concludes:
Be careful, then, to do as the Lord your God has commanded you. Do not turn aside to the right or to the left.
Follow only the path that the Lord your God has enjoined upon you, so that you may thrive and that it may go well with you, and that you may long
endure in the land you are to possess. (5:29-30)

12.

For a summary of some of these parallels, see http://congkins.blogspot.com/2009/09/parshat-ki-tavo-mitzvah-of-bikurim-and_04.html.

13.

Iyyunim be-Farashot ha-Shavua, Vol. 2. (Jerusalem: Mekhon Ma’aliyyot, 2002), 398-9.

14.

Sefer Hiddushei ha-Gaon R. Menahem Ziemba, no. 50.

15.

It is worth noting that we find this linkage elsewhere in the Haggadah, such as in Dayyenu, in which we express gratitude for each stage of God’s redemption.
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In this light we may return to mikra bikkurim. The farmer fulfills In this light, the pilgrim’s prayer is the perfect model for the
the entire message that Moses seeks to impart. R. Soloveitchik Seder participant. We too have been gifted a rich heritage,
yet it is filled with persecution and countless other struggles.
put it the following way:
Like the farmer of old, despite the attempts of the Lavans and
Pharaohs to destroy us, we remain eternally grateful, and see

Even though haggadah (as in “ve-higgadta le-vinkha”)
and

mikra

bikkurim

constitute

two

the events of the Exodus as a model for our own appreciation

separate,

of God’s ongoing kindness..

independent mizvot, their common root is to be found
in the norm of hakarat ha-tov, expressing gratitude and

http://www.tzvisinensky.com/

thanksgiving.16
To R. Soloveitchik’s insight about the centrality of gratitude
to the Seder night we may add one further observation. The
farmer sees the fullest evidence of his gratitude as rooted not

Tzvi Sinensky is Director the Gur Aryeh program at
Main Line Classical Academy, Director of the Lamm
Heritage Archives at Yeshiva University, and a research
analyst at Burning Glass Technologies. He is pursuing

just in the Exodus, but in its larger significance: God redeemed

his PhD in Jewish Philosophy at on the subject of

us from Egypt because He cares for us, and He gifted us our

rabbinic conceptions of masculinity at the Bernard

Homeland for the same reason. The second-generation

Revel Graduate School of Jewish Studies. A popular

pilgrim atones for the sins of his parents’ generation by

lecturer and author, Rabbi Sinensky completed three

correctly seeing the beneficence of God as manifest by his gift

book-length series published by Yeshivat Har Etzion’s

of Canaan and as evidenced by the Exodus. It is for this reason

Virtual Beit Midrash. His interdisciplinary high school

that mikra bikkurim features the Exodus so heavily: far from an
afterthought, a true appreciation of the Exodus’ lesson is the
starting point for the farmer’s declaration.

16.

course on Jewish & Western philosophy and the humanities was awarded the inaugural Kohelet Prize. Rabbi
Sinensky lives in Lower Merion, PA, with his wife and
three children.

Kol ha-Rav, cited in The Seder Night: An Exalted Evening (New York: OU Press, 2009), 60.
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CORONA AND SEDER-ING ALONE
JOEL LEVY AND LEON WIENER DOW

The COVID-19 virus has at once made the world larger and allure of this solution for many others, despite the controversy
smaller, connected and disconnected. A plague of truly biblical it engendered. We would like to offer a different take on how to
proportions, we are united – arrestingly bound up – with all of observe the Seder during the COVID-19 pandemic. We believe
humanity, while at the same time supremely isolated, as each of that at least for some of us, the unprecedented demands of our
us hunkers down at home in an effort to thwart the pandemic’s current situation present a spiritual opportunity, allowing us
rapid spread. Trapped inside, we must refrain from communal to access one of the deepest elements of the Seder that early
gatherings such as beit knesset that nurture our social and rabbinic sources sought to foster. Seder-ing alone or with the
spiritual selves. Nor can we enjoy the physical presence or
people with whom we are confined – and refraining from Zoom
embrace of friends and extended family, or commune around
– may offer a rich and unexpectedly meaningful Passover.
the table to share in meals. In this situation we have turned to
the screens and technologies that allow us to connect from afar, The Beginning of Us
but we are keenly aware of the limits of those technologies.
The Passover Seder – one of the most widely-observed Jewish
rituals – appears to be under threat this year. Given our
home-bound realities, many of us feel great sadness and anxiety,
as we fear the loss of the perceived essence of the Seder – the
familiar gatherings and the ensuant sense of togetherness, the
extended friendship units that make Passover such a powerful
conduit for unparalleled conversations of meaning and spiritual
sustenance. Must Seder suffer the same suspension that has
been hoisted upon the entirety of our lives?

The Exodus from Egypt – or, to be more precise – the ritual
observance marking the Exodus (in our days, the Seder; in
Biblical days, the eating of the Paschal lamb) is the very first
Jewish communal act. As such, it is constitutive of the Jewish
collective. This explains why even secular Zionists enlisted the
Seder as a method for fostering a Jewish collective sensibility.
And it is for this reason that Rashi (to Genesis 1:1) asks why
the Torah begins with the creation narrative, rather than with
the opening verses of Exodus 12, which seems to offer a more
logical starting point given the centrality of Israel’s communal

Some halakhic authorities have offered dispensations for the obligations. After describing the creation of an Israelite calendar
particularly vulnerable (such as elderly grandparents) to partic- in verses 1 and 2, Chapter 12 proceeds to describe the process
ipate in Zoom Sedarim, a move that has augmented a sense of of selecting and eating the Pesah offering:
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“He is to take (it), him, and his neighbor”:

(3) Speak to the entire community of Israel, saying:
On the tenth day after this new moon they are to take
themselves, each person, a lamb according to their

Rabbi Akiva says: From where do we know that if a

father’s house, a lamb per household. (4) But if there

person wants to have his Pesah offering on his own then
he is permitted to do so? As it says, “He is to take (it).”

be too few in the house to finish a lamb, he is to take
(it), him and his neighbor who is near his house, by

Rabbi Yishmael says: From where do we know that if a

the computation according to the number of people;

person wants to enroll others in his Pesah offering then

each person according to what he can eat you are to

he is permitted to do so? As it says, “He is to take (it), him,

compute for the lamb.

and his neighbor” (Mekhilta, ibid.)

Verse 3 contains the two critical markers of the Jewish collective:
an address to “the entire community of Israel,” and the observance of a shared historical consciousness played out in
shared time: a communal calendar. But then the verses take an
unexpected turn: Jewish communal sensibility will be formed
not in the wide-open, but in the confined spaces of homes –
by individual family units. The marking of the beginning of
Jewish peoplehood takes place not in the public square, nor
even in a place of communal gathering such as the beit knesset.
Ironically, it transpires in the private domain.

Rabbi Yishmael reads the verse in a way that redraws the lines
of the household, and the Passover observance: it is not about
blood relations, but rather about intimacy and proximity. If a
person wishes, one may invite someone else – anyone else –
to join. But the truly radical move belongs (as usual) to Rabbi
Akiva, who reads the verse to open up the possibility that the
individual may have the Pesah offering – and, by extension,
observe the Seder – by oneself. Of course, Rabbi Akiva is not
saying that such a situation is preferred. Still, his teaching is
not merely unexpected or unfamilial; it is subversive.

Nuclear and Intimate

Why would Rabbi Akiva stake out such an extreme position?

Thus far, we have established only why the Seder takes place Rabbi Akiva understood the peshat (plain) meaning of these
in the private domain, in relatively small units. But the biblical verses: that the size of the group participating in each
Mekhilta, the earliest rabbinic midrash on the book of Exodus, Paschal offering should be the “right size” in order that they
should together completely consume a whole lamb. When he
goes even further:
suggests that the individual may eat the Pesah offering alone,
Suppose there were ten families belonging to one

he’s not endeavoring to find a solution for someone with an

father’s house. I might understand that in such a case

enormous appetite. More important, Rabbi Akiva was not living

only one lamb should be required for all of them. The

during the modern age, when the individual’s autonomy is

Bible therefore states: “A lamb per household.” (Mekhilta

considered a supreme value. So he’s not advocating the atomi-

de-Rabbi Yishmael, Bo, 3)

zation or privatizing of communal religious practice in an
effort to meet the norms of his day. Moreover, his sights remain

The Rabbis seem to know that we want to observe this moment affixed upon the aim of establishing communal consciousness
that establishes the collective in the widest possible familiar through this ritual. Rather, he’s saying something profound
circle, as a clan or extended family. But they go against that about the way that – or, better still, the locus where – Jewish
grain, emphasizing the biblical command for each household, collectivity is formed: in the consciousness of the individual.
the nuclear family, to constitute its own unit.
No Pack Mentality, No Oppressive Freedom
Yet the Rabbis do not stop there. They offer two alternatives
to the nuclear family unit, all the while adamantly refusing to In his masterpiece Moral Man, Immoral Society, Protestant
extend the circle to the larger family unit:

theologian Reinhold Niebuhr grapples with a vexing question:
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if the individual shows such inspirational ability to sacrifice be difficult, even painful. But for some, there is a silver lining,
self-interest for the sake of acting out of moral agency, why the opening of a new spiritual possibility. By conducting Seder
does the collective have so difficult a time doing so? In two at home, we can explore in new depth what we as individuals
important senses, Rabbi Akiva’s position in the Mekhilta seems are capable of achieving as the constitutive locus of Jewish
to preempt Niebuhr’s quandary, prescribing a method for collective consciousness.
fostering communal consciousness that places at its center
At the same time, we may be forced into the narrow straits of

the moral capability of the individual.

a powerful discomfort of having to speak and lead where we
First, we can say that by insisting that communal belonging are normally silent or acquiescent. No one can do the work of
transpires within the individual, Rabbi Akiva offers a vision leading the Seder for us – framing the questions, suggesting
of communal cohesion that rejects the pack mentality. The themes, offering inspiring interpretations. We will hear our
moral failure of a community occurs at precisely those own still small voices. We can give them much-needed airtime.
moments when the individual ceases to think autonomously, If until now we have been the passive recipients of the Seder, this
sacrificing the dictates of her conscience on the altar of the night will be different because there will be no one else to shield
existent communal norm. For Rabbi Akiva, the individual’s us from our own responsibilities, dreams, and inadequacies.
sensibility becomes the birthplace and source of communal
The Talmud (Pesahim 116a) even goes so far as to say that when

consciousness.

a person eats alone during the Seder, she must ask herself the

But Rabbi Akiva’s insistence that the individual can observe Four Questions. Our inner dialogue, the deep questions that
Seder alone offers an additional answer to Niebuhr’s concern. we so often leave silenced or unarticulated, are waiting to
If the cornerstone of the building of Jewish historical memory emerge. From them – and only from them – can the larger
is the Exodus from Egypt, then the central, hallowed space Jewish narrative be woven. This year, let us not be enslaved to
of that building is the unrelenting command, worked and our preexistent sense of the conditions of a meaningful Seder.
reworked throughout the Torah, that because the Jew knows
what it was to be a stranger in Egypt, she must act with moral
sensitivity and compassion toward the stranger. A Jew’s
newfound freedom must not and cannot become a source of
oppression of others, or else he has betrayed Jewish collective
consciousness. Thus at the heart of our communal identity
is the command aimed at the individual moral conscience.
This ethical excellence may well become the trademark of our
people as a group, but the starting point of that path lies deep
within the recesses of the individual. Rabbi Akiva’s insistence
that the individual can eat the Pesah offering alone finds a
foothold in the verse, but its true religious telos reaches the
highest and widest aspirations of Jewish peoplehood.
Seder-ing Alone

Rabbi Joel Levy is the Rosh Yeshiva of the Conservative
Yeshiva in Jerusalem where he has studied and taught
for over twenty years. He was ordained by Rabbi David
Hartman in 2000. He is particularly interested in modes
of Jewish learning that promote spiritual and moral
growth. He is the rabbi of Kol Nefesh Masorti, the UK's
first fully egalitarian, traditional synagogue.
Leon Wiener Dow heads the beit midrash at Kolot and
teaches at the Secular Yeshiva of Bina in Tel Aviv. His
most recent book, The Going: A Meditation on Jewish Law
won a 2018 National Jewish Book Award, and his Your
Walking on the Way [Hebrew] was published by Bar Ilan
University Press. He lives in Jerusalem with his wife and
their five children.

How will this Seder be different from all other Sedarim? For
some, it will be different because of the allure of linking
themselves to others electronically. For many, it will simply
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THE EXODUS, AMERICA’S EVER-PRESENT
INSPIRATION
STUART HALPERN

There will be no cream cheese on matzah sandwiches eaten of Massachusetts Bay Colony, compared his departure for
out of Ziploc bags at Six Flags Great Adventure this year. Hol New England to how the Lord “carried the Israelites into the
ha-Moed, the intermediate days of Passover, usually a Semitic wilderness and made them forget the fleshpots of Egypt.” For
Spring Break of sorts for many Jewish parents and children these men of faith, whose compatriots and communities were
taking off from work and school the length of the eight-day plagued by disease, hunger, and harsh physical conditions, the
holiday, is missing its usual wheel-spinning activity – whether bridge they envisioned through troubled waters was a literal
of the Ferris variety or those of next year’s Fiats and Fords at one, the protective path the Lord had cleared for the Israelites
the NY Auto Show, which would normally be held at NYC’s through the Reed Sea and wilderness three millennia earlier.
Javits Center, instead now serving as a makeshift hospital.
Foregoing the Passover privileges of years past, we instead find The role of the Exodus in articulating the very idea of America
ourselves anxiously awaiting updates on health and resources. extended through its first citizens’ view of their Revolution and
While across the globe individuals process how best to survive, its villain, an “unnatural” nemesis sowing societal disunity.
physically and spiritually, perhaps a measure of solace can England’s King George III was their Pharaoh. Thomas Paine
be found in the midst of our social distancing by recalling referred to the British monarch as the “hardened, sullen-temthat throughout the history of the United States, and even pered Pharaoh of England.” And Minister Elijah Fitch preached
during its pre-history, when faced with uncertainty, danger, and in a March 1776 sermon, “The means, that our unnatural
personal and communal hardships, Americans have turned to enemies have made us of, to bring and keep us under their
the story of the Exodus for inspiration.

power and control, are much the same which Pharaoh, Egypt’s
haughty Monarch used, and they have as yet had the same

Roughly 130 years after Christopher Columbus had written in effect: Their schemes to oppress, divide, and then subjugate
his diary of the intimidating physical dangers he and his crew these Colonies, have served to unite our hearts, as one man,
faced, “The rising of the sea was very formidable to me as it to cast off the burthens they have been imposing upon us.”
happened formerly to Moses when he led the Jews from Egypt,” As scholar James P. Byrd has documented, the third-mostthe Pilgrim William Bradford likened his fellow Mayflower cited biblical text during the Revolutionary War was Exodus
passengers’ journey to “Moses and the Israelites when they 15’s “Song of the Sea,” the victorious hymn proclaimed by the
went out of Egypt.” John Winthrop, one of the Puritan founders Israelites after God had drowned the Egyptians at the Reed
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Sea – the chapter that has served every year (alas, besides the what the Passover was to the emancipated people of God. It
present one) as the central component of the synagogue Torah carries your minds back to the day, and to the act of your great
reading on the seventh day of Passover. During the Revolu- deliverance; and to the signs, and to the wonders, associated
tionary Era, the hope for survival in the midst of uncertain with that act, and that day.” He urged American slaveholders
chances was that the Lord would once again hear the cries of to rid themselves of the “blindness which seems to be the
the oppressed, as He had done in Egypt.

unvarying characteristic of tyrants, since Pharaoh and his

hosts were drowned in the Red Sea.” The very Seder ritual itself
God and Moses’ partnership, was, for early presidents, the served as sacred succor for those in uniform fighting slavery.
model of governmental leadership they hoped to embody. In The Jewish Messenger, in 1862, published an account from one
writing to his beloved Abigail on May 17, 1776 about a sermon J. A. Joel of the 23rd Ohio Volunteer Regiment of a Passover
that he had heard which featured “a Parallel between the Case of celebration by Union soldiers in Fayette, West Virginia. In
Israel and that of America, and between the conduct of Pharaoh it, Joel recalls what seems to have constituted a particularly
and that of George,” John Adams seems to have pondered his enthusiastic, albeit unintentional, fulfillment of the Haggaown Moses-like role in America’s freedom, writing “Is it not a dah’s commandment to imagine oneself as if he left Egypt:
Saying of Moses, who am I, that I should go in and out before
this great People?” Despite Adams’ affinity for the Exodus

We all had a large portion of the [maror] herb ready to

story, it was two other Founding Fathers who proposed that the

eat at the moment I said the blessing; each eat [sic] his

seal of the United States reflect its rootedness in the story of

portion, when horrors! what a scene ensued in our little

Israel’s redemption. Benjamin Franklin suggested “Moses [in

congregation, it is impossible for my pen to describe.

the dress of a high priest] standing on the shore, and extending

The herb was very bitter and very fiery like Cayenne

his hand over the sea, thereby causing the same to overwhelm

pepper, and excited our thirst to such a degree, that we

Pharaoh who is sitting in an open Chariot.” Thomas Jefferson

forgot the law authorizing us to drink only four cups,

chose the Israelites in the wilderness being led by a cloud by

and the consequence was we drank up all the cider.

day and a pillar of fire by night, the manifestation of the Lord’s

Those that drank the more freely became excited, and

protection against enemies both seen and unseen. After the

one thought he was Moses, another Aaron, and one had

Revolution’s end, it was George Washington who, in American

the audacity to call himself Pharaoh. The consequence

minds, best represented the hero of the now United States’

was a skirmish, with nobody hurt, only Moses, Aaron

founding narrative of deliverance. Pastor Eli Forbes, in his

and Pharaoh, had to be carried to the camp…

eulogy of Washington, the reluctant leader who led his people
to victory over Pharaonic-like tyranny, encapsulated this Transitioning, at the end of his story, from the humorous to
analogy by referring to the biblical Moses as “the Washington the heavenly, Joel concluded, “I doubt whether the spirits of
our forefathers, had they been looking down on us, standing

of Israel.”

there with our arms by our side ready for an attack, faithful
The abolitionist cause also rested on the broken chains of to our God and our cause, would have imagined themselves
the ancient Israelite slaves. Spirituals with titles like “Go amongst mortals, enacting this commemoration of the scene
Down, Moses” and “Didn’t Old Pharaoh Get Lost” were sung that transpired in Egypt.”
by countless cotton-pickers yearning for liberation. Harriet
Tubman’s authorized biography appeared under the title Following the assassination of Abraham Lincoln, which, as
Harriet Tubman: The Moses of Her People. And Frederick historian Jonathan Sarna has noted, occurred during the holiday
Douglass, at an abolitionist rally on July 4, 1852, reminded of Passover, the Great Liberator was eulogized throughout the
Americans of the responsibility that lay in their freedom by country as a Moses-like figure. Reverend J.E. Rankin of Boston
explicitly evoking the Jewish festival, saying “This, to you, is lamented, “In Abraham Lincoln God gave us just the man to
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take us safely through the last stages of the rebellion. But the American story can still, despite our current physical distance,
nation had now reached the Jordan, beyond which were sterner “unite our hearts.”
duties… We have passed the Red Sea and the wilderness, and

have had unmistakable pledges that we shall occupy that land On the second night of Passover, we began counting the Omer,
of Union, Liberty, and Peace which flows with milk and honey.” marking 50 days until the holiday of Shavuot. That holiday
A few days after Lincoln’s death, his body was laid inside Phila- commemorates Moses receiving the Torah at Sinai, at which
delphia’s Independence Hall directly beside the Liberty Bell time the nation of Israel, the medieval commentator Rashi tells
and its call to “Proclaim liberty throughout all the land, unto all us, was united as “one nation, with one heart.” Americans, like the
the inhabitants thereof,” a line from Leviticus delivered by God ancient Israelites, have survived plagues and hunger. We have
to Moses during the Israelites’ sojourn in the desert, a promise navigated uncertain waters and wildernesses. We have made it
of freedom for those who would be enslaved in the future. A to the mountain. And we have united around the promise of our
time in which the very social fabric of America had been torn land. The sunken wheels of Egyptians chariots were followed by
in two, and countless individuals yearned for liberty from their songs of salvation. And we will sing again soon.
constraints, was viewed through the prism of Passover.
The modern Civil Rights movement, too, evoked biblical Israel
and its successful navigation of anxiety, fear, and constant
danger. Then-candidate Barack Obama referred to the “Moses
generation” of leaders, including Martin Luther King Jr. and John
Lewis, who had paved the path to his presidential campaign.
Thus, throughout American history, the Passover story has
served as a timeless and timely source of spiritual sustenance.
From the Mayflower to Martin Luther King Jr.’s Moses-like
vision of the Promised Land from atop the mountain, to our
current moment, its miraculous mix of God’s divine intervention alongside courageous human leadership has enabled
anxious eyes to look towards a redemptive future. As Princeton
political philosopher Michael Walzer has written, “[m]any men
and women, believing in God’s mighty hand, have nevertheless
girded their loins, challenged the pharaohs of their own time,
marched into the wilderness – and understood what they were
doing by reading Exodus… marching through the world to a
better place within it.”
This year, our marching consists of staying put, assuming we
are not providing crucial medical care and support (may the
Lord protect those on the front lines with a pillar of cloud by
day and a pillar of fire by night). During what seem to be the
current interminably intermediate days, bracketed between
nights recalling an ancient salvation and nervously awaiting
one yet to come, the tale that has always served as the unifying
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A PRAYER FOR THIS PASSOVER
DAVID BLOCK

“How is this year different from all other years?” The answer yet, even as the religiously observant among them must have
is not too hard to muster. For most of us, it will be extremely felt profound disappointment with their inability to keep the
challenging. Many will be without extended family and friends laws of Pesah, many took the opportunity to infuse their lack
at our holiday tables, without conversations in shul about whose of action – or, what would otherwise be “transgressive” action
Seder went the longest, without Yizkor for a lost relative, without – with religious meaning. Before they ate their hametz, where
the communal element of the hag which usually animates the they would have normally said a “( הנני מוכן ומזומןI am ready
holiday and illuminates its depths.

and prepared to fulfill the mitzvah…)” prayer before fulfilling

I read something recently that struck a chord deep within me.
In With God in Hell, R. Eliezer Berkovits highlights concessions

the mitzvah of eating matzah, they said the following Tefilah,
composed by a number of rabbis in Bergen-Belsen:

that concentration camp inmates had to make regarding their
Pesah observances, and it immediately had me thinking about
our current circumstances.

“Our Father in Heaven! It is open and known before
You that it is our will to do Your will to celebrate the
festival of Pesah by eating matzah and refraining from

Before I continue: I am very hesitant to mention the Shoah
in the context of another crisis. To be clear: I’m not at all
suggesting that the trials of the current situation are in any
way akin to what those who went through the Holocaust
faced (they obviously are not). I simply invoke the experiences of those concentration camp inmates because I learned
something from them that allowed me to reframe my mindset

leavened bread. With aching hearts we must realize that
our slavery prevents us from such celebration. Since
we find ourselves in a situation of Sakkanat Nefashot,
of danger to our lives (should we not eat this bread), we
are prepared and ready to fulfill Your commandment,
’And thou shalt live by them (by the commandments
of the Torah), but not die by them’; and we are warned

heading into this Pesah.

by Your warning, ‘Be very careful and guard your life.’

Needless to say, matzah was hard to come by in the camps. And

and hasten to redeem us that we may observe Your

eating bread during Pesah was not just halakhically allowed,

statutes and do Your will and serve You with a perfect

but absolutely necessary; their very lives depended on it. And

heart. Amen!” (Trans. Berkowitz, p. 32)

Therefore we pray to you that You maintain us in life
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Here is the original Hebrew, found in historian Mordechai of the Seder with us, as the Haggadah says, “Anyonewho is
Eliav’s Ani Ma’amin (special thanks to Dr. Moshe Shoshan for hungry – come eat, anyone who is needy – come and partake
of the Pesah offering.” With aching hearts we must realize

helping me track it down):

that the current precautions around the COVID-19 pandemic
אבינו שבשמים הנה גלוי וידוע לפניך שרצוננו לעשות רצונך
 אף על,ולחוג את חג הפסח באכילת מצה ובשמירת איסור חמץ
זאת דאבה לבנו שהשעבוד מעכב אותנו ואנחנו נמצאים בסכנת
 הננו מוכנים ומזומנים לקיים מצוותך “וחי בהם ולא.נפשות
”, “הזהר לך ושמור נפשך מאוד,שימות בהם” וליזהר מאזהרה
ועל כן תפילתנו לך שתחיינו ותקיימנו ותגאלנו במהרה לשמור
חוקיך ולעשות רצונך ולעבדך בלבב שלם – אמן

prevent us from such celebration, since we find ourselves in
a situation of sakkanat nefashot, of potential danger to our
lives. Therefore, we are prepared and ready to fulfill Your
commandment, “And you shall live by them (by the commandments of the Torah), but not die by them,” and we heed Your
warning: “Be very careful and guard your life.” Therefore we

Instead of focusing on the mitzvot they could not fulfill, they
looked to the one that they could: that of protecting and
guarding human life. This religious commitment and focus –

pray to you that You maintain us in life and hasten to redeem
us that we may observe Your statutes and do Your will and
serve You with a perfect heart. Amen!

reminiscent of the story of R. Elimelekh and R. Zusha, who are אבינו שבשמים הנה גלוי וידוע לפניך שרצוננו לעשות רצונך ולחוג את
reputed to have rejoiced in their ability to keep the Halakhah  להתפלל ולספר תהילתך,חג הפסח עם קהילתנו ומשפחתנו וחברינו
not to pray in the vicinity of a prison latrine, despite their , לטפל בזקנים,דורית- לספר את סיפור יציאת מצרים בשיחה בין,בציבור
” אף על. כל דצריך ייתי ויפסח, “כל דכפין ייתי וייכל:להכריז בלב שלם
painful inability to fulfill the mitzvah of prayer – is nothing
זאת דאבה ליבנו שהמגיפה מעכבת אותנו ואנחנו נמצאים בסכנת
short of breathtaking.
” הננו מוכנים ומזומנים לקיים מצוותך “וחי בהם ולא שימות בהם.נפשות
” ועל כן תפילתנו לך, “השמר לך ושמור נפשך מאוד,וליזהר מאזהרה
Thank God, most of us are in a position such that we do
שתחיינו ותקיימנו ותגאלנו במהרה לשמור חוקיך ולעשות רצונך ולעבדך
not have to compromise on any of the biblical laws (or even
 אמן.בלבב שלם
rabbinic restrictions and customs) of Pesah. Still, as we are
set to begin a holiday bereft of some of the elements that are [A Closing Note: In sharing these thoughts with R. Yitzchak
core to our celebrations – family, shul, Yizkor, inviting those Etshalom, a master paytan and Hebrew linguist, he too was
less fortunate to spend the Sedarim with us – it is natural to moved by this idea and composed two beautiful tefillot that
feel sadness and disappointment. I think it’s okay to feel that,
to “mourn” the loss. But I also wonder if it’s worth reframing
our thinking by shifting from the sadness of what we aren’t
doing to the simhah, joy, of what we are doing in its stead. In
that spirit, I offer the following adaptation of the holy tefillah
originally composed in Bergen Belsen. Hopefully, our inability

touch upon the same themes (both more eloquent and original
than my above adaptation). While the above tefillah is meant
to frame the holiday experience in general, R. Etshalom’s are
intended to be inserted at two different parts of the Seder, to
help infuse Maggid and Hallel with special meaning. You can
find his tefillot here.]

to fulfill certain elements of Pesah due to our extreme care
for health and life can also be experienced through a lens of
religious meaning.

Rabbi David Block is the Associate Head of School
at Shalhevet High School. He formerly worked as the
Content and Curriculum Developer at Aleph Beta, taught

Our Father in Heaven! It is open and known before You that it
is our will to do Your will to celebrate the festival of Pesah with
our communities, families, and friends, to pray and recite Your

at Rambam Mesivta in New York, and sang in and
co-directed the Maccabeats. David received rabbinic
ordination at Yeshiva University, where he also completed
an M.A. in Jewish History, an M.S. in Education, and is

praises together with our communities, to have an intergener-

currently working on his doctorate. He was a Wexner

ational conversation about the story of the Exodus, to take care

Graduate Fellow/Davidson Scholar. David and his family

of the elderly, to sincerely invite those less fortunate to partake

live in Los Angeles, CA.

24

PASSOVER 5781

∙ The LEHRHAUS Reader

“OUR BREAD OF ISOLATION”
YITZCHAK ETSHALOM

When my students ask me when the Haggadah was composed, voiced by the sons, as in the Survivor’s Haggadah), Avadim
I answer with the following: The core text of our Haggadah Hayinu, and Arami Oved Avi, like all the rest. But alongside the
was composed by the generation of Yavneh (c. 80-120 CE) universal components of the Haggadah commenting on and
as is evidenced by the named rabbis who participate in the illustrating these passages – are descriptions of death camps
story itself and by the texts canonized in the Mishnah. There and liberation, raised flags and flags taken down, underground
are, however, noted additions that made their way into the Sedarim in Moscow, and flights landing in Lod. The sentiment
Haggadah over the next thousand years, such as “Dayyenu” and expressed in ve-Hi she-Amdah – that the story we are telling
the popular “Haggadah Math” midrashim (where the number happens generation after generation – animates and informs
of plagues keeps multiplying) – both of which only became each new Haggadah conceived, written, and published, generstandardized in the Haggadah at the end of the Middle Ages.

ation after generation.

But the most accurate answer to my students’ question is We live in strange times. For many of us, the upcoming holiday
“2020.” The Haggadah is a dynamic text, reflecting the Seder, will likely be the most unusual Seder we will ever experience.
which is an ever-evolving experience. When I was a young boy, For many, it will be the most challenging and loneliest. The
the “Eliyahu moment” was about the Shoah, and we sang the “bread of affliction” this year is also the “bread of isolation.”
Bergen-Belsen tune to “Ani Maamin.” When I was a teenager, The raised choir singing Hallel is now a solo performance.
we left an open seat at the table with the “Matzah of Hope”
for Soviet Jews, who were struggling to be free. A decade later, My colleague, Rabbi David Block, penned a moving tefillah to
after the Iron Curtain had fallen, that same seat was reserved give the celebrant a broad approach to the subdued feast. I have
for Ethiopian Jews. The decade after that, many homes kept composed two “local” paragraphs which will hopefully give
an empty seat for Gilad Shalit and other soldiers held in Arab the participants a sense of context and meaning at this year’s
captivity. Dor Dor ve-Dorshav – each generation has its teachers, restrained Seder. The first echoes the pain of Ha Lahma Anya
and Dor Dor ve-Haggadotav – each generation has its Haggadot. and its forward-looking prayer: whereas every year we pray to
There are Haggadot from Auschwitz and there are Haggadot be together in Israel, this year we simply pray to be together.
from Gush Katif. Each contains the Mah Nishtanah, the Arba’ah The second prepares us, both inwardly and facing God, to
Banim (but in some cases, there are some new questions sing a Hallel whose harmonies might have to be imagined and
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whose spirit will have to be “the power of one – praising the Prayer Before the Recitation of Hallel
power of One.”

Our Father Who is in heaven, who settles the solitary in a home:
) (לפני אמירת “הא לחמא עניאIt is revealed and known before You that it is our desire to
רּותא
 ׇהא ַל ְח ׇמא ַע ְניׇ א ְ ּד ׇא ְכ ִל ַינן ִ ּב ְס ֵג ׇextol You publicly and to sing about Your wonders before
the congregation and the nation. This year, however, our
ֹ ֵיתי וְ לֹא י
עול
ֵ ֵ ׇּכל ִ ּד ְכ ִפין יHallel is subdued, our praise is measured, and we sing as solo
ְ  ׇּכל ִ ּד ְצ ִרperformers. Here we sit, each in his own house, so that in
יתי וְ יִ ְצוַ ח
ֵ ֵיך י
future years we will have the merit to beautify Your Name in
ׂ ְ ִ ַל ׁ ׇּש ׇנה ַה ׇ ּב ׇאה ִ ּב ְק ׇה ׇלא ְ ּדי,ַה ׁ ַּש ׇּתא ׇה ׇכא
ש ׇר ֵאל
public, and we will raise our united voices in song and praise

 ַל ׁ ׇּש ׇנה ַה ׇ ּב ׇאה ְ ּב ַפ ְר ֶה ְסיׇ א ַר ׇ ּבא, ַה ׁ ַּש ׇּתא ְ ּב ִד ִידיto the God of Thanksgiving. Return, O God, the multitudes and
thousands of Israel…
 ולא. לשון “הסגר” כדין מצורע מוסגר:בסגירותא
.“” ויצווח – כנגד “ויפסח.יעול – על משקל “ייתי וייכול
Rav Yitzchak Etshalom was born and raised in Los
)יא:על לשון “צוחה על היין בחוצות” (ישעיה כד
Angeles, California. He attended Yeshivat Kerem B'Yavne,
Rabbi Isaac Elhanan Theological Seminary and Yeshivat
בקהלא דישראל – כנגד “ארעא דישראל” – נסתפק בשנה הבאה
 בדידי – בבדידות.בקהילת הקהל יחד ואפילו אם נהיה מחוצה לארץ
Har Etzion before receiving Semicha from the Chief Rabbi
of Yerushalayim, Rabbi Itzhak Kolitz. Rav Etshalom has
Prayer Before Ha Lahma Anya
been a dynamic and exciting educator in the Los Angeles
community since his return in 1985. His ability to reach
This is the bread of affliction that we are eating in solitude. All
out to today's youth and share with them his passion for
who are hungry – may approach but not enter. Those who are
Jewish learning and Jewish life has enriched many young
needy – may come and call out for help. This year, we are here;
lives. He launched the Beit Midrash program at YULA
next year, among the communities of Israel. This year we are
Girls High School as well as opening the Beit Midrash at
in isolation; next year – with a great public gathering.
Shalhevet, where he currently serves as Rosh Beit Midrash.
Rav Etshalom directs the Tanach Masters Program at
)(תפילה לפני אמירת הלל
YULA Boys’ High School as well as being as a soughtצו ֵננּו ְל ִק ֶ ּל ְסךׇ
ׇ
after Scholar in Residence throughout the country and
ֹ דּוע ְל ׇפ ֶניך ׁ ֶש ְר
ׂ הא ִבינּו ׁ ֶש ְ ּב ׇ
ַ  ׇ ּגלּוי וְ יׇ, ַה ּמ ֹו ׁ ִשיב יְ ִח ִידים ַ ּביְ ׇתה,ש ִמים
ׇ
ְ
ׇ
ׁ
ׁ
ֹ
in Israel. He lectures annually at the prestigious “Ymei
,ּולנּו ׇש ֵקט
ֵ  ִה ּל, ַאך ַה ׇּש ׇנה.ּול ַר ֵ ּנן ֶאת ִנ ְפ ְלאו ֶתיך ׇק ַבל ִעם וַ ֲע ׇדה
ְ ׇ ּב ַר ִ ּבים
ֹ  ְּכ ֵדי ׁ ֶש ַ ּל ׁ ׇּש ִנים ַה ׇ ּב, וְ ׇאנּו ֹיו ׁ ְש ִבים ַ ּבד ְ ּב ַבד.לו ֵתינּו בּ ֹו ְד ִדים
ֹ קו
ֹ ְׁ ִש ְב ֵחנּו ׇמתּון ו
אות
Iyyun” Tanakh Seminar at Herzog College. In addition, he
ׇ
ׁ
ׁ
ֹ
ֹ
ׁ
 וְ ׇנ ִרים ֶאת קולו ֵתינּו ַה ְּמ ֻא ׇח ִדים ְ ּב ִש ׇירה וְ ֶש ַבח,ִנזְ ֶּכה ְל ׇפ ֵאר ֶאת ִש ְמך ׇ ּב ַר ִ ּבים
teaches Daf Yomi and a popular Navi series at the Young
ׂ ְ ִבות ַא ְל ֵפי י
ֹ ּובה ה’ ִר ְב
ֹ הו ׇד
ֹ ל ַה-לֹא
אך…לא לנו.…ש ׇר ֵאל
 ׁש ׇ.אות
Israel of Century City and his podcasts on Daf Yomi (www.
dafyomiyicc.org) ave attracted an international following,
” קבל עם. מפתיחת “לפיכך: לקלס…ולרנן.ז: תהלים סח:המושיב
as have his Tanakh podcasts, many of which are available
לב (וירוממוהו בקהל:עם) ותהלים קז-י (קבל: ע”פ מלכים ב טו:ועדה
לו: במדבר י:’” שובה ה.):לז ע”פ ברכות (סג: ירמיה נ: בד בבד.)עם

at www.yutorah.org and at www.ou.org, as well as on
Spotify, iTunes and other popular podcast platforms. His
critically acclaimed series “Between the Lines of the Bible”
is a methodological guide to the study of Tanakh. He
currently writes a weekly lecture for Yeshivat Har Etzion's
Virtual Beit Midrash on the books of Amos and Hoshea
and his book on Amos will be published as part of the
Koren Maggid Studies in Tanakh. Rabbi Etshalom lives in
Los Angeles with his wife Stefanie and their 5 children.
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