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Most of us will look back on Pesach a year ago and remember the unusual and

disconcerting loneliness that characterized what is normally a joyous, social holiday.

Some people were literally by themselves; others who were normally accustomed to

filling their seats with family and other guests were left with just immediate family. “All

who are hungry come and eat” meant perhaps helping others acquire food but could not

entail inviting people in their homes. It was not how we are used to celebrating Pesach.

Although many people have not gathered with anyone for the last 52 weeks, there was a

form of gathering that some people actually experimented with after the most extreme

shelter-at-home guidelines were lifted. One might call this a “pandemic bubble” or

“pod.” The idea is that this is a small, exclusive group of people who can safely interact

in close contact. They form a community by gathering, eating, celebrating, even living

together. They do not expose themselves to others. Especially for people without

families of their own, it provides for social interaction while forging trust between the

members to keep each other safe. While this is not the kind of community that we might

call kehilla, perhaps the best Hebrew word for this is chabura.

Two korbanot that are significant on this Shabbat, the korban pesach and korban

todah, share some striking similarities and dramatic differences. On the one hand, it is

the Shabbat of Parashat Tzav, the parasha in which we learn about the korban todah,

the thanksgiving offering (Vayikra 7:12-15). On the other hand, it is the 14th of Nissan,

the day on which the korban pesach would be offered if we were at the Beit Hamikdash.

Bringing these two together may seem like a paradox because the Torah tells us in two

places (Shemot 12:15; Shemot 34:25; and Devarim 16:3) that the korban pesach may not

be sacrificed so long as one possesses chametz. Chametz is apparently anathema to the

korban pesach. This holds true for most other sacrifices as well, although it is

emphasized by the korban pesach. Yet, the korban todah is one of only two sacrifices

that in fact requires chametz! It seems, therefore, that these two sacrifices should

come into no contact whatsoever.

However, the two are closely related. Rabbi Baruch Simon (Imrei Barcuh, Parashat

Tzav, Maamar 8), explains that the korban pesach is essentially a korban todah to thank

Hashem for the miracles performed upon leaving Egypt. The Gemara (Berachot 54b)

brings four situations in which one brings the korban todah: those who safely return

from sea travel, those who traverse deserts, those who recover from illness, and those

who are freed from prison. The Maharal of Prague notes that in fact, B’nei Yisrael were

rescued from those same situations. First they were saved from the plague of boils and

taken out of the bondage of Egypt altogether. Once God rescued them in that sense, God
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wanted to include the other two forms of salvation, so God took them סוףיםהמדברדרך
(Shemot 13:18) - they were taken through the desert to the Sea of Reeds (and of course,

the splitting of the sea was a most significant event). If this is the case, why are these

two sacrifices so similar in nature yet diverge significantly in terms of the requirement

to include or exclude chametz?

In order to understand the key features that define these korbanot, it is important to

point at first that these korbanot are necessarily consumed in chaburot, our proverbial

“bubbles” or “pods.” When it comes to the korban pesach, this is required by the Torah:

שמות פרק יב, ג-ד
ָאבֹת ֶׂשה ַלָּביִת: (ד) ְוִאם יְִמַעט ַהַּביִתַלחֶֹדׁש ַהּזֶה ְויְִקחּו ָלֶהם ִאיׁש ֶׂשה ְלֵבית(ג) ַּדְּברּו ֶאל ָּכל ֲעַדת יְִׂשָרֵאל ֵלאמֹר ֶּבָעׂשֹר

ָּתכֹּסּו ַעל ַהֶּׂשה:ֶאל ֵּביתֹו ְּבִמְכַסת נְָפׁשֹת ִאיׁש ְלִפי ָאְכלֹוִמְהיֹות ִמֶּׂשה ְוָלַקח הּוא ּוְׁשֵכנֹו ַהָּקרֹב
Shemot 12:3-4

Speak to the whole community of Israel and say that on the tenth of this month

each of them shall take a lamb to a family, a lamb to a household.

But if the household is too small for a lamb, let him share one with a neighbor

who dwells nearby, in proportion to the number of persons: you shall contribute

for the lamb according to what each household will eat.

It is fascinating that one of the first mitzvot given to B’nei Yisrael is communal in

nature, not individual. “Communal” can mean a few different things. In theory, it might

just be the community of the family. If they are able to finish the lamb together without

outside help, they may do so. But one may not allow part of the korban to remain

unconsumed; therefore, each household must plan in advance and include as many

people as necessary to be able to finish it. Conversely, only those who will eat from the

lamb may be counted as part of the chabura. It is subject to debate in the Mishnah in

Pesachim whether an individual may have a whole lamb to him/herself. Rabbi Yehuda

does not allow it, while Rabbi Yossi does. Rambam writes that in theory, if one could eat

the whole lamb themselves, it would be permissible, but we try to avoid that.

When it comes to the korban todah, the Torah does not say explicitly that people must

eat it together. However, it must be consumed in one day, like the korban pesach (the

korban todah is paradigmatic in this sense for many other korbanot). In Ha’amek

Davar, Netziv explains that this is so that many people will come together to eat it.

Since it is way too much for one individual to eat in one day, necessarily others will be

invited to partake in the celebration. They will also have a chabura.

From here, we can establish the similarities and differences between these korbanot,

noted by Rav Amnon Bazak (Starting Point, vol. 2, p. 28-29).
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The reason why these korbanot must be consumed quickly, suggests Rav Bazak, is that

gratitude diminishes over time. Deep emotions emanate from the heat of the moment.

Whether experiencing euphoria or anger, those feelings may be expressed with little

inhibition at the moment an event occurs, while we tend to return to an equilibrium

over time and lose passion. When it comes to gratitude, says the Torah, we cannot allow

that to happen. Gratitude is too important to not be expressed properly. As time wanes,

gratitude dissipates, and we have lost an important opportunity to properly thank those

to whom we are indebted. The quantity and quality of gratitude can diminish. In the

pandemic world, gratitude is essential. While it may be difficult to experience gratitude

during a pandemic, with its many costs, gratitude helps boost our happiness and

increases our resilience. For those of us who are alive and healthy this Pesach, we have a

true “shehechiyanu” that we arrived at this moment in good health. Those in particular

who were שנתרפאיםחולים , ill who recovered, were fortunate to experience the salvation of

Hashem. For those of us who are able to celebrate Pesach in a manner in which we were

not able to last year, we can be grateful for the ability to share in a chabura with others.

Let us not let the moment pass over to express our gratitude for where we are right now.

While that is true each and every day, the Pesach seder is a special time to recognize the

genut, despair we sometimes experience, but come to a point of shevach, praise to God

for our miracles. Perhaps at Shulchan Orech, before we arrive at our regular table

conversation, we can use the opportunity to reflect on gratitude. Eating the korban

todah and korban pesach quickly ensures we “maintain the momentum” of gratitude.

Rav Bazak also emphasizes the importance of communal thanksgiving. He writes,

“people who share the food of their thanksgiving sacrifices are likely to share their

feelings of gratitude to God. This creates a public thanksgiving.” Perhaps gratitude is

something that can be latent inside us but we do not realize it until we verbalize it. Some

people today do this through “gratitude journals,” and we do this as well in our personal

amidah. But the korban todah teaches us that gratitude carries extra power in

communal settings. The more people we invite to share in our gratitude, the bigger a

statement we make. We increase the sanctity of God’s name by spreading gratitude to

God among the masses. If we make a seudat hoda’ah, some sort of thanksgiving meal or

event, for many people, we will likely put more love and energy into planning that even

than something we just do for ourselves. Perhaps we might hire live music, while

celebrating alone might just involve playing music from a phone if  at all.

Likewise, with the korban pesach, we are sharing in communal gratitude and

redemption. While, as the Maharal says, we may have experienced all four situations for

which we give a korban todah, we did so as a community, not as individuals. Therefore,

says Rav Soloveitchik:

“The pesach differs from all other sacrifices because it is a symbol of cherus,

freedom. The Torah calls the paschal lamb ‘a lamb for each parental home, a

https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/what_are_we_grateful_for_during_covid_19
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lamb for each household’ because freedom expresses itself in the realm of bayis,

of community, of being together. Bayis is a new category which was revealed to

the Jews as they gained their freedom.”

It is noteworthy that the instructions for the korban pesach come in between the plague

of darkness and the plague of the firstborns. The plague of darkness is characterized by

loneliness. Individuals could not see each other for three days. An essential

characteristic of redemption, then, is communal and social bond. We try to avoid

following the opinion of Rabbi Yossi regarding eating the korban pesach alone. Being

part of a chabura is essential to what it means to experience freedom. Last year, many of

us had to follow Rabbi Yossi, and this year, some of us still will. And that it is okay; it is

still a korban pesach. The Torah gives us tools to be Jews even when we are alone. But

those of us who are celebrating with others have a unique opportunity to appreciate

what it means to eat matzah and maror with others. A seder “pod” can sing together

beautifully to thank God for all miracles: present, past, and future. It further

demonstrates the importance of reaching out and including others when we safely can,

while also demonstrating the essential role each individual plays in the chabura. Each

individual must eat a k’zayit of the sacrifice; it shows how much we depend on each

other, especially as we support each other through the pandemic.

We are left with the question: why does a korban todah include chametz while the

korban pesach not only does not include chametz but also cannot be in possession of its

consumer? Chametz classically represents pride and ego. Perhaps we can suggest the

korban todah is fundamentally an individual’s offering that is shared with others.

People who bring that offering are celebrating their own fortune and also bring

themselves into the sphere of gratitude. Those who celebrate with this individual focus

their energy on that person. But the korban pesach is fundamentally a communal

experience. Everyone who consumes a korban pesach equally experienced leaving

Egypt. In that case, we are emphasizing less of ourselves and more of the community.

Both of these have their time and place. Sometimes, we need to focus on ourselves, our

well-being, and our own experience of gratitude. Other times, we need to be focused on

community and society. We need to see the experiences of others, even as we experience

something similar. Every single global citizen has experienced the world of COVID-19 in

some fashion or another, but we need to make space to understand how each person has

been impacted in unique ways.

It is my hope and prayer that everyone enjoys a meaningful Pesach this year and is able

to find space for gratitude. It is my hope and prayer that not a single Jew will be alone

for seder next year, whether in our homes in galut or in our chaburas in a rebuilt

Yerushalayim, savoring the korban pesach.


