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FOOD FOR THOUGHT
What is Freedom?
Adam Friedmann afriedmann@torontotorah.com
Avreich; Rabbinic Assistant, Clanton Park Synagogue; 5776-5777
Food for Thought:
What is the nature of the freedom we celebrate at the Seder?
How should we react now that we are free?
Merriam-Webster Dictionary, Freedom
1. the quality or state of being free: such as
a : the absence of necessity, coercion, or constraint in choice or action
b : liberation from slavery or restraint or from the power of another : independence
c : the quality or state of being exempt or released usually from something onerous freedom from care
d : ease, facility spoke the language with freedom
e : the quality of being frank, open, or outspoken answered with freedom
f : improper familiarity
g : boldness of conception or execution
h : unrestricted use gave him the freedom of their home
2.

a: a political right
b : franchise, privilege

Pirkei Avot 6:2
And it says (Exodus 32:16): "And the tablets were the work of G-d, and the writing was the writing of G-d, engraved
upon the tablets," do not read "engraved" (charut) but rather "freedom" (cherut), for there is no free person except one
who involves himself in Torah learning; And anyone who involves himself in Torah learning is elevated, as it is said
(Numbers 21:19), "And from Mattanah (a place name that means “gift”) to Nachaliel (a place name that means “Divine
portion”); and from Nachaliel to Bamot (a place name that means “high places”)."
Maharal of Prague, Derashot Maharal, D’rush al haTorah, Introduction
It seems fitting to say that the parshah of receiving the Torah was juxtaposed with that of Moshe sending his father-in
-law away in order to teach us that the giving of the Torah applied specifically and intrinsically only to Israel and not
to any of the other nations. This is the same way that one may understand the statement, “I am Hashem your G-d
who took you out of Egypt, from the house of bondage.” He indicated that [our relationship with Him] is dependent
upon His taking us out of Egypt. He did not say, “I created everything” or something similar from amongst His loftier
and more inclusive virtues. Rather, He wanted to say, “The fact that I took you out of Egypt from the house of
bondage is precisely the reason which compels you to serve Me, and you are compelled to accept My decrees and
Torah against your will.” G-d wanted to give merit to Israel, and it therefore was not His will that they (i.e. Bnei
Yisrael) should say from their own deisre “We will do this” (i.e. keep the Torah), rather they were to become slaves who
were forcibly acquired by Him.
Victor Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning, 74
In attempting this psychological presentation and a psychopathological explanation of the typical characteristics of a
concentration camp inmate, I may give the impression that the human being is completely and unavoidably
influenced by his surroundings. (In this case the surroundings being the unique structure of camp life, which forced
the prisoner to conform his conduct to a certain set pattern.) But what about human liberty? Is there no spiritual
freedom in regard to behavior and reaction to any given surroundings? Is that theory true which would have us
believe that man is no more than a product of many conditional and environmental factors—be they of a biological,
psychological or sociological nature? Is man but an accidental product of these? Most important, do the prisoners'
reactions to the singular world of the concentration camp prove that man cannot escape the influences of his
surroundings? Does man have no choice of action in the face of such circumstances?
We can answer these questions from experience as well as on principle. The experiences of camp life show that man
does have a choice of action. There were enough examples, often of a heroic nature, which proved that apathy could
be overcome, irritability suppressed. Man can preserve a vestige of spiritual freedom, of independence of mind, even
in such terrible conditions of psychic and physical stress…
We who lived in concentration camps can remember the men who walked through the huts comforting others, giving
away their last piece of bread. They may have been few in number, but they offer sufficient proof that everything can
be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms—to choose one's attitude in any given set of
circumstances, to choose one's own way.

Did you know?
We have held nearly 40 Sunday Midreshet Yom Rishon programs for women since 2013.
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PREPARING FOR THE SEDER
The Best Charoset Recipe
Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner torczyner@torontotorah.com
Rosh Beit Midrash, 5770-5777
What is the ideal recipe for charoset? The answer depends on why we use charoset at all.
The Talmud takes it as a given that charoset is part of our Seder, but possibly not as a ritual element. A mishnah
(Pesachim 10:3) instructs us to prepare “matzah, chazeret and charoset and two cooked foods.” The anonymous
author of this mishnah then adds, “But charoset is not a mitzvah.” And Rabbi Eliezer son of Rabbi Tzadok disagrees,
saying that it is a mitzvah. This debate leads the later sages of the gemara (Pesachim 116a) to offer multiple
explanations for the presence of charoset.
View #1 - Antidote
The Talmud’s first view says we use charoset because of “kafa”. According to Rashi (ibid.), kafa is the bitter taste of
marror, and charoset acts as an antidote. On the other hand, Rashi’s North African contemporary Rabbeinu Chananel
contends that kafa is a worm. The worm is rare enough that it is not a kashrut concern, but people might be afraid of
its toxicity, and so we tell them to use charoset as an antidote. [And see Rosh Pesachim 10:10.]
Whether we adopt the view of Rashi or Rabbeinu Chananel, charoset is not a mitzvah; indeed, one who is not
concerned about kafa would have no need to use charoset at all. But one who does wish to use charoset as an
antidote for kafa would either make it sweet, per Rashi, or make it acidic per Tosafot.
View #2 - Apples
The second talmudic view suggests that charoset is indeed a mitzvah, and it functions “to commemorate the apple”.
(Pesachim 116a) Rashi explains this by pointing to a passage elsewhere in the Talmud (Sotah 11b), which states that
Jewish women evaded the Egyptian decree against Jewish babies by giving birth out in the fields, under apple trees.
To remember that experience, we use charoset at our Seder.
Within this approach, it is clear that charoset must include an apple. The Talmud goes further, specifying that the
apple should be tart, not sweet.
View #3 - Clay
The third talmudic view (Pesachim 116a) contends that charoset commemorates the clay our ancestors shaped into
bricks, as described in Shemot 1:14 “And they embittered their lives with hard labour, with clay and bricks and all
manner of field work.” The Talmud explains that this is about texture rather than taste, and so the imperative is for
charoset to be thick. Indeed, in 13th century Germany Rabbi Mordechai ben Hillel said that this was the origin of the
word charoset – from cheres, meaning pottery. [For other etymologies, see HaSeder ha’Aruch I pg. 516.]
Taking this view, medieval Ashkenazi writers contended that charoset should include long pieces of spices, resembling
straw. (Mordechai Pesachim 611; Minhagei Maharil pg. 91) Rambam takes the same view, suggesting that one should
not grind up the spices. (Commentary to Pesachim 10)
Rabbi Natan Baal haAruch, writing in 11th century Italy, adopted the view that charoset should be like clay, but he
included a taste element. Just as clay includes a variety of elements, so charoset should include many elements,
some of which are sweet, some of which are bitter, and some of which are sharp.
View #4 - Blood
The three views above all appear in the Babylonian Talmud, but the Jerusalem Talmud (Pesachim 10:3) adds a fourth
idea: Charoset should be dilute, to commemorate the blood of the first plague.
Here we arrive at the impossibility of charoset – how could we satisfy the thick texture of clay and the liquid of blood?
Tosafot (Pesachim 116a) suggests making the charoset thick and then adding wine and vinegar when we are ready to
use the charoset; this is brought by Rabbi Moshe Isserless in the Code of Jewish Law. (Orach Chaim 473:5) [See
Magen Avraham 473:16 regarding how to do this properly on Shabbat.]
Customs
In addition to the talmudic prescriptions outlined above, later texts provide further layers of meaning and ingredients:
• Charoset should have a sharp taste, like our slavery (Tur Orach Chaim 473)
• Charoset should include nuts and fruits to which the Jews are compared in Tanach (Tosafot Pesachim 116a)
• Charoset should include etrog, because there is a view that suggests that trees beneath which the Jewish women
gave birth were etrog trees (Tosafot Shabbat 88a; Nefesh HaRav pp. 209-210)
At this point, we have sufficient explanations to justify the need for charoset at the seder, as well as to justify any
family’s recipe. But for the holdouts who have no interest in eating charoset, it is worth noting that if charoset is
present for symbolism rather than antidote, then there is no obligation to eat the charoset, only to have it present at
the Seder. (Moadim uZmanim 3:258)
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Did you know?
Nearly 500 people have signed in at fourteen CPD-approved Legal Ethics programs since 2013.

מה נשתנה: MAH NISHTANAH
The Unexamined Story Is Not Worth Re-Telling
Rabbi Baruch Weintraub baruchwin@gmail.com

Sgan Rosh Beit Midrash 5772-5774, Community Maggid Shiur 5775-5776
Rabbi, Mevaser Zion Synagogue, Tel Mond, Israel
Ram, Yeshivat Hesder Orot Shaul, Israel
Puzzling Questions
“Mah Nishtanah” is arguably the best-known portion of the Haggadah; from a young age we learn it by heart, and as
adults we enjoy listening to the younger Seder participants sing it proudly. However, so much emphasis is put on the
correct recital that we may fail to consider what is actually being said. If we were to consider the text, it seems that a
whole new set of questions could be written, posing doubts regarding the “Mah Nishtanah” itself! I would like to
mention here two of the main problems regarding this familiar recitation:
1. While the Talmud (Bava Batra 12b) does say that prophecy was given to small children, it is still surprising to
hear the children sing about events that have yet to happen – how could they know that we are going to eat
matzah and maror, or dip foods twice?
2. Perhaps even more confusing than the premature questions are the nonexistent answers! When we look through
the Haggadah, searching for answers to the four questions, we realize that they are never answered directly. Yes,
when we speak about the enslavement in and the exodus from Egypt we discuss matzah and maror; but nowhere
do we explain how it came to be that we dip twice, or why it is that we all recline on the Seder night!
Questions as a vehicle, questions as a destination
When we look deeper into our sources, our confusion only increases. The Talmud tells us two stories about “Mah
Nishtanah”:
In the first one (Pesachim 115b) we are told that when Abbaye was young and he sat at Rabbah's Seder, he asked
why the table was taken away before they began to eat. 1 Rabbah's response was, “You have exempted us from saying
the Mah Nishtanah.” From here we learn that the formal content of the questions is not important, as Abbaye’s
question is certainly not one of the four.
The second story (ibid. 116a) is even stranger. Here we learn about Rav Nachman sitting with his servant, Daru. Rav
Nachman asked him: if a master frees his servant, and rewards him with gold and silver, how should the servant
respond? Daru's predictable answer is, “He should thank and praise him (the master).” To this Rav Nachman
responded, “You have exempted us from saying the Mah Nishtanah.” Here we see that not only is the content of the
questions unimportant, but even the identity of the questioner is not necessarily fixed; it is possible for the leader of
the Seder to ask, and the participants to answer!
Perhaps these sources formed the basis of Rabbi Chaim Soloveitchik's observation (Chiddushim al haShas, 40) that a
major difference between the mitzvah to mention the Exodus every day and the mitzvah to tell its story at the Seder is
the form of question and answer, which exists only in the latter. In other words, the questions at the Seder are not
only a means to achieve more knowledge, but an end in themselves; the commandment shapes not only the content
of the evening, but also the medium. That is why the exact content of the questions and even the identity of the
questioner can change – only the format of questioning must remain. Furthermore, we can even accept questions
which will come before their time and will remain unanswered – for the crucial element is the questioning itself.
The Socratic Method
If we want to suggest a reason for the halachic emphasis on questions at the Seder, we may turn to early Greek
Philosophy. Plato, in many of his dialogues, introduces us to the “Socratic Method”. This is an approach in which
information is not being passed directly from the teacher to the student. Instead the teacher seeks to raise questions
which lead the student to discover the truth by himself. The pedagogic advantages of the method are clear – the
student is more engaged, will shape the answer according to his current level of understanding, and is more likely to
remember a conclusion he reaches himself. However, Socrates saw the advantages of the system as more far-reaching
than pedagogy, for the questions are many times much more important than the answers given to them. An
unexamined life, he maintained, is life not worth living.
I believe this is exactly what 'Mah Nishtanah', and more generally the whole of the Seder Night, are striving towards.
On the birthday of our nation, we are called to reexamine our identity, to look deeper into our own story, and to
reunite ourselves with the great project which began more than 4,000 years ago – creating a kingdom of priests and a
holy nation.
1. In Talmudic times, smaller tables were placed in front of each participant at a meal, making a removal of the table
feasible.

Did you know?
Dozens of university student “Chaverim” have learned with us during the past 4 years.
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עבדים היינו: WE WERE SLAVES
Why were we slaves?
Yaron Perez yperez@torontotorah.com
Avreich; Rabbinic Assistant, Shaarei Shomayim; 5776-5777
Speaking of the Exodus
The fundamental mitzvah of the night of the Seder is to speak of the exodus from Egypt. A mishnah (Pesachim 10:4)
establishes the way to recount the story: “Begin with disgrace, and end with glory.” Maharal (Netzach Yisrael 1)
addresses the obvious question, explaining why we speak of the disgrace of Bnei Yisrael, “And why begin with
disgrace? Only because there cannot be true recognition of glory without contrast.” Absent the disgraceful beginning,
informing us of the earlier reality, we could not understand and appreciate the elevated state which came later.
In the Talmud (Pesachim 116a), Rav and Shemuel debated: What is the disgrace which is supposed to begin our
account of leaving Egypt? “Rav said: In the beginning, our ancestors worshipped idols. Shemuel said: We were slaves
in Egypt.” Within Judaism, worshipping idols is a grave disgrace. But what is the great shame in having been a slave?
Slavery is a low socioeconomic state; the slave is considered his master’s property, and the master sets his schedule.
Certainly, the Torah is not excited about slavery, but it recognizes the economic need which drives it – one who lacks
the means of supporting himself, or who cannot pay for his theft, may sell himself as a slave. It appears that slavery
is viewed as an extreme and undesirable solution for a person’s financial crisis. Slavery is unpleasant and even
embarrassing, but in what way is this outcome of financial distress equivalent to the disgrace of idolatry?
The Cause of Our Slavery
The Torah (Bereishit 46:6) informs us that Bnei Yisrael were in a good financial position before their slavery in Egypt;
their enslavement was not a remedy for financial distress.
A midrash (Otzar Midrashim, Pesikta 487) explains the cause for their slavery: “Rabbi Chanina said: Because all of
the traits of G-d are conducted measure for measure. In the beginning, before they descended to Egypt, the sons of
the matriarchs [Leah and Rachel] insulted the sons of the maids [Bilhah and Zilpah, who entered the family as
servants to Rachel and Leah]. They did not act as brothers to them. This was very bad in G-d’s view, and the Divine
spirit cried out, ‘You are entirely beautiful, My beloved!’ (Shir haShirim 4:7) G-d declared: What should I do, so that
they will accept the children of the maids? I will bring them down to Egypt, and all of them will be slaves. When I
redeem them, I will give them the mitzvah of Pesach, for them, their children and their children’s children to perform.
All of them will say, ‘We were slaves to Pharaoh’ – and so all of them will be equal. Going to this extreme informs all
who enter this world of the greatness and glory of G-d, and they will then know to make peace among His creations.
Therefore His Name is ‘Peace’, as in Shoftim 6:24, ‘And he called it ‘G-d Peace.’’”
Rabbi Chanina attributes the slavery of Bnei Yisrael to the conduct of the children of Yaakov among themselves. G-d
is pained by the corrupt relationship among the brothers, which is apparently due to their different social positions.
As a response, G-d converts all of them into slaves, with the goal of leading them to say, “We were slaves” – all of us
were slaves – all of us are equal.
Another midrash (Midrash Tehillim 10) completes the idea: “Rabbi Chanin said: G-d said to the tribes: You sold
[Yosef] as a slave… By your lives, you will recite annually, ‘We were slaves to Pharaoh in Egypt.’” Rabbi Chanin
explains that the annual review of the story of our slavery in Egypt acts as an annual reminder of the terrible deed of
the brothers, the nadir of the fraternal relationship, selling Yosef into slavery.
Rabbi Avraham Mordechai Alter, the fourth Gerrer Rebbe, used another midrash to describe the relationship among
the Jews when they were slaves in Egypt. Moshe Rabbeinu left the palace, saw an Egyptian beating a Jew, and killed
the Egyptian in attempt to catalyze our redemption. On the following day he saw two Jews fighting, and he attempted
to rebuke them. One of them insulted Moshe for the way he had saved the Jewish victim on the previous day, and
Moshe said, “The matter is known.” A midrash (Shemot Rabbah 1) explains what “was known”: “Moshe thought in his
heart, ‘What sin did Israel commit, to be the only nation to be enslaved?’ When he heard the man's words he said,
‘They have harmful speech among them! How will they deserve redemption?’ Therefore he said, ‘The matter is known;
now I know why they are enslaved.’” According to this midrash, Bnei Yisrael did not improve their deeds even when
they were in Egypt, and so it became known to Moshe that they were still not worthy of ending their slavery and
becoming the nation of G-d. (Imrei Emet, Parshat Vaera 5691)
From this discussion we see that “We were slaves” is a most harsh disgrace, the disgrace of a bad relationship
between the brothers to the point that they sold one of their own. This disgrace is all the more powerful when we see
that even in Egypt we did not improve our ways, despite the fact that this was the cause of our slavery.
May we recline at our Seder and speak of the disgrace of Bnei Yisrael – “We were slaves” – both historically and today.
On this night we are summoned to examine ourselves, to right our wrongs and end the slavery, achieving the level of
glory, to “inform all who enter this world of the greatness and glory of G-d, and to make peace among His creations,”
and to fulfill the mitzvah of leaving Egypt, for “In every generation one must see himself as though he had left
Egypt.” (Mishnah Pesachim 10:5)
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Did you know?
We offer approximately 20-25 public or private classes for adults each week, around Toronto.

רבי אלעזר בן עזריה: RABBI ELAZAR BEN AZARYAH
Night and Day
Mira Goldstein miragoldstein613@gmail.com
Women’s Beit Midrash, 5776-5777
The mitzvah to “remember the Exodus all the days of your life” is not only the central theme of the Haggadah and of
Passover; it is fundamental to the entirety of Judaism. It is mentioned in the very first of the Ten Commandments, the
few words that G-d spoke directly to the people of Israel, “I am Hashem, your G-d, who took you out of
Egypt…” (Exodus 20:2). Much of our liturgy includes mention of the Exodus, and in this passage we learn that we are
commanded to remember it every single day.
The Haggadah discusses five prestigious Rabbis, including Rabbi Elazar ben Azaryah, gathering for a Seder in Bnei
Brak, discussing the story of the Exodus from Egypt all night long, until dawn, when their students come to tell them,
“Masters, it is time to recite the morning Shema.” Following this, Rabbi Elazar’s statement about when the obligation
to remember the Exodus applies, seems jarring. It is worth noting that in the Rambam’s Haggadah, the phrase “to
them” is included - “Rabbi Elazar said to them…” - signifying that this conversation itself was a continuation of the
Bnei Brak Seder. But even in other Haggadot, the juxtaposition of the paragraphs implies a conceptual connection.
What is that connection?
Rabbi Elazar is a unique character whose interesting background can perhaps help us understand this passage
better. He is “like a man of 70 years” because when he was only 18 years old, he appeared to be 70 since he grew
white hair and a white beard, which enabled him to be respected as a wizened elder even in his youth. (Berachot 28a)
Despite his young age, he was appointed as president of the Beit Midrash after Rabbi Gamliel was let go from this
position. His wife advised him not to take the position due to its risky, unstable nature. Unwilling to turn down this
opportunity, the young scholar seized the challenge and responsibility, replying, “Let a man drink from a crystal
goblet today, [though] it might break tomorrow.” Upon Rabbi Elazar’s commencement as president, the number of
students and areas of study covered increased significantly, indicating the success of this change of leadership.
(Berachot 12b)
In the passage of “Rabbi Elazar”, the question of when to perform the mitzvah of telling the Exodus story is debated
amongst the sages. The addition of the word “all” in the biblical verse, “Remember it all the days of your life,” is
interpreted in two different ways:
1. The majority of the sages rule that it is required every day, including in the days of the Messiah. The mitzvah is
performed by reciting the third paragraph of Shema. The sages maintained that this mitzvah need only be
performed during the day, similar to the mitzvah of tzitzit which applies only during daylight hours.
2. However, Ben Zoma argued that “all the days” must teach that one is obligated to mention the Exodus both
during the day and at night. He argues that we will not be obligated to mention it in the Messianic period because
of the words of Jeremiah 23:7-8: “Does not it say: ‘Therefore behold, the days are coming, the word of Hashem,
and they will not say anymore, as lives Hashem, who has brought the Children of Israel from the land of Egypt.
But rather…Hashem who has brought and who will bring the seed of the House of Israel from the Northern land
and from all the lands to which I have pushed them…?’” In the future, the Exodus from slavery in Egypt will be
irrelevant and unimportant compared to the final redemption of the Messiah, and therefore will not be specifically
remembered. The eventual Messianic redemption is the end of the process begun at the Exodus.
Rabbi Hirsch offers that night and day represent two types of faith. The nighttime remembrance declares that we have
faith in G-d in times of darkness. The daytime remembrance, on the other hand, represents our conviction that G-d is
involved when things are good. (Hirsch Haggadah)
Rabbi Hirsch notes that as the redemption began at night, logically we should have given precedence to mentioning
the story at night, rather than during the day. However, the Haggadah tells us that the opposite was the case – Ben
Zoma needed to convince the other rabbis to mention the Exodus during the night, but the day was a given. Why was
the daytime remembrance more obvious than the nighttime remembrance?
Rabbi Hirsch suggests that while during the dark times (the night) our central mitzvah is to have faith in G-d, the real
purpose of such faith is manifest during the day – when we have the opportunity to build on that faith and express
our commitment through our day-to-day actions. Thus, it is more important to mention the Exodus “during the day”,
even if the salvation itself took place at night.
Perhaps this idea also bridges the story of the Sages with Rabbi Elazar ben Azaryah’s comment on the mitzvah of
remembering the departure from Egypt. At daybreak, the students of the rabbis come to remind them that this
mitzvah is relevant during the day, too, with the recitation of the Shema. “Don’t get caught up talking about faith –
it’s daytime, the time to actually keep the mitzvot.” In dark times, as well as in mundane or joyful times, we are
required to remember the Exodus, to tell over the epic story of G-d’s redeeming us from slavery, reminding ourselves
to strengthen and declare our commitment to G-d in all circumstances.

Did you know?
We offer daily chaburot, special classes and the YU Bekiut Competition at Bnei Akiva Schools.
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ארבע בנים: THE FOUR CHILDREN
The Tam: Not so “simple” after all
Rabbi Yair Manas ymanas@gmail.com

Avreich; Rabbinic Assistant, Clanton Park Synagogue; 5772-5773
Maaleh Adumim, Israel
Everyone knows that the third child mentioned in the Haggadah, the tam, is the “simple” child. This child asks a
“simple” question, namely “What is this?,” and receives a basic answer, “With great strength did G-d take us out from
Egypt, from a house of slavery.” This is in contrast to the wise child, who asks for explanations of the laws and
receives a detailed answer.
Indeed, most of the Rishonim (if not all) define the term tam as “simple”, for two reasons. First, the scope of the third
child’s question demonstrates that this child “does not know how to explain his words as the wise son” (Raavan), and
does not “know how to ask an in-depth question” (Orchot Chaim). Second, although a midrash (Mechilta D’Rebbi
Yishmael Parshat Bo 18) identifies the third child as tam, the Talmud Yerushalmi (Pesachim 10:4) identifies the third
child as the tipesh, the “unwise” one. The Avudraham equates the tipesh with the tam, resulting in the third child
being understood as the “simple” child.
Similarly, many modern day Haggadot, including the Haggadah of the Student Organization of Yeshiva University
(SOY), the Haggadah of Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, and numerous Artscroll Haggadot, all translate tam as “simple.”
Assuming, against the Avudraham, that the Yerushalmi and the midrash are not in agreement, I would like to
humbly suggest another explanation of the word tam. The Torah describes our forefather Jacob as being an ish tam
(Bereishit 25:27). It is hard to imagine that the Torah is referring to Jacob as a “simple” person. Instead, Targum
Onkelos translates this to mean, “Jacob was a complete man.” Similarly, the Chizkuni explains that “Tamim tihyeh im
Hashem Elokecha: You should be tamim with Hashem your G-d” (Devarim 18:14) means that one should be entirely
complete with G-d.
Rabbi Yaakov Lorberbaum (Haggadah Maaseh Nissim), though providing a different explanation for the four children,
explains that the third child is called a tam based on the aforementioned verse regarding Jacob. In the footnotes of
the critical edition of the Maaseh Nissim Haggadah, Rabbi Yehoshua Goldberg explains that the third child is
“complete like Jacob, who was complete.”
Thus, the third child is not “simple,” but rather is “complete.” What does this mean? Rabbi Ovadya Yosef (Chazon
Ovadya pg. 207)1 states, “The truth is that permission is given to investigate, understand, and be enlightened by the
reasons for doing mitzvot, and even though all of the Torah’s commandments are decrees from the King, nonetheless
to the extent that we may seek a reason for a mitzvah, we should do so.”
After listening to one brother focus on the intricate halachot of Pesach, and another brother question why we must
bother to perform mitzvot at all, the tam reminds his father, his brothers, and us, that before we study the halachot
in depth, and before we understand the reasons behind the mitzvot, we must be committed to the idea that “all of the
Torah’s commandments are decrees from the King.”
The Rambam writes (Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Me’ilah 8:8), “It is appropriate for a person to meditate on the judgments
of the holy Torah and know their ultimate purpose according to his capacity. If he cannot find a reason or a
motivating rationale for a practice, he should not regard it lightly.2”
Thus, the tam is “complete” in his approach to mitzvot, as the most important question in Judaism is not necessarily
regarding the intricacies of halachah (though this, of course, is extremely important), but instead is the general
question, “What is this,” and the realization that we do mitzvot because G-d commanded us to do so.
The tam teaches the profound idea that we do mitzvot because G-d commanded us to do so. Perhaps, the tam is not
so “simple” after all.
1. The inspiration for this idea comes from Rav Ovadya Yosef, though see there for the direction in which he takes it.
2. Translated by Rabbi Eliyahu Touger
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מתחילה: FROM THE BEGINNING
From What Disgrace to What Glory?
Rabbi Jonathan Ziring jziring@torontotorah.com

Sgan Rosh Beit Midrash, 5775-5777

“We begin [telling the story of the Exodus] with the disgrace and end with the glory.” (Mishnah Pesachim 10:4) Stories
are better told with context, when one sees the whole picture. Thus, all agree that our retelling the story of the
Exodus must not begin with the miracles and wonders – we must contrast that glory with the less than rosy picture
that preceded it.
However, the Talmud (Pesachim 116a) records a debate as to which of the Jews’ “rags to riches” stories must be told.
Rav says we tell the tale of our spiritual journey, “Our ancestors were originally idol worshippers”, and now G-d has
brought us to His service. Shemuel contends that we suffice with our physical journey, “We were slaves to Pharaoh in
Egypt” and now we are free.
The discussion in the Babylonian Talmud ends there, but does not tell us what idolatrous period Rav refers to. We are
used to our Haggadah, which, following the Talmud Yerushalmi (Pesachim 10:5), demands we begin our tale half a
millennium before the Exodus, with the idolatry of Avraham’s father. However, in the same text we use to present this
national narrative in the Haggadah, Yehoshua 24, Yehoshua also alludes to the fact that our idol worship continued
into our stay in Egypt itself (ibid. 24:14). Yechezkel develops this further, recording G-d’s criticism of the Jews who
left Egypt. “I also said to them: Cast away, every one of you, the detestable things that you are drawn to, and do not
defile yourselves with the fetishes of Egypt—I, the Lord, am your G-d. But they defied Me and refused to listen to Me.
They did not cast away the detestable things they were drawn to, nor did they give up the fetishes of Egypt. Then I
resolved to pour out My fury upon them, to vent all My anger upon them there, in the land of Egypt.” (Yechezkel 20:78, JPS translation) Based on the ambiguous description of the Babylonian Talmud alone, we might have concluded
that it is the spiritual disgrace of idol worship in Egypt that we are meant to record – not that which began earlier
with Terach.
However, not only does our Haggadah cast its net wider, including the sins of our pre-Abrahamic period, it removes
the references to the Jews’ idolatrous iniquities in Egypt! Rabbi Natronai Gaon states explicitly that our custom to
only discuss Terach (and not any subsequent idolatry) was already established in his days, the latter half of the 9 th
century. (Teshuvot of Rabbi Natronai Gaon Orach Chaim 138)
The Rashbatz (commentary to the Haggadah) suggests that the real reason that Rav insists on beginning with Terach
is to introduce the discussion of the evil son. As the Jews leaving Egypt were about to enter Canaan, they had to
ensure all would know they were not indigenous to those sinful lands. However, when unworthy Jews arise, this
could call into question our national story. We must therefore acknowledge that we have some bad genes, but they
come from our days in Aram. Thus, although we define ourselves as a “holy nation”, the presence of bad apples
should not cause us to question our lineage – we are still in the process of purifying our pre-Abrahamic heritage.
However, this creative solution still does not explain why we don’t admit to our idolatrous practices in Egypt.
One possibility is that the Haggadah in fact wanted to avoid talking about our commitments to the gods of Egypt.
However, that seems strange, as it would only make our subsequent slaughtering of the Egyptian lamb-deity and
devotion to G-d seem more heroic. If we want to provide context for the story, including these details would seem
significant.
Perhaps the explanation for this omission emerges not from Rav, but from Shemuel. We tend to think that Shemuel
directs our attention to our slavery in Egypt, because he, unlike Rav, insists that the Seder night is about physical
freedom, but perhaps not. Perhaps Rav and Shemuel agree that we tell both the physical and spiritual journey of the
Jewish people – the question is just how much of the story we tell.
For Rav, the goal is to remember that our story began with Terach. There were many paths Avraham and his children
could have taken, and according to some commentaries, Egypt need not have been part of them all. What is
important is to remember where Avraham came from, the covenant he forged with G-d, and the path that Avraham’s
descendants took to fulfill it.
For Shemuel, though, the focus is on our stay in Egypt. We bemoan that we were slaves to Pharaoh – and this
includes the cultural and ideological servitude we suffered, as Yechezkel reminds us. Thus, we do not ignore the
spiritual ignominy of our ancestors in Egypt – we frame it. The great tragedy of Egypt was not just that we were not in
our own employ, but that our minds, hearts, and souls were enslaved to the world of Egypt. Yet, we celebrate that in
G-d’s mercy, when we began to feel the pain and remembered that it is to Him that we turn, he extricated us from the
quagmire of Egypt – taking us to freedom, in all senses of that word.

Did you know?
We engage in internal learning until 12:30 PM daily; this year, we are studying ona’ah & ribbit.
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והיא שעמדה: IT

IS

SHE WHO STOOD

The Inheritance
Rabbi Shalom Krell, skrell@tanenbaumchat.org

Community Maggid Shiur 5774-5777
Moreh Shaliach at TanenbaumCHAT Kimel Family Education Centre
We have finally begun telling the story, the story of our nation, which is the main mitzvah of this special night. Our
forefathers were idol worshippers: Terach, Avraham, and Nachor. Hashem chose Avraham, brought him to the Land
of Israel, and gave him Yitzchak. Yitzchak had two sons: Yaakov and Esav… Just as we are warming up, we cut the
story here.
Before continuing to Yaakov’s descent to Egypt ”anuss al pi haDibbur” compelled by Hashem, we go back in history to
the “Brit Bein HaBetarim”, the Covenant between the Pieces, in which Hashem promised the Land of Israel to
Avraham. We elaborate on Hashem faithfully fulfilling His promise, and “v’hi she’amdah”, it is she who stood,
referring to the promise in the covenant, which is what stood up and guarded our fathers and us throughout the
generations, ensuring that in spite of everything we would return to the Land.
This is all an essential and important part of the story, but why does it appear at this point in the Haggadah? Would
it not be more appropriate for the covenant that stood by us throughout our history to appear at the beginning of the
story, as an introduction, to provide background? Or perhaps it should have appeared at the end of the story, as a
summary, connecting all the generations throughout history and up to our time? Why here?
Additionally, if we examine the exact place the story is cut off, we will discover something unusual. We relate that
Yitzchak had two sons: Yaakov and Esav. Esav receives Mount Seir as his inheritance, while Yaakov receives… the
descent to Egypt! This seems unbalanced. We should tell of Esav’s inheritance being Mount Seir, and Yaakov’s
inheritance being the Land of Israel. How does the descent to Egypt fit in at this point?
I would like to suggest that the two questions that we asked essentially answer each other. Just as we previously
stated, Terach had two sons, Avraham and Nachor, and Hashem chose Avraham. So too, Hashem chose Yaakov from
among Yitzchak’s two sons. Esav received his “resting-place and inheritance” (Devarim 12:9), and thus completed his
historic role at Mount Seir. In contrast, Yaakov and his children received their inheritance, however this inheritance
was not limited to a piece of land; this inheritance is the Brit Bein HaBetarim. Rav Chanan Porat explains this in his
book “Me’at Min Ha’Or - A Bit of Light (Bereishit p. 108, Shemot p. 11-12):
…these words are meant to strengthen Bnei Yisrael, who are immersed in the darkness of the final exile.
Within them is the reason for the first exile and redemption, as a basis for our faith in the final redemption.
The Master of the Universe, who sees to the end of all generations, knows how many future exiles there will
be, and how many times the Jewish People will reach the gates of death, and seek refuge in death. Therefore,
already at the moment of the nation’s birth, our nation was given a “great immunization”, to inoculate us
against the disease of exile and slavery, suffering and despair. This injection, known as the “Egyptian Exile”,
was meant to inoculate our nation until the end of all generations, and to implant in us the recognition that
we can overcome all future sufferings and exiles, knowing that even if the redemption were to be delayed, it
will certainly arrive!
…This deep idea is expressed in the Brit Bein HaBetarim: “You shall surely know that your offspring shall be
foreigners in a land not their own” (Bereishit 15:13). It is as if Hashem is telling Avraham: ‘Your offspring will
not increase in a natural way in the land of Canaan, as is the way of other nations. If the Jewish People base
their connection to Israel purely for its role as the geographic location of their birthplace, then this
connection will likely unravel once they become separated from the land, as has happened to all ancient
nations…’
V’hi - The covenant that accompanies us in every generation, and stands by us when the nations stand against us to
destroy us physically or spiritually, is the same covenant that assures us that we will survive in spite of everything,
and that we shall return home to our land. Therefore, in the part of the story in which we tell of Esav’s inheritance,
we also tell of our inheritance. We tell of the Brit Bein HaBetarim and of the unbreakable connection between us and
our land. And it is “She” who stood by us, and “She” who will stand by us, “until her [the Land of Israel’s] chicks
return home”. (Rabbeinu Bechayye Vayikra 26:32) So… What are we waiting for? The land has been waiting for us for
way too long - let’s go home!
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צא ולמד: GO

AND

LEARN

Make it Memorable
Elisha Kelman ekelman2@gmail.com
Chaver, 5776-5777
“Go and learn what Lavan the Aramean sought to do to Yaakov our father… as it says, ‘An Aramean sought to destroy
our father, etc. (Devarim 26:5)’”
In his commentary on the Haggadah, Rabbi Yechiel Michel Epstein (author of Aruch haShulchan) points out that the
first part of the quoted verse, “An Aramean sought to destroy our father,” is the only portion of the quotation that is
not explicated by the Haggadah. Rabbi Epstein claims that the reason this part is ignored is because it would take too
long to properly explain it. This essay will seek to provide some explanation for this part of the verse, and explain how
it fits in with the rest of the Haggadah, as well as the story of the Exodus.
Cause and Effect
An historical relationship between the Lavan/Yaakov story and the journey to Egypt is suggested by the verse itself:
“An Aramean sought to destroy my father, and he went down to Egypt…” The implication of the verse is that Lavan
caused Yaakov to go down to Egypt. Indeed, medieval sages Rabbi Yaakov ben Yakar, Rabbi Aharon HaKohen of Lunil
and the Avudraham, in their respective commentaries on the Haggadah, observe that despite an apparent lack of
clear causal connection between the Lavan story and the Egypt story, Lavan did in fact set off the chain of events that
would ultimately lead to the enslavement and eventual freedom of Bnei Yisrael in Egypt. Nonetheless, while the Lavan
story happened prior to the journey to Egypt, and he was part of the causal chain leading to the enslavement, it
remains unclear why the Egypt story should begin with Lavan and not any other point in our national timeline.
The Divine Rescue
The story of Lavan and Yaakov may also be seen as thematically associated with our experiences in Egypt. An
anonymous early commentary to the Haggadah, “Peirush Kadmon”, as well as the Ritva, focus on the placement of
this passage at this specific juncture in the Haggadah. We reade this verse immediately following the recitation of V’hi
She’amda, a song about the survival of the Jewish people throughout the ages despite those who sought to destroy
us. Thus the Lavan episode serves as an example of G-d rescuing us from our enemies, and it is included as an
example to demonstrate the validity of the V’hi She’amda song. The Ritva further links this to the rest of the
Haggadah, by citing the classic idea that the episodes of forebears are signs of what is to happen to their
descendants. In our case, the similarities are obvious. Yaakov fled to a faraway land, where he was taken advantage
of, but ultimately G-d helped him and he returned to Israel with great wealth - just like Bnei Yisrael in Egypt. And so
while the Lavan story is not inherently linked to the Egypt story, it may be hinting to it nonetheless.
Hidden Miracles
The Vilna Gaon voices a challenge to the verse, and his resolution provides another explanation for the presence of
the verse in our Haggadah. When one reads the story of Lavan and Yaakov in Bereishit, there is no clear indication of
Lavan seeking to destroy Yaakov. What is the meaning of “An Aramean sought to destroy my father”? But the Vilna
Gaon explains that this is exactly the point. Even though it is not evident that Lavan had malicious intent, this
passage teaches us that G-d is performing miracles for us even when we don’t realize it; G-d is constantly performing
hidden miracles. Perhaps the reason why the passage is included in the Haggadah is to draw our attention to those
small miracles. The entire Seder is focused on recalling the greatest miracles in Jewish history - the plagues, the
Exodus, and the splitting of the sea. When one is focused on only the most overt and incredible miracles, it is easy to
overlook hidden and smaller miracles. The Vilna Gaon may be implying that the reason this section was included in
the Haggadah was to remind the participant of the Seder that we should never overlook the hidden miracles in our
lives.

Did you know?
We will hold more than 12 Lunch and Learns at GTA businesses this year.
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וירעו: AND THEY WERE EVIL

TO

US

How to destroy a nation
Rabbi Ezra Goldschmiedt ezragoldschmiedt@gmail.com
Avreich; Rabbinic Assistant, BAYT; 5772-5773
Rabbi, Sha’arei Torah, Cincinnati, Ohio

Beginning with Tzei Ul’mad, the Haggadah takes us through four verses of Mikra Bikkurim – the text ritually recited at
the Beit HaMikdash when one brings their first fruits to the Kohen. 1 Mikra Bikkurim contains a brief synopsis of our
national experiences in Egypt, and it makes for a helpful text at our Seder, one which can be broken down and
expanded upon as desired.
To some degree, the Haggadah itself gives us a basic level of expansion, by providing some of the midrashim on these
verses which explain and substantiate Mikra Bikkurim’s brief accounting. However, the interpretation given by our
Sages for some of these phrases can often seem peculiar, going in a very different direction than we ourselves would
have chosen with our knowledge of the story as expressed in Sefer Shemot. One such example is the Haggadah’s
reflection in the following section:
“And the Egyptians were cruel to us (Vayareiu)” (Deuteronomy 26:6) – As it is stated: “Come let us deal
wisely with them, otherwise, they may increase so much, that if there is war, they will join our enemies and
fight against us, driving us2 from the land.” (Exodus 1:10)
While this verse in Shemot does direct us to the origins of Pharaoh’s plan, it does not seem to be the ideal verse for
demonstrating the Egyptian cruelty of Vayareiu. Numerous verses give direct descriptions of Egypt’s cruel treatment
of our ancestors – addressing the back-breaking labour (Exodus 1:13-14), the decrees against Israelite boys (ibid. 22),
or simply beating us to death (ibid. 2:11) - why weren’t any of these verses chosen to demonstrate our suffering more
starkly?3
Rabbi Aharon ben Yaakov, known as the Orchot Hayyim (14th century, France), suggests that the Sages and our
Haggadah are displaying a different understanding of the word Vayareiu. Instead of cruelty, they posit that Vayareiu
refers to a harming of our reputation, to ‘make us evil’ – discrediting our integrity as a people and setting us up for
condemnation and the oppression which would eventually follow. Indeed, while we haven’t exactly been conditioned
to think of the Egyptians as good and decent people, they were a nation of strong enough morals to resist an
immediate turn upon the Israelites – who, after all, had given them so much and indicated no animosity towards their
hosts. To execute atrocities against Israel, a more gradual process was needed and the “moral argument” against
them needed time to develop in Egyptian minds. This, our Sages explain, was Pharaoh’s intention when he wished to
“deal wisely” with us – voice concern over the increase in Israel’s numbers, question their loyalty, let popular opinion
turn on them, and slowly see how much of their oppression Egyptians could tolerate. While the Torah’s description of
our transition towards slavery seems to have occurred rather quickly – the narrative’s description spans all of thirteen
verses – our midrashim and commentaries describe an Egypt that slowly moved step-by-step according to Pharaoh’s
plan: increasingly tax the Israelites, transform those taxes into institutionalized slavery, and ultimately enable
infanticide.4
What is to be learned from this? What were our Sages hoping to teach us with their unexpected twist on Vayareiu?
Perhaps they wanted to stress to us that the greatest evils never occur in a vacuum – instead, they are born out of an
insidious narrative which maligns our reputation as a people. Because of this, we should be on guard not only for the
clearer evils of violence and slavery, but for the development of a culture that makes those crimes more acceptable.
Sadly, history has confirmed this lesson, and there is no shortage of such concerns in today’s world either. Hopefully
however, our Haggadah, together with those experiences, have taught us a thing or two about how to prevent such
atrocities from ever occurring again by protecting and maintaining an honorable reputation as much as our very
selves.
1. Devarim 26:5-8
2. See Talmud, Sotah 11a
3. Indeed, some of these verses are used later to describe the suffering that G-d saw and ultimately responded to, but
there does not seem to be any imperative to use as many different verses as possible in the Haggadah.
4. See, for example, Ramban to Shemot 1

01

Did you know?
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ויוציאנו: AND HE TOOK US OUT
Wherefore Art Thou, Moshe?
Ariela Snowbell ariela.snowbell@gmail.com

Women’s Beit Midrash, 5776-5777

In the middle of Maggid, when recounting all the miracles that Hashem did for us during Yetziat Mitzrayim, the
Haggadah makes a confusing statement:
"And the Lord took us out of Egypt" - not though an angel and not through a seraph and not through a messenger.
The Haggadah claims that there was no involvement of a shaliach, an agent, in Yetziat Mitzrayim. Yet, throughout the
original version of the story in the Torah, we see the centrality of Moshe`s involvement in bringing Bnei Yisrael out of
Mitzrayim as the appointed leader of the Jewish people. In fact, while the Torah mentions Moshe’s name 123 times in
the first 15 chapters of Shemot alone, when recounting the same story at the Seder, Moshe is only mentioned once.
Why does the Haggadah go to such an extreme to minimize the role of Moshe Rabbeinu in Yetziat Mitzrayim?
Many commentators explain this inconsistency by clarifying that, while Moshe was in fact an agent of Hashem, the
actual redemption was accomplished only by Hashem, acting alone. Rabbi Yosef Dov Soloveitchik (cited in The
Commentators' Pesach Seder Haggadah, 37) expands on this, explaining that agents of Hashem get more credit in
cases where they are involved in the immediate act of saving of the nation, described in Torah using the word
hatzalah. However, when discussing the more overarching redemption indicated by the word geulah, the role of the
agent is always minimized. The Haggadah describes the overall process of redemption from Mitzrayim, and therefore
minimizes mention of Moshe.
Another way we can understand the puzzling lack of Moshe in the Haggadah is by considering the one time where
Moshe is in fact mentioned;
And Israel saw the Lord's great hand that He used upon the Egyptians, and the people feared the Lord; and they
believed in the Lord, and in Moshe, His servant.'
The Haggadah quotes this pasuk from Parshat Beshalach (Shemot 14:31), immediately before “Az Yashir” – The Song
of the Sea. This directs us to the opening passage of that song, sung after Bnei Yisrael crossed Yam Suf. Bnei Yisrael
witness Hashem`s power over the Egyptians, believe in Hashem and Moshe, and then proceed with Moshe to sing
praise to Hashem. The belief in Hashem and Moshe indicates that Bnei Yisrael perceive Moshe’s involvement as a
central aspect of the Exodus – almost as an equal partner with Hashem.
This can be contrasted with the only other “Az Yashir" in the Torah, found in Bamidbar. (21:17-20) At Be`er, Bnei
Yisrael sing another song to Hashem, this time before they enter Eretz Yisrael. The wordings of the two are very
similar, and the similarity between them highlights one glaring difference. The Az Yashir in Shemot starts with “Then
Moses and the Israelites sang this song to the Lord,” while the one in Bamidbar just says, “Then Israel sang this
song.” Both songs were sung while Moshe was the leader of Bnei Yisrael in the desert, yet the one in Shemot
prominently features Moshe leading the song with the nation, while the one in Bamidbar does not.
The distinction between the inclusion of Moshe in the Az Yashir of Yetziat Mitzrayim and the absence of Moshe in the
Az Yashir sung before entering Israel, may help us understand why Moshe`s role in the Haggadah is underplayed.
Moshe was heavily involved in Yetziat Mitzrayim. Yet, 40 years later, Bamidbar provides a different perspective – that
of a nation preparing to move on and enter Israel without their charismatic leader. While still important, the role of
Moshe before entering Eretz Yisrael begins to fade.
This sentiment of moving on without Moshe is echoed in the brachah of “ga’al yisrael” in the Haggadah. While
thanking Hashem for Yetziat Mitzrayim, we look forward to the future redemption and hope to sing a new song, a
"shirah chadashah".
While Moshe is definitely a central figure in Yetziat Mitrayim, at the Seder we recount Yetziat Mitzrayim with a focus
on looking towards the future redemption. Therefore, the Haggadah deliberately minimizes Moshe’s role and chooses
to have us sing a “shirah chadashah” that does not focus on Moshe. To emphasize Hashem`s centrality in future
redemptions, we downplay the role of any charismatic leader, no matter how essential that leader may be to the
process. Thus at the Seder, the “Az Yashir” model of Bamidbar is more prominent than that of Shemot. While the
human leader`s role was important at the time, on Seder night, when we look towards the future, the emphasis is
about Hashem and His nation.

Did you know?
We teach for the broader Jewish community, including 24 classes at Beth Emeth this year.
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רבי יהודה: RABBI YEHUDAH’S ACROSTIC
The Makkot as Education
Adam Friedmann afriedmann@torontotorah.com

Avreich; Rabbinic Assistant, Clanton Park Synagogue; 5776-5777
The interjection of Rabbi Yehudah’s acrostic is jarring. Yes, it is true that one can represent the plagues in this way,
but why do so? What is the meaning of Rabbi Yehuda’s acrostic grouping? What message is it intended to convey?
The commentators on the Haggadah suggest several interpretations. However, I would like to focus on an approach
which emerges directly from the Torah’s description of the plagues themselves. A careful reading of the verses reveals
that Rabbi Yehudah’s groupings, and the messages behind them, are already spelled out in the text.
During the plagues, there are many encounters between Moshe and Pharaoh. Three, however, stand out as repetitive:
And the Lord said to Moses, “Pharaoh is stubborn; he refuses to let the people go. Go to Pharaoh in the
morning, as he is coming out to the water... And say to him, ‘The Lord, the G-d of the Hebrews, sent me to you
to say, “Let My people go that they may worship Me in the wilderness.” But you have paid no heed until now.
Thus says the Lord, “By this you shall know that I am the Lord.” See, I shall strike the water in the Nile with
the rod that is in my hand, and it will be turned into blood. (Shemot 7:14-17, JPS translation)
And the Lord said to Moses, “Early in the morning present yourself to Pharaoh, as he is coming out to the
water, and say to him, ‘Thus says the Lord: Let My people go that they may worship Me. For if you do not let My
people go, I will let loose swarms of wild beasts...But on that day, I will set apart the region of Goshen, where My
people dwell, so that no swarms of wild beasts shall be there, that you may know that I the Lord am in the
midst of the land. And I will make a distinction between My people and your people.’” (Shemot 8:16-19)
The Lord said to Moses, “Early in the morning present yourself to Pharaoh and say to him, ‘Thus says the
Lord, the G-d of the Hebrews: Let My people go to worship Me. For this time I will send all My plagues to your
heart, and your courtiers, and your people, in order that you may know that there is none like Me in all the
world. (Shemot 9:13-16, JPS translation)
In each of the descriptions, Moshe is instructed to meet Pharaoh in the morning, and in two of them, the meeting
specifically occurs as Pharaoh goes out to the water. More pertinent for our purposes is that each encounter occurs
at the outset of the three sets of plagues that Rabbi Yehudah defines. Each confrontation also indicates an
educational goal for the coming set of plagues. The plagues are not only punishments; they carry distinct messages
for Pharaoh, his nation, and ultimately the world. These goals change with each set and require explanation. The Kli
Yakar, expanding upon an interpretation of Abarbanel, explains each phrase. Here is his commentary, paraphrased:
By this you shall know that I am the Lord: First, G-d showed His dominance within the domain of beliefs. The
Egyptians worshipped the Nile god as their lifesource and creator. By striking the Nile, Hashem showed His power
over that god and staked His claim as the true Creator.
That you may know that I the Lord am in the midst of the land: Next, G-d showed the Egyptians that He does
not only interact with humanity generally, without concern for the actions of individuals. Rather, He is “in the
midst of the land” and recognizes the ethical character of man’s actions. He differentiates between His people, the
Jewish slaves, and their Egyptian masters.
That you may know that there is none like Me in all the world: Abarbanel interprets this as a statement of the
boundless extent of G-d’s power. Not only is He greater than the Egyptian gods, He is more powerful than can
possibly be imagined.
The Kli Yakar (Shemot 7:17) disputes this reading, arguing that even at this late point, Pharaoh believed that though
G-d was great, there were domains which He did not control. Therefore, G-d shows Pharaoh that there is none like
him in “all the world.” There is no place beyond His reach.
Taking a markedly different approach, Midrash Sechel Tov (9:14) interprets the final educational message as adding
quality, not quantity, to the previous ones:
“For this time I will send all My plagues to your heart”: What does this teach us? Couldn’t He destroy them with
one plague? Rather, He is saying that this time I will send the recollection of all the plagues and punishments
that I have struck you with [thus far] to your heart. Because with this plague all of them will arise in your
consciousness and you will remember them. [It will be] as though they are all sent to you now [at once].
Often, we understand something intellectually but fail to internalize it. The first two rounds of plagues forced Pharaoh
to admit, at a rational level, that G-d exists and to recognize His power. In the final round, Hashem reached into the
hearts of Pharaoh and his countrymen, and compelled them to internalize the meaning of the entire saga of the
plagues. Unable to hide behind rationalizations any longer, they were forced not only to accept, but to deeply believe
the reality of Hashem and begin to look upon the world from that perspective.
We can now answer our initial questions. Rabbi Yehudah’s acrostic is, in fact, an interpretation of the sequence of the
plagues. These were not just a series of punishments. Rather, they embodied a distinct educational program intended
to instill within the Egyptians a knowledge of G-d. This message was not for the Egyptians alone. It was for us and,
ultimately, the whole world to internalize as part of the message of Yetziat Mitzrayim.
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רבן גמליאל: RABBAN GAMLIEL (KORBAN PESACH)
Three Steps to Father’s House
Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner torczyner@torontotorah.com

Rosh Beit Midrash, 5770-5777

Over a two-week period, our ancestors were told how to prepare for our national Exodus. Those commands, recorded
in Parshat Bo, described three activities:
• Designation and sacrifice of the korban pesach (Shemot 12:1-6);
• Placement of blood from the korban pesach on the entrances of their homes (12:7, 21-23);
• Circumcision of all males (12:43-50).
We could view these three activities as elements of the korban pesach. However, we might also see in them a broader
theme, crucial for the Exodus.
Agnon’s Exodus
In the late 1920’s, S. Y. Agnon wrote a surreal short story called L’Veit Abba, “To Father’s House”. The protagonist
begins the story working at home, but he is frustrated by labour which “has neither beginning nor end, which you
start without benefit and from which one can never walk away.” He also suffers from an uncomfortable sense that he
does not belong there. Abruptly, he decides to go to his father, whom he has not seen for many years, for Pesach. He
departs in haste, but he then encounters delays which might be real, but which might also be a product of his own
ambivalence about visiting his father. Once in his father’s town, the hero encounters a heretical individual who wants
to discuss the end of the book of Yehoshua. A little further along he finds himself in a tavern with “a set table”
holding bottles of liquor, even as Pesach is about to begin. Finally, he arrives at his father’s home – but he remains
outside, mysteriously unable to enter, as the story ends.
To Father’s House works on several levels, one of which is a parable for our departure from Egypt. As the Talmud
(Sotah 11a) describes, our labour in Egypt was perpetual and unrewarding, and we shared the protagonist’s sense of
not belonging. Suffering made us long for the house of our Father, and we left in haste. (Shemot 12:11) We displayed
great ambivalence, though, en route to our land; we even claimed that we had been better off in Egypt. The end of the
book of Yehoshua (24:2-4) is part of the Haggadah, and the tavern’s “set table” parallels the Shulchan Orech phase of
the Seder – but the heretical debater as well as the liquor, presumably grain-based, don’t fit at a reunion with our
Father on Pesach. These events represent our own troubled journey to Israel. And in the end, like the generation of
Jews who left Egypt, the hero is prevented from entering the land.
Leaving Egypt or Going Home?
With this story, Agnon does more than summarize forty years of troubled travel; he puts the Exodus itself in proper
perspective, as a central stage in a greater arc. The historical arc starts with the life of the family of Avraham and
Sarah in Canaan, continues with our descent to Egypt, and sees our subjugation in Egypt. Then we leave Egypt,
receive the Torah at Sinai, build a Mishkan and journey home. As Agnon hints with his title, the Exodus is not merely
yetziat Mitzrayim, a group of slaves departing from Egypt. Rather, it is l’veit Abba, a journey of Hebrews back to the
home in which we were raised in Bereishit, from which we had departed, and to which we had always been meant to
return.
Seen in this light, the Exodus requires that we be identified as the rightful heirs of Avraham and Sarah, to
merit that return home. This is the role of the three preparatory activities outlined in our parshah:
• Circumcision was Avraham’s mitzvah, and it became the mark of the Jew.
• Korbanot were a hallmark of Avraham and Sarah, who built altars each time they settled a new part of Canaan.
• Placement of blood from the korban pesach on the doorposts of a house marks that structure as a home
dedicated to G-d, like the landmark tent of Avraham and Sarah.
Having performed these deeds, we were visibly ready to return home.
Arrival
The conclusion of this arc comes in Yehoshua, Chapter 5, when G-d “removes the shame of Egypt” from our nation.
(Yehoshua 5:9) The same three steps are again represented:
• The males are circumcised. (5:2-8)
• They bring a korban pesach. (5:10)
• And they camp in Gilgal (5:10), their first step in building a home in the land.
One odyssey met its completion long ago, but our religious and physical wanderings continue to describe a still longer
arc. While we work toward the final Exodus, let us remember the need to identify ourselves as part of that original
family. Whether through circumcision, korban and the Jewish home, or through other actions, we must identify
ourselves as descendants of Avraham and Sarah, as part of meriting the long-awaited return To Father’s House.

Did you know?
We participated in Limmud 2015, 2016 and 2017, and look forward to Limmud 2018.
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בכל דור ודור: IN EVERY GENERATION
“One must see himself as if he had left Egypt”
Mrs. Ora Ziring oziring@torontotorah.com
Director, Women’s Beit Midrash, 5775-5777
The Haggadah demands that we not just tell the story of the Exodus, but that we must relive the experience of leaving
Egypt. Why does the Torah demand something so difficult, something that stretches our emotional and intellectual
imaginations?
To answer this question, we must answer a different but related question. Why does the Torah spend so many
parshiyot telling the story of the Exodus? As Rashi notes in his opening comments to the Torah, the Torah is
primarily a book of law, and thus any narrative that made it into the Torah must be crucial for Jewish beliefs and
perspective. So why does this story get told in such detail and depth? Indeed, why is it the story referenced when G-d
introduces Himself in the Ten Commandments?
In her introduction to Sefer Shemot, Nechama Leibowitz presents a critical approach as to the purpose of the
enslavement in, and redemption from, Egypt. She notes that in several places in Tanach, the Torah indicates that
through the process of the oppression in Egypt, G-d refined Bnei Yisrael in the “furnace of affliction.” This is most
clear in Devarim 4:20, where the Torah writes, “He brought you out of the iron furnace of Egypt to be His people”.
Rashi explains that this is referring to a smelting oven that is used to refine precious metals. The implication is that
our time in Egypt was supposed to refine our national character. How is this so?
The key to understanding this can be found by reflecting on a series of laws sprinkled throughout the Torah,
specifically those laws that the Torah connects to our experience in Egypt. In Shemot 23:9, for example, the Torah
says “Do not oppress a stranger, for you know the feeling of a stranger as you yourselves were strangers in the land of
Egypt.” It could be that the Torah is simply telling us the reason for the law – it is not proper for people who were
formerly slaves to treat people similarly disadvantaged without compassion. However, in light of the above, we can
take a different direction. G-d is telling the Jewish people that it was precisely because of the importance of empathy
in our interactions with those less fortunate that we needed to go to Egypt in the first place. We needed to experience
pain so that we would understand how to properly treat those at the bottom of the social ladder.
The same idea appears regarding the laws governing how to treat slaves. The Torah makes it clear that a person must
take care of his slaves and grant them proper rest. In Devarim 5:14-15, the verse states, “that the manservant and
maidservant should rest like you… remember that you were slaves in Egypt.” In addition, the Torah later records that
at the time of a slave’s release, his master must gift him wine, food, and flock, once again justifying the law by
referencing our remembrance that we were slaves in Egypt. The connection is further highlighted by the phrase used
by the Torah when limiting the ways in which a slave can be treated. The Torah warns that Jews may not force their
Jewish slaves to work with backbreaking ruthlessness, bi-farech (Vayikra 25:43), a word borrowed from the
description of how the Egyptians treated the Jewish slaves. (Shemot 1:13)
These laws concretize the implications of having gone through the smelting furnace. The experience of being slaves
was necessary to provide a national reference point from which to understand the meaning and necessity of a large
swath of interpersonal laws. Our own suffering fundamentally improved our ability to sympathize and empathize.
These emotions enable us, as a nation and as individuals, to truly commit to and fulfil these mitzvot.
It is for this reason that we must relive the Exodus yearly. Merely telling the story is not enough
emotions necessary to generate these obligations. Not only must be feel like we “went out of Egypt” – we
we were enslaved first. When we can recreate the pain and subsequent exhilaration, we can hope to
sensitivities necessary to accomplish our national destiny, to be a mamlechet kohanim v’goy kadosh,
priests and a holy nation.
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Did you know?
Our weekly email goes to more than 1300 people, at least 40% of whom read it regularly.

בצאת ישראל: B’TZEIT YISRAEL
A Nation of Foreign Tongue
Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner torczyner@torontotorah.com

Rosh Beit Midrash, 5770-5777

When Israel left Egypt, the house of Jacob from a nation of foreign tongue. (Tehillim 114:1)
One could use many epithets to describe the Egyptians of the Exodus; “Nile dwellers”, “slave drivers”, and “cruel
ingrates” all come to mind. Why does Tehillim 114, the second paragraph of Hallel, choose to identify the Egyptians
as “a nation of foreign tongue”?
Antagonists
Rabbi Avraham Ibn Ezra suggested that “foreign tongue” refers not only to the language, but to the character of the
speaker. The biblical term for foreign tongue, la’az, is understood rabbinically to refer to antagonistic speech and
slander. In this light, Tehillim 114:1 stated that not only were the Egyptians foreign to us, but they were vicious in
their speech regarding us. [See, similarly, Shemot 1:9-10, and Haameik Davar to Devarim 26:6.]
Strangers
Dr. Amos Chacham, author of the Daat Mikra edition of Tehillim, took a psychological approach to the “foreign
tongue”. He noted the biblical prediction that our sins will someday be punished with captivity in the hands of “a
nation whose language we will not know, a brazen nation who will not show respect to the elderly and will not show
favour to the young.” (Devarim 28:49-50) Absence of communication leads to absence of mercy; nations who cannot
relate linguistically have trouble relating socially, and are less likely to empathize. We were not their kind, and
therefore the Egyptians abused us. [See, similarly, Rashi to Tehillim 114:1.]
Aliens
We might suggest a third approach, though, in which the foreign nature of Egyptian speech is not a pejorative aimed
at Egypt, but a credit to the Jewish nation.
Tehillim 114 is composed of eight verses, which divide neatly into pairs:
• The first two verses speak of the Jews leaving Egypt, as G-d’s holy nation;
• The next pair of verses describe the Red Sea splitting, the Jordan River retreating, and the mountains and hills
dancing; [See Pesachim 118a explaining when each of these events took place.]
• The third pair of verses asks why the Red Sea, Jordan River, and mountains and hills deviate from their normal
behaviour;
• The final two verses explain that these miracles happen before G-d, Creator of the land and G-d of Yaakov,
who converts stone into sources of water.
In these verses, G-d performs and catalyzes two sets of miraculous feats:
• G-d takes the Jews out of Egypt, and draws water from stone;
• And these displays of power cause bodies of water and mounds of earth to alter their conduct.
Read in that light, this paragraph pairs the feat of Exodus with drawing water from stone; the two deeds are
similar. Water is not stone, but rather a separate material with its own identity, and so the Jews in Egypt were not
Egyptian. Even though some of us fell into the trap of idolatry (Yehoshua 24:14, Yechezkel 20:7-9), we retained a
unique identity. Tehillim 114:1 captures that unique identity by describing the exoticism of the Egyptian tongue;
because we viewed Egypt as a nation of foreign tongue, we merited to leave that land as G-d’s holy nation. As Devarim
4:34 says, “G-d drew a nation from the midst of another nation” – we were already a separate entity, and needed only
to be extracted from the midst of Egypt.
Jewish separation from others via speech has deep biblical roots. Yaakov was identified by his speech; after our
patriarch credited G-d with his success, his father said of him, “The voice is the voice of Yaakov.” (Bereishit 27:22,
and see Rashi there) Later, Yaakov executed a pact with his father-in-law Lavan, and while Lavan labelled the site in
Aramaic as yegar sahaduta, Yaakov used the Hebrew gal-ed. (Bereishit 31:47)
Yosef, too, was marked by his speech, even as he lived in Egypt. While in an Egyptian prison, he was known as “the
Hebrew”, a term which may refer to his place of origin or his tongue. Tehillim 81:6 describes Yosef as a foreigner in
Egypt, hearing an unfamiliar language. And when Yosef was reunited with his brothers, he argued for their trust,
“Your eyes see, as do the eyes of my brother Binyamin, that it is my mouth that speaks with you.” Indeed, midrashim
(Vayikra Rabbah 32:5; Mechilta d’R’ Yishmael Bo Pischa 5) cite this last verse as support for their declaration that the
Jews did not change their tongue in Egypt.
The second paragraph of Hallel is more than a declaration that G-d took us out of Egypt, split the sea and made the
mountains caper. Tehillim 114:1 explains how we merited these wonders. Because we made ourselves alien in Egypt,
we were like water within a stone, and G-d drew us out. May we always retain our own language, and so merit to
fulfill Tehillim 114:2, for Yehudah to be His sanctuary, and Israel His domain.

Did you know?
Our audio recordings on YUTorah.org were visited more than 15,000 times in 2016.
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בצאת ישראל: B’TZEIT YISRAEL
Freedom and Free Will in the Pesach Story
Rabbi Dovid Zirkind dzirkind@jewishcenter.org
Avreich; Rabbinic Assistant, Shaarei Shomayim; 5771-5772
Assistant Rabbi, The Jewish Center, New York

After more than two decades away from the land of Israel, Yaakov Avinu plans his return home and in doing so he
davens and reflects on his recent success: “I have been diminished by all of the kindnesses and faithfulness You have
performed with Your servant, for with my staff I crossed this Jordan, and now I span two camps.” (Bereishit 32:11)
Rashi offers two explanations. First, Yaakov is describing his financial success. “When I left Israel I had nothing but
my staff, but now I return with so much.” Second, Rashi hints at a remarkable image painted in a midrash. Midrash
Tanchuma tells us that when Yaakov fled after stealing the blessings, Esav was in hot pursuit. He arrived on the
banks of the Jordan, rushing to evade his brother, he struck the water with his staff, the water split, and he crossed
to safety and the house of Lavan. Now, as Yaakov returns to the very same river, perhaps holding the very same staff,
he thanks Hashem for his miraculous rescue at the beginning of his journey.
What is this all about? We know that the Yam Suf was split for the Jews to escape Egyptian chariots, and we know
that the Jordan was split in the days of Yehoshua to allow for a dramatic entry into the Land of Israel, but now we
learn that Yaakov too split the sea? And asks Rabbi Moshe Sofer (Chatam Sofer), what exactly is this meant to teach
us about Yaakov, and maybe about this recurring miracle of crossing the waters?
The Talmud (Chullin 7a) records a series of miraculous deeds performed by the great sage Rabbi Pinchas ben Yair. In
the age of the Talmud he was a miracle worker of sorts, who lived in great poverty and with great piety. The legends of
his righteousness and his miracles appear throughout the Talmud.
The Talmud recounts how Rabbi Pinchas ben Yair once journeyed on a mission to save a prisoner of war. As he
rushed on his way he too encountered water, the River Ginnai. Miracle worker that he was, Rabbi Pinchas ben Yair
spoke to the river and demanded that it part for him to cross, but the river refused. The river argued, “You are en
route to perform your Creator’s desire, and I am en route to perform my Creator’s desire. But you might succeed and
might not succeed, I will definitely succeed.” But Rabbi Pinchas ben Yair insisted, “If you will not split, I will decree
that water never pass through you.” And the river parted ways and off he went.
Rabbi Shemuel Eidels (Maharsha) explains that while the river was correct that in its mission to travel downstream it
would surely be successful, Pinchas ben Yair’s doubtful mission was still more worthy. The river travels by force of
nature, it has only one mission and it has no option to deviate. Man, he says, is blessed with free will. Even when he
doesn’t succeed in his mission, the very choice to act nobly and selflessly is far greater than any force of nature.
So, argues Chatam Sofer, the imagery of the splitting sea is always meant to convey the emergence of freedom of
choice. The Jews left Egypt free to serve their Creator, and so the Yam Suf stopped its simple mission to give way to
their newfound life of mitzvot. The Jews of the wilderness left a life of simple worship protected by the ananei hakavod
[clouds of glory], with Moshe at the helm, and so the Jordan split for them, allowing them to engage the land of Israel
with independence. And for Yaakov Avinu as well, the crossing of a split river separates the two halves of his life, the
radical shift from object to subject.
As a child, Yaakov’s decisions were made for him. His father thought he would be second, his mother dressed him
and pushed him. From there he went to the house of Lavan, where he was tricked and coerced into a life he didn’t
want. But now, the second stage of his life begins and Yaakov is free to decide for himself. Standing at the banks of
the Jordan he realizes the blessing of his newfound freedom of choice, with all the risks and rewards it presents.
Each of us travels the journey of Yaakov Avinu. We start as someone else’s hopes and dreams, educated to believe
certain things, to live a certain way, to be someone who may or may not be the real me. But each one of us also
becomes our own person. As Rav Hirsch explains, the word naar [adolescence] comes from l’naeir [to shake free]. No
matter what they teach you at home, adulthood comes with unparalleled freedom; no matter what they teach you in
school, our careers always demand new skills. At some point we arrive back at the river and realize our future is
solely in our own hands.
Yaakov Avinu will have to decide if he wants to live alongside his brother, he’ll have to decide if he wants Dinah to
marry Shechem, and later if it’s worth sending Binyamin to Egypt to rescue Yehudah from jail. That freedom began
when the waters of the Jordan stopped flowing as their currents always did, and gave way for Yaakov and each of us
to forge our own path.
The great Dr. Victor Frankl writes in Man’s Search for Meaning: “Man does not simply exist but always decides
what his existence will be.” The lesson of Yaakov Avinu is to decide wisely, the kind of independence we can truly
be proud of.
As we sing the songs of Hallel and teach the younger generation about the past they should never overlook, we should
also begin a conversation about independent living and thinking, creating the noble character the children of the next
generation will need to survive the turbulent waters of a future that is uniquely theirs.
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Did you know?
We hold weekly high-level shiurim for women in three locations around Toronto.

צפון: TZAFUN
Forever with Hashem
Jacob Posluns jposluns1@gmail.com

Chaver, 5774-5777

This Dvar Torah is dedicated to my grandfather Jack Posluns, Yaakov Yisrael ben Eliezer z”l, who passed away during
Pesach 5744, and to my grandmother Nancy Posluns, Nitza Batya bat Aron z”l, who passed away less then a year ago
and who helped me write an article for last year’s Seder Companion. May our learning provide an aliyah for their
neshamot.
There are several questions that catch our eye when we consider Tzafun, the section during which we eat the
afikoman. Why are there no words in this section whatsoever? (The words of Shefoch chamatcha are really a bridge to
this section rather than a part of it.) Why is this section called Tzafun, which means “hidden”?
Often, silence expresses a power that cannot be expressed any other way. Throughout most of the Seder, we
are praising, singing, telling stories, and teaching different aspects of our history. The silence of simply sitting and
eating during parts of the Seder shows our devotion to the Seder in a different way.
There is a halachic concept, found in the Talmud, called Shetikah Ke-hoda’ah, silence signals agreement. Perhaps
this is present here. By quietly sitting and eating our matzah in the allotted amount of time, in the correct amount,
we are also “saying” to Hashem that it is so clear to us that He is the King of the world, and we are left speechless. We
completely accept His authority, without needing to say anything.
Through our silence, we make another radical claim. During Maggid, we discuss the miracles of Hakadosh Baruch
Hu, we express gratitude to Hashem, and sing His praises. But how do we feel about G-d when everything is quiet?
When we are not focused on open miracles, how do we relate to G-d? Do we still have the same love, affection, and
appetite to do His will? This is the challenge of Tzafun. Will we show G-d what He really means to us when we are not
talking?
In our daily lives, we do not have the open miracles like those experienced in Mitzrayim or at Yam Suf. Instead, we
have work, family, school, and chores. Our lives are filled with seemingly mundane tasks. The exciting stories of the
Seder are very important and give us a glimpse of what the Jews in those times went through and how they may have
felt. But what about us? Can we feel as close to G-d as they did? After telling the story, and the story of rabbis who
told those tales, we have a choice to make. We can choose to be indifferent, saying that without seeing the open hand
of G-d, it is hard to perceive G-d in our mundane, stressful lives. We can say we would act differently if we had been
there, had been in the situation of those Jews. Or we can choose to see G-d, even when His nature and intervention
in the world remain hidden. We can choose to find every opportunity to bring Hashem into our lives, thereby
enriching them.
This is the essence of Tzafun. Through our silence, we are exclaiming loudly that we are committed to Hashem, to
seeing Him in our lives and living our lives accordingly. It is our Shetikah k’Hoda’ah. For Hashem, this is loud and
clear.
Rabbi Shlomo Carlebach says that the reason it is prohibited to eat anything after the afikoman, is so that we can
keep that “Seder taste” with us for the entire year. This is not the end of the Seder; it is really the beginning. We don’t
just want to accept theoretically that Hashem is present even when His manifestation is not clear. We want to take
this acceptance of Hashem’s mastery over the world with us into the rest of the year. We must let the “ending of our
Seder” give us our strength to “begin” the rest of the year.

Did you know?
We hold annual programs with Netivot haTorah, Eitz Chaim and the Associated Hebrew Schools.
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לשנה הבאה בירושלים: NEXT YEAR IN JERUSALEM
Next Year in the City of Unity
Rabbi Yisroel Meir Rosenzweig yrosenzweig@torontotorah.com
Avreich; Rabbinic Assistant, Clanton Park Synagogue; 5775-5776

The conclusion of sedarim worldwide brings with it the joyous refrain, “L’Shanah Haba’ah B’Yerushalayim! Next Year
in Jerusalem!” Carried along by the momentum built up through the evening, it is no surprise that the practical
implications of the refrain are all but lost. However, when removed from its appropriately joyous context, the logistical
demands that the phrase’s fulfillment would demand are staggering. Beyond the basic details of housing, feeding, and
providing other basic necessities for a massive influx of people to Jerusalem, there lies an equally fundamental issue
– how can peace and unity be maintained in the face of divergent halachic practices and customs?
At its core, this is not a new question. In fact, it is dealt with directly by a mishnah (Pesachim 4:1) which states, “One
who goes from a place where they do [melachah], to a place where they do not, or from a place where they do not do
[melachah] to a place where they do, we place upon him the stringencies of the place from which he came, and the
stringencies of the place to which he went. And one should not deviate [from the established customs of a place], due
to disputes [which such conduct may create].”
The halachah brought forth by this mishnah is fairly straightforward when there is an established, known custom for
a given locale. When there isn’t a clear custom, Rabbi Yechiel Michel Tucazinsky (Ir HaKodesh V’HaMikdash III 24)
explains that logically the concept of following rov [majority] should apply. However, taking a survey of the customs of
those present in a city is not a practical undertaking. As such, Rabbi Tucazinsky suggests that the Sages established
as a rule that in cosmopolitan areas such as Jerusalem one should automatically default to adhere to the stringent
custom, thereby minimizing potential disputes.
Rabbi Tucazinsky’s explanation is rooted in a comment by Tosafot, invoking a passage from the Talmud Yerushalmi
(Pesachim 1:5). The Talmud Yerushalmi states: “We have learned: ‘Two cows would plow on Har HaMishchah on Erev
Pesach.’ But is Jerusalem not a locale whose custom is not to perform melachah [as it is located in Judea, whose
custom is certainly not to perform melachah on Erev Pesach]? Rather, they only appeared to be plowing.” The initially
cited lesson appears to state that melachah was performed in Jerusalem, but it is then clarified to say that no actual
melachah was performed, rather, it just appeared that way. The Talmud does not state clearly why the assumption
that Jerusalem should follow the custom of Judea is incorrect. Tosafot (Pesachim 14a) quote this statement of the
Talmud Yerushalmi and explain that, “It is only logical to forbid [melachah] there since people gather together there
[including people] from places where the custom is to be stringent.” That is, locations which are points of gathering,
such as Jerusalem, should inherently follow the stringent custom as a point of policy. This approach would serve to
achieve a sense unity through uniformity. And while this mishnah is discussing melachah on Erev Pesach, the
discussion is certainly not limited to Erev Pesach or Yom Tov, and this uniformity would maintain a constant
presence.
Of course, the approach advanced by Tosafot should not logically apply exclusively to Jerusalem. In fact, halachic
authorities from medieval times onwards applied this understanding as a paradigm for places with populations
coming together from varied areas. Rabbi Yaakov ben Moshe Levi Moellin (Maharil) even cites Tosafot in discussing
students of his yeshiva and the varied standards of kashrut found in their different home communities.
Rabbi Yissachar ben Tzvi Tamar (Alei Tamar Chagigah 3:6) suggests an alternative understanding for why Jerusalem
would be subject to the customs of its varied visitors. He notes that Jerusalem is fundamentally different from any
other city in Eretz Yisrael, in so much as it wasn’t included in the portioning out of land that followed the conquest of
Eretz Yisrael. Instead, Jerusalem belongs to all Jews equally, not any one tribe. This unique status carries with it a
number of halachic ramifications. Examples include the laws of eglah arufah not being applied, homes not being
susceptible to the impurity of tzaraat, and rent-free housing for Jews who come to Jerusalem for Yom Tov.
We might also note that the Sages instituted a special dispensation during Yom Tov that granted all Jews in
Jerusalem automatic trustworthiness with regards to ritual purity. To provide scriptural support for the idea, the
Talmud Yerushalmi (Chagigah 3:6) cites Psalms 122:3, “A built-up Jerusalem is like a city bound together.” Rather
than read the verse as stating that Jerusalem itself is bound together, it is understood here to mean that it is the city
that binds all of Israel together. The sages assume that all who would travel up to Jerusalem would prepare by
purifying themselves. Given this fact, it was Jerusalem itself and our reverence towards it that provided the
opportunity for all to be bound together in the celebration of the festival.
While the notion that Jerusalem wasn’t included in the partitioning of Eretz Yisrael isn’t connected by the Talmud to
the Sages’ establishment that all Jews in Jerusalem had equal trustworthiness on Yom Tov, it is possible that this is
deeply linked. Perhaps the fact that Jerusalem is the city that binds all Jews together is made possible by the very
fact that it doesn’t belong to any one portion of the Jewish people. Rather, it is home to all.
As we joyously sing “L’Shanah Haba’ah B’Yerushalayim!,” let us hope not only for the opportunity to celebrate within
Jerusalem, but to celebrate in the city of unity.
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Did you know?
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