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הגדה של פסח
To our Dearest Alumnae,

The main Mitzvah of the Seder night, is Ve'higadeta LeBincha- teaching your children. We know from the Gemara in Sanhedrin 19, that ones students can also be considered like ones very own children.

Even though we haven’t seen you in a while, you are still very close to our collective hearts as beloved students of Torah.

As this Pesach approaches, please accept this collection of Divrei Torah for your sedarim.

We hope it enhances your chag, and keeps you continuously connected to Midreshet Moriah, and to "Ki MiTzion Tetzeh Torah, u'Dvar Hashem meYerushalayim"
With love and wishes for a Chag Kasher Ve'Sameach for you and your families,

The Staff at Midreshet Moriah
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Rav Eitan Mayer
Making your Seder More Interactive
As a child, I prepared for Passover by plagiarizing clever Haggadah interpretations and participating in the annual effort at school to put together a handbook of all the interpretations pilfered by myself and all of my classmates so that we could parrot these gems at the Seder. My father, disgusted with our uncreativity, insisted that my brothers and I at least repeat them by heart rather than reading them from the handbook. We were limited, too, in the frequency of our contributions: Disappointed, we were each forced to choose only three or four places in the Haggadah where we would deliver ourselves these sermonic contributions.

Let me make it clear: these limitations were not imposed because the Seder was taking too long. My father would happily have sat up half the night engaging in serious exchange with us about the experience of slavery in Egypt, the redemption, its aftermath, and the implications for us today. The problem was that if approached in a certain way, the Seder would cease to be what it describes itself to be: “In every generation, one must see himself as if he himself had left Egypt.”
Instead of a re-enactment of a world-defining personal experience, rather than a night spent internalizing memory, mentality, and national identity, it would become an autopilot-guided formal ceremony performed with the limbs but missing any real relationship with the mind and, ultimately, the heart. Even the children’s mini-sermons, mechanically providing answers to questions no one has asked, can feel canned, leaving people around the table secretly (or not so secretly) wishing things would just move along.

I’d bet that unfortunately, the reality of the Seder in many homes is similar. Some of you know what I’m talking about because you’ve been there, year after year, for the same production of “The Seder: The Autopilot Edition.” Instead of acting as storytellers, recounting the thrilling story which happened to us and communicating to the next generation its excitement and personal relevance, we “recite” the Haggadah, going around the table, each person reading a paragraph. But has anyone out there ever experienced excitement “reciting” anything?

Many of us enjoy the Seder’s other aspects – perhaps the presence of relatives we don’t see often, or familiar family tunes for the Seder’smany songs; charoset made the way we remember it as children, or the traditional hunt for the afikoman and the ransom negotiations which follow its finding. But while all that is pleasant, that’s not the Seder – it’s just the scenery. What is the Seder supposed to be, and why doesn’t it work for so many of us? How can we handle it better?

The single most important element of making a Seder “work” is coming to the realization that the Haggadah is not there to do it for us. It is our responsibility.

If we look to the Haggadah for inspiration, we’re looking in the right place. But if we look to the Haggadah to make the Exodus happen for us (and our children; we’ll get to them in a bit) – “In every generation, one must see oneself...” – then we’re dreaming. Reading the Haggadah with this expectation is like reading a playwright’s notes for a drama he has in mind – and expecting that an award-winning musical will unfold magically before us as we sit passively in our easy chair.

The Haggadah is just that: A set of notes and strategies for us to develop, using our imagination, creativity, and knowledge. It is not a complete drama, with script, staging, scenery, and songs included. The songs at the end of the Seder are just words until we sing them; the text of the Haggadah is just text unless we make itcome to life.

Before we explore how the text of the Haggadah is designed as a resource for us, I want to offer my personal recommendation for which Haggadah you should use. There are hundreds of different Haggadot out there, and more come out every year. Ostensibly, these Haggadot are there to enhance our Seder. But for most of us, this is simply a mistake. Armed with these interpretation- stuffed Haggadot, we cruise through the Seder in “being-entertained-by-someone-else” mode. We follow along with everyone else as the Sedergoes on, and when things get slow, we glance at the commentary for “depth.”

But going through the Seder this way reinforces the impression that the job of making the Seder happen is not ours, it is the Haggadah’s. This being the case, the Seder can get only as exciting as the highlights of the commentary we happen to be reading (and which we may choose to read to everyone else, to their chagrin). For the most part, we are safely protected from the responsibility of making personal meaning of the Seder and arriving at our own personal conclusions. Almost certainly, we are deafened to the murmurings of our imagination and sense of creativity.

In view of these observations, I personally recommend the “Maxwell House Haggadah,”

familiar to many of us as the paper-covered, flimsy, no-frills model of Haggadah. Any similar Haggadah will do; the point is that there is no commentary at all. The best Haggadah, I believe, is one that will not distract us from making the Seder come alive – unlike most Haggadot, which swamp us with interpretations. The intense focus on the text of the Haggadah and the minutiae of its nuances and formulations can only reinforce our sense of the absolute centrality of the recitation of the Haggadah, rather than the centrality of the story and our responsibility to communicate it at our Seder.

I have said that it is our responsibility to make the Seder happen. But what does this mean? What is the goal of the Seder?

Let us take a parallel from another area of Jewish practice. Jews study Torah not only in order to absorb its lessons and follow its teachings, but also simply because study itself is a mitzvah, a religious obligation. In his 12th-century legal code, Maimonides formulates this command in a striking way: rather than studying Torah, Maimonides says, the mitzvah is to teach Torah. Even one who is studying alone, Maimonides says, should be described as teaching himself rather than simply “studying.”

Our job at the Passover Seder is right up the same alley: Just as the command to study Torah is a command to teach ourselves and others, the command to tell the story of the Exodus is a duty to teach the story to ourselves and others. TheTalmud (Pesahim 116a) reports:

The rabbis taught: “If one’s son is wise, his son asks him [the questions]. If [his son] is not wise, his wife asks him. If [hiswife does not ask], he asks himself.”

The idea that our job at the Seder is to teach is not an idea invented by the Talmud. In fact, the Haggadah clearly shows us the roots of this didactic posture in the Torah itself. The Torah anticipates that some day, our children will turn to us and ask what all of these Passover rituals are about. The Torah prepares us with the basic answers. Naturally, different types of children should receive different types of answers. These answers, and the type of child to whom each answer is to be given, are spelled out in the Haggadah in the section we all know well: the section of the “four sons,” the wise, the wicked, the simple, the silent. These children and their questions come from the Torah itself, with significant interpretation and elaboration by the Talmud and Midrash (cf. Exodus 12:26, 13:8, and Deuteronomy 6:20.

The Torah, then, anticipates our children’s questions and guides our responses to them. This makes us teachers. But what the Passover Seder adds is that not only are questions something we have to be prepared to answer; they are in fact something we must work hard to provoke from children (or from ourselves, if we are doing this alone):

Talmud, Pesahim 116a: (Mishnah): “They pour the second cup [of the four cups of

wine], and then the child should ask his father.”

Rashi (11th-century commentator on the Talmud) explains that the child is supposed to be made curious by the fact that dad is having an unusual second cup poured for him, and the child consequently questions the practice. The Mishnah continues:

“If the child is not aware/mature, his father teaches him: ‘Ma nishtanah....”

It should be clear then, that what most of us do at the Seder may be wrong! The Mishnah instructs us to arouse curiosity by doing something strange – pouring what appears to be another Kiddush cup even though we have already made Kiddush– and thereby creating an opportunity to draw the child into the meaning of the night and its practices. No one ever needs an answer unless he has a question! The “Ma Nishtanah,” which supplies a questionless youngster with questions, is only a last resort – if the child is not aware of the strangeness of the second kiddush cup or for some other reason fails to ask, we are supposed to turn to the child and point out how strange the night is. Instead, since we are laboring under the false assumption that the Haggadah is the “text to be recited” at the Seder, the be-all and end-all of the Seder experience, we dutifully instruct our children to recite these questions, which are not their own and do not really trouble them!

In truth, the “Ma Nishtanah” may not even be a set of questions, but instead a set of exclamations – it is not, “How is this night different than all other nights?”, followed by a list of some of the differences; it is a statement of wonder: “How different this night is from all other nights! What a strange night this is! We eat only matzah, we eat bitter vegetables (on purpose!), we dip things, and we eating leaning over! How strange!” This exclamation is supposed to wake up any kid who isn’t already curious about the weird things we are doing. It is supposed to make him wonder, “What does this all mean?”, a question which provides us with the opportunity to thrill him or her with the story of our salvation from Egyptian slavery.

Instead, having put these so-called “questions” into the mouth of a child with no questions of his or her own, we dutifully “recite” the answer of the Haggadah to the questions.

Which brings me to my next point: Who are we kidding? We all know what the Seder is all about, and as kids we knew too. Our own kids, if we have kids, also know what the Seder is all about. Most of our kids know much better than we do what all the symbols mean, why we’re eating matzah and not chametz (leaven), dipping things into other things, breaking the matzah in half, etc. The reason they know all this is because their teachers teach them all these things at school! Now, that being the case, can we really expect them to be curious about these supposedly unfamiliar behaviors in which we are engaging?

Obviously not. The only option, then, is to take matters into our own hands and arouse their curiosity in other ways. It is incumbent on us to do things which are completely out of the ordinary, preferably fun, perhaps involving eating something, and most important of all, we should absolutely not tell the children about it before the Seder! The goal is to evoke a “Why are you doing that?!”

If you are particularly daring and adventurous, you may find this example inviting: dress up in costume! Designate some people to dress as Egyptians, some as Israelite slaves, act out the scenes! Dress up as a frog, a locust, a hailstorm or the Angel of Death!

On a final note, I want to offer one other piece of advice: instead of preparing insights or

sermonettes, have everyone prepare only questions. No one should do any research about

possible answers. This is a risk, I acknowledge; we don’t have “the answers” right there on some crib sheet, and we may not have answers to some of our questions when we finally finish the Seder. But several years of beautiful, electrifying Sedarim have shown me that the risk is well rewarded. If we trust our creativity and challenge ourselves and our families, we will be pleasantly surprised at our ability to collaborate and come up with answers we don’t already have going into the Seder. The opportunity and challenge to spontaneously synthesize answers to questions makes us able to think creatively, even if we are not particularly knowledgeable. In addition, asking questions accomplishes the basic goal of the Seder: provoking the others at the Seder to become involved in telling the story and making it meaningful.

Malka Hubscher
והגדת לבנך
One of the essential parts of the seder is the fulfillment of the Mitzva of והגדת לבנך. The source of this mitzvah is in Shemot 13:8 when the Torah commands us to retell the story of יציאת מצרים  to our children specifically on the night of the 15th of Nissan.  It is interesting to note the choice of language used by the Torah in this pasuk is והגדת.  Rashi, later in Shemot 19:3 points out the verb הגד in the Torah always connotes a strong and strict manner of speaking. Why then would the Torah use such a language to command the father to retell the story of redemption in a harsh and tough manner? Perhaps the verb ספר  or אמר would have been more appropriate in this context. 

The  אור החיים connects the language of והגדת to the concept of מתחיל בגנות ומסיים בשבח , we begin with the tragic, difficult part of the story, the slavery, and we end with praise for our salvation.  The strong language of והגדת refers not to the method in which you tell the story, rather to the content of the story.  We are obligated to teach our children the גנות, the harsh and painful parts of the story. We cannot paint an unrealistic reality for our children in where everything in the world is good and fair.  Just as the Jews suffered in Egypt we suffer as well in every generation. We must pass on to our children the painful part of our history as well as the joyous aspects. This will strengthen them and provide them with the proper emuna and coping skills as they go through life. 

The retelling of the dark times in Jewish history also provides the parent and child a springboard in which to discuss very deep and profound questions of faith and Jewish philosophy. The goal of the seder is not necessarily to have all the answers to these questions but to begin this very important dialogue with the next generation.  For it is ultimately through these more challenging and thought provoking conversations that the Jewish family unit is strengthened. 

Bracha Krohn
The 4 Cups
The first mishnah in the tenth perek of Masechet Psachim states the halacha that every Jew must have 4 cups of wine at his seder – even the poor person who can't afford to buy that much wine must fulfill this requirement. The mishnah says he will have to get it from the "soup kitchen" of those days, and it’s the community's responsibility to ensure that all the poor people have what they need for the holiday.
Rashi, in his commentary on that mishnah, teaches us that the significance of these 4 cups of wine is that they represent the 4 "phrases of redemption" found in Shmot 6:6. These 4 phrases are famous: והוצאתי, והצלתי, וגאלתי, ולקחתי.

Would you think women are obligated in this Rabbinic mitzvah of the night? One should guess "no," since after all, it is a מצות עשה שהזמן גרמא, and we know that women are exempt from all time-bound mitzvot. Even the D'Rabanan ones! The Rabbis mandated in the spirit that the Torah commanded (כעין דאורייתא תקון), so this mitzvah of the 4 cups of wine at the seder should not be incumbent on women. On דף קח:, however, Rabbi Yehoshua Ben Levi teaches us that:

"נשים חייבות בארבעה כוסות שאף הן היו באותו הנס!"


What does he mean that "even they were in the miracle"? There is a machloket between Rashi and Baalei haTosafot. Whereas the Balei haTosafot think Rabbi Yehoshua meant they were included in the danger/threat and then the salvation (i.e. Egypt's enslavement and then the big redemption!), Rashi says the women were instrumental in bringing about the salvation. They were the heroines! And, therefore, how can they not be included and thus obligated in the mitzvah?

The Gemara, on דף קח., reports to us that Rav Nachman is quoted as saying both that one needs to drink the 4 cups while leaning and that one does not need to drink the cups while in a state of הסיבה. Which one is it – should we lean or should we not? The Gemara says: "This is not a conflict – one statement was about the first two cups, and one was about the last two cups" But, asks the Gemara, which rule applies to which cups? Do we lean for the first two and not for the second two OR do we not lean for the first two, but then lean for the second two? We need clarity!

How does either way make sense? Do you think, if we're told one is obligated  to lean for two, it would be the first two cups (i.e. Kiddush and Magid) or for the second set (i.e. Birkat HaMazon and Hallel).

The Gemara suggests looking at it both ways:

1) The first two cups require leaning, because after all, that is the time in the seder when we are discussing our freedom, but later on just drink the cups without the dramatic "special effect" of learning.

2) The opposite: Wait until the part of the seder is done where we've discussed our becoming free, so that as free people we now lean for the last 2 cups.

The Gemara concludes that since we're not sure, and either way makes sense - we'll just have to lean for all of them!

Last point:

Why did the chachamim decide to represent the 4 phrases/stages of redemption through wine? Why not 4 matzot or 4 brachot? Why davka portray this idea with wine?

The Netziv explains that since these four stages of geulah literally transformed us (from enslaved to free), wine is used, since it, too, transforms people – both outside (ruddy complexion) and inside (tipsy). 

The Meshech Chochmah suggests that maybe the idea here relates to a midrash that we mention in the haggadah during Magid.  Bnei Yisrael were saved in the merit of their remaining distinct and recognizable as a nation unto themselves, i.e. not assimilating!  Now, we know that wine is one of those foods/drinks through which we separate from the other nations: we are prohibited from drinking wine of avodah zarah and wine that non-Jews touched etc. Drinking is a way in which people create social ties, so the Torah has us distance ourselves from other nations when it comes to wine, so that we can diminish the chances of assimilation.  The Meshoch Chochmah explains that this is the reason why wine was chosen o represent the 4 stages of redemption – because it was through wine, i.e. keeping ourselves separate in social situations,  that we merited the geulah.

May we continue to be successful in remaining separate and distinct, and thus beloved in G-d's eyes, as His am segulah,  so we can merit the last and final stage of our ultimate geulah, here in Medinat Yisrael, where the reishit tzmichat geulateinu is underway!
Rina Zinkin
KARPAS
The gemara in Pesachim (65b) describes in great detail, the way in which a Jew would carry home his Korban Pesach from the Beit Hamikdash. The gemara says: "Tanna: Kol echad v'echad notein pischo b'oro u'mafshil l'achorav". Each person would first skin the Korban Pesach, then he would place the animal into the skin, and then finally he would throw it over his shoulder. The gemara then adds – " Amar Rav Ilish: B'tayaut". Rashi explains this to mean that according to Rav Ilish, this process of carrying home the korban was strikingly similar to the manner in which Ishmaelite merchants carry their goods.

What is the significance of this description of how the Jews returned home on the eve of Pesach, and more specifically, what is Rav Ilish telling us by the comparison to the Ishmaelite merchants?

Rav Shlomo Kluger zt"l, in his commentary on the Haggada, "Yeriot Shlomo" (found in Rav Yakov Emden's siddur), explains that at our Pesach Seder we talk at great length about the evils of Pharoah, the hardships forced upon us by the Egyptians, and the glorious redemption by Hashem. And although we do review the pre- Mitzrayim history of our people, we never seem to address what was the fundamental cause of our enslavement. Why did Hashem punish us with slavery in Mitzrayim? An honest self analysis brings us to a painful conclusion; we were made slaves because we sold our brother, Yosef, into slavery to the socharim yishmaelim. (See Rabeinu Bachya Parshas Mikeitz 44:17- … “alu leshalom el avichem…” who takes this approach.) Therefore, when we take our Korban Pesach home from the Beit Hamikdash we are inaugurating the Yom Tov of Pesach with a reminder of how it all began. We carry the Korban Pesach in the same manner as Ishmaelite merchants carry their goods, to trigger the connection to those same Ishmaelite merchants to whom we sold Yosef. Rav Kluger explains that it is through this method that we instill within ourselves a crucial lesson: that as Jews, our problems often begin not with the external enemy but rather the internal enemy.

This message is so important to emphasize in our period of galus, when we continue to live without the Beit Hamikdash due to that very same middah of sin'at achim. So what, then, do we have today, in absence of the Korban Pesach, to serve as our reminder and to inaugurate Pesach with this important lesson?

Rabeinu Manoach zt"l, in his commentary to the Mishneh Torah of the Rambam, provides us with an answer. In Hilchos Chametz U'matzah (8:2) Rabeinu Manoach writes: " V'anu nohagin b'karpas zecher l'ketonet passim she'asah Yakov Avinu l'Yosef asher b'sibata nitgalgel hadavar v'yeirdu avoteinu l'mitzrayim".Rabeinu Manoach explains that we dip the karpas into salt-water to remind us of the time when the brothers dipped the ketonet passim of Yosef into blood to cover up their treacherous sale of their younger brother.

This is how we start our Seder. Immediately after Kiddush, we take ourselves back to Act 1 Scene 1, where we dipped the coat into the blood. This, indeed, is our inauguration bizman sh'ein Beit Hamikdash kayam.

The Ben Ish Chai zt"l, expands on Rabeinu Manoach's idea and writes that in addition to the first dipping representing the start of our galut Mitzrayim, the second dipping of the night is actually representative of the beginning of the geula from Mitzrayim. How so? The first dipping of the night is done in bitter tasting salt-water, a representation of the bitter tears that we shed for the initial sin of "sinat achim" as well as the perpetuation of that sin within our own galus. The Ben Ish Chai says that this dipping corresponds to the pasuk in Parshas Vayeishev (37:31) - "Vayitbilu et haketonet badam" ("They dipped the tunic into blood"). However, the second dipping is done with the marror into the sweet-tasting charoset, which has the ability to sweeten even the most bitter galut experience. This dipping corresponds to the pasuk by Korban Pesach when Klal Yisrael was on the brink of geula (Parshas Bo 12:22) – "U'lekachtem agudat eizov u'tevaltem hadam asher basaf " ("You shall take a bundle of hyssop and dip it into the blood that is in the basin"). We must take notice that this "tevila" of the "eizov" was to be done specifically with an "agudat eizov" – a complete bundle of hyssop. This serves as a hint that the pre-cursor to geula is klal Yisrael joining together as an agudah – a unit that remains bound one to the other.

So the two tevilot of the night take us through the entire evolution of Klal Yisrael in Mitzrayim; from the very catalyst of galut mitzrayim through the final redemption process of geulat mitzrayim. May we try to always remember the initial cause of our galut, and may we be zocheh to experience the sweetness of the ultimate geula, bimhayra b’yameinu.

Rena Coren
“Lo al Yedei Malach Velo al yedei saraf, ela Hakadosh Baruch Hu, Bechvodo uv’atzmo”
(Based on a sicha of Rav Pincus)

“Hashem did not take us out of mitzrayim through a messenger and not by an angel- rather Hashem alone took us out”
On the night of the seder, we say this sentence in maggid and don’t really pay much attention to its significance. And yet, in order to understand the inherent power of the night of the seder, it is crucial to understand what this statement means.
When the area of Sdom was slated to be destroyed, the angel Gavriel was sent to accomplish this mission by obliterating Sdom, Amora and the surrounding cities- the land and the people. Seeing as this act did not require much effort on the angel’s part, why is it that Gavriel (or any angel for that matter), couldn’t have been the one to administer the final makah of makat bechorot and take Am Yisrael out of Mitzrayim? Why is it that Hashem Himself had to be the One to take us out?

The answer to this can be understood through the story of Menashe, the King of Yehudah. Menashe was one of the greastest reshaim in the history of the Jewish people. Though the son of a tzaddik, Chizkiyahu, who effected a teshuva movement throughout his kingdom, Menashe was the exact opposite. All the Torah that his father instilled was uprooted by Menashe. All the closeness to Hashem, was replaced by idol worship and other sins. The spiritual situation was so aggravated by Menashe, that in Melachim II, chapter 23, it is clear that Hashem holds Menashe responsible for ultimately causing the destruction of the first Beit Hamikdash. As a punishment for his sins, Menashe is taken by the king of Bavel, chained and placed into a huge cauldron where he is to be burnt to death. (DV”R 2:20). At that moment, Menashe starts calling out to all the idols and gods in the world to save him, but to no avail. Finally, as the pot is getting hotter and hotter, Menashe remembers his father teaching him that if he ever finds himself in a a desperate situation, he should do teshuva and return to Hashem (Devarim 4:30). Menashe turns to Hasehem, and with outrageous chutzpah, presents his tefillah in the form of an ultimatum- “Hashem, You are the G-d of gods and Master of the World- if you don’t answer me and save me, I will think that You are just as powerless as all the other gods I called out to”. At that moment in shamayim, there was a complete upheaval- All the angels sealed up the windows and pathways of heaven, so that this half hearted tefillah offered by a rasha, would not be able to rise up to Hashem and be answered. And yet, though Menashe was not worthy of being saved by his own merits, Hashem decided to answer his prayer. At that moment, a forceful wind overturned the pot and Menashe was returned to Yerushalayim.

How does this apply to leil haseder? On the night of Pesach, Bnei Yisrael were also not worthy of being saved by their own merits. As the melachim comment later by Yam Suf (Ruth Rabah), “halalu ovdei avodah zarah. vehalahu ovdei avodah zarah”- there is no apparent difference between the Egyptians and the Jews- both are idol worshippers. Bnei Yisrael were so entrenched in the tumah of mitzrayim, that morally, they were barely distinguishable from their Egyptain masters. This is why it was Hashem him self who had to take us out- logically, just as the angels were correct that Menashe should not have been redeemed, so too, Bnei Yisrael should not have been redeemed. But Hashem has the ability to go beyond all logical calculations and redeem His beloved children. The one thing that Bnei Yisrael were required to do was to believe- in the merit of their faith, Hashem would make a miracle. “Vayeamein ha’am, vayeshmeu, ki pakad Hashem et Bnei Yisrael” (Shmot 4:31).

Every year on leil haseder, this same spiritual phenomenon is repeated. Though not suffering in physical slavery, we find ourselves stuck in so many different ways- whether in our relationship with Hashem, our relationship with others, or in not being able to be whom we want to be. On this night, it is as if Hashem calls out to each of us and says, “My child! You have so many goals and things that you want to accomplish, you have so much that you want to achieve in all different realms and yet you feel unable to get there! Tonight is the night that Hashem himself, bechvodo uv’atzmo can take you out. Tonight, unlike all other nights, there are no limits to what you can overcome no matter where you are holding. All that is required of you is to believe.” This is something that no angel and no messanger can accomplish- only Hashem.

This is the power of Pesach and of the matzot, which are called the bread of faith. The day after the seder, a Jew should wake up with the feeling that he went out of mitzrayim and is now a new man! A Jew that goes through Pesach like this, merits greatness in a way that cannot be described. What is lacking on our part is the faith that this can happen. We think that leil haseder is very special- we enjoy the matzot, the karpas, the charoset, the four cups, the divrei torah etc. but the crux of the night is “Vayeamein Ha’am”- we have to learn to believe.
Rabbi Aharon Wexler
“Ma’Aseh”

“It happened that Rabbi Eliezer, Rabbi Yehoshua, Rabbi Elazar ben Azaryah, Rabbi Akiva and Rabbi Tarphon were reclining in B'nei Berak. They were discussing the Exodus from Egypt all that night, until their students came and told them: "Our Masters! The time has come for reciting the morning Shema!" “

This story from the Haggadah is very perplexing. If the main mitzvah of Sippur Yetziat Mitzrayim is to tell the children, where are the wives and children of these great scholars? If one wants to make the argument that this was a special “elite” seder, not only does that go against the very mitzvah, but then where are the students? Why do they have to come in from the outside to tell the Rabbis that the time of Kriyat Shema had arrived? Also, Rabbi Akiva was the junior member of this distinguished group and a student of some of these men; how can he recline? Doesn’t the Halacha state that one is not allowed to recline in front of his Rebbe? And finally, so what? What’s the big deal that these great rabbis spent the whole night telling of the Exodus on Seder night? Isn’t that what one is supposed to do?
Some scholars offer the explanation that this story isn’t describing a Seder on Passover night. But rather they explain that this meeting took place during the Bar-Kochva revolt during the years 132-135 C.E. 

The Bar-Kochva Revolt was an attempt by Shimon Bar-Kochva to end the Roman occupation of Palestine and reestablish Jewish sovereignty over the land. In the beginning they were very successful and no less of a rabbi than Rabbi Akiva declared Bar-Kochava to be the Messiah.
This explanation would offer an answer to all the questions we asked above. Rabbi Akiva may have been the junior member of the group, but he was the Spiritual Head of the Bar-Kochva revolt. This explains why they were meeting in B'nei Brak. It was Rabbi Akiva’s home town and thus as Spiritual Head of the rebellion and as Mara D’Atara of B'nei Brak he would have then the right to recline.
This also explains why the wives and children aren’t present, it was simply too dangerous. As for the students, they stood guard outside and had to inform the Rabbis who were meeting in a dark concealed place, hiding from the Romans, that Kriyat Shema had arrived. There were simply no windows in the basement or cave the meeting was held in.
These Rabbis met to discuss the Exodus from Egypt because it was the “Grand Daddy” of all subsequent Redemptions. They hoped by discussing Yetziat Mitzrayim it would awaken other mystical, spiritual aspects of the Geulah and help them in their present situation.
In every generation we are enjoined to spend the night of the 15th of Nissan discussing the Exodus because it is a reminder that our God is not some deistic being, but One who seeks a relationship with man and takes an active interest in human affairs. Our belief in the Exodus is our belief in a personal God who has a covenant with Israel and that one day the Final Redemption will take place.

Neima Novetsky
MATZAH
If asked why do we eat matza on Pesach, most would answer, as does Rabban Gamliel in the haggada, that it is to commemorate the fact that we were chased out of Egypt and our bread had no time to rise.  This explanation, though, is not so simple.  A close read of the verses in Exodus shows that Hashem actually commanded the nation to eat matza for seven days, before they actually left Egypt.  Thus, regardless of whether they were chased out or not, the people would have eaten matza!!  But, why?

 

Some suggest that Bn"Y in Egypt were idolaters and thus, not really worthy of redemption.  Hashem wanted them to change their ways and show that they had broken from their idolatrous practices.  Thus he commanded them to kill a lamb, one of the gods worshipped by the Egyptians.  Similarly since idolaters normally sacrificed leavened bread, Hashem specified that the nation break with that tradition and eat the sacrifice with unleavened bread, and so prove their loyalty to Him.

 

The Netziv offers a different explanation.  Comparing the characteristics of bread and matza, he notes that the former requires the intervention of man into nature.  Left alone, a flour and water mixture will not rise.  Only with the aid of man's kneading yeast into it does it become bread. Thus, leavened bread symbolizes man's desire to control nature, and the pride and vanity that accompanies that. Matza, in contrast, represents man's dependence upon nature and Hashem; it is but a flat piece of bread, symbol of humility. Egypt saw itself as the height of civilization, subservient to none.  Through the Exodus, Hashem proved to them and the world that really all are subservient to Him; He alone is in control of nature. 

 

One last approach sees in matza a symbol not of redemption but of slavery.  As we say at the beginning of our seders "This is the bread of affliction that our forefathers ate in Egypt."  At the very moment of their redemption, Hashem commands the people to continue to eat matza, symbol of slavery.  Perhaps, Hashem is sharing an important message here - even when free, one can't forget that one was once a slave.  One must remember the fact and learn from it.  In the haggada, we follow the above declaration with an invitation to the hungry to come and eat, "ha lachma anya..."  Freedom comes with responsibility; since we know what it was like to be hungry; now that we have bread, we must share it with others. 
Michal Porath Zibman
Making a Bracha on Maror

In a talk given over Pesach in the year 5720, the Lubavticher Rebbe, Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson asks about the nature of the commandment to eat Maror today.
Maror was used as an accompaniment to the Korban Pesach (Rambam, Hilchot Korban Pesach  8:2)  It would seem, that since we no longer have the Beit HaMikdash, then this aspect of eating Maror should no longer apply. Not only was it used only for the Korban, but it was only an accompaniment.  Today, each of these reasons would be enough to cancel out the commandment to eat Maror. Yet, nevertheless, eating Maror, the bitter herbs, was instituted as an integral part of our Pesach Seder. (One could argue that the concept of not eating certain things because they were only used in the Beit HaMikdash could apply to more than just Maror. In fact, one should question about each of the rituals that we keep even though it no longer applies)
The Lubavitcher Rebbe answers, that it is important for a person to feel challenged with obstacles, with bitterness in his life, so that this life will prove meaningful and rewarding. Therefore the eating of Maror is symbolic of the fact that we too, can conquer the hardships and difficulties of what lies ahead and grow from these experiences.

In an essay on Parshat VaYishlach, Rabbi Jonathan Sacks makes the following observation on the struggle, the battle that Yakov Avinu had against the mysterious character who confronted him at night as he was on his way to meet his brother Eisav.

After Yakov emerges crippled, yet victorious from the fight, his opponent asks him to let him free. Yakovs response is:
"לא אשלחך כי אם ברכתני"

"I will not let you go until you bless me" (Breishit 32;26)
Rabbi Sacks comments, that these are the words that are the root of surviving every crisis. In each of our own lives, we know hardships, disappointments, humiliations, bitterness and failures.  Yet through them, we hopefully learn how to try harder next time. Not only do we learn from our successes, yet we also learn, we must learn, from our failures. We mature, and grow strong through the difficulties that confront us in our lives. Strength comes from knowing the words and refusing to give in. And this, says Rabbi Sacks, is the message and the legacy that Yakov leaves us through these words to his opponent. 

"I will not let you go until you bless me" = I will not move on until I have extracted something positive from this pain, and turn it into a blessing.
Perhaps this is the hidden message of the Bracha that we make on eating Maror. Not only is it a Bracha before eating a certain food, but it is also a hidden message- to take the challenges, the hardships and the disappointments we have in our lives and to extract a blessing out of them. To know that as an individual, as well as a nation, that even though we cant always pre-empt crisis, we should know that we are capable of surviving it and find a way to be blessed from it as well.

Leora Bednarsh
Hallel at the Seder
The Hallel that we say at the seder is exceptional in several ways. It is said at night, in our homes, sitting around the table. It is split in half, with two paragraphs said at the end of maggid, and the remainder said after the meal. Additionally, there is no bracha said on this Hallel.

The gemara in Massechet Erchin 10a lists the different days on which the complete Hallel is said – on all of the days of Succot, the first day of Pesach, Shavuot, and all of the days of Chanukah. The gemara discusses why these days and not others, for example Rosh Chodesh (on which only half Hallel is said), Shabbat, Rosh Hashana, and Purim. The conclusion of the gemara is that there are two models of special days which qualify for complete Hallel. The first is a day which is called a moed (excluding Shabbat), must be a day that is sanctified with melacha being prohibited (excluding Rosh Chodesh), and the day must have a special korban mussaf for that day (excluding the remaining days of Pesach which each has the same korban as the day before). The second model is that of a day which commemorates a miracle, which happened in Israel, and which was a complete redemption, including Chanukah, and excluding Purim which did not happen in Israel, and whose redemption is not considered to be complete. (The Yamim Noraim are excluded because the mood on those days is so weighty and serious that it would be considered inappropriate to confidently sing Hallel.)

There is yet a third model of saying Hallel that appears in the gemara in Pesachim117a. The gemara lists several outstanding events in Jewish history in which we were at the brink of disaster and Hashem redeemed us, and we responded by saying Hallel. Examples are at Yam Suf, during the wars with the kings of Canaan, during the war of Devora and Barak against Sisera, during the days of Mordechai and Esther, etc. What the gemara is describing is not a recitation as part of the commemoration of the miracle – after all we don’t have dates for several of these - but rather a spontaneous response to the miracle itself.

Which of these three models does Hallel at the seder fall under? The Brisker Rav says it is the third – spontaneous praise at the time of the miracle. After all, the goal of maggid and of the seder itself is to reenact the slavery in Egypt and the experience of the geula. In fact, the words that we say immediately preceding Hallel are: “In every generation, it is one’s duty to look at himself as though he personally left Egypt, because G-d redeemed not only our ancestors, but us as well…and therefore we must thank, praise, laud, glorify, exalt and raise high the One who performed all of these miracles for us and our ancestors…” This would explain all of the unusual aspects of this Hallel. It is spontaneous praise and not a formal celebration or commemoration of a miracle. Therefore there is no need for a bracha, no need to stand, is said at night at the time of the miracle. The fact that the meal is framed by the two parts of Hallel serves to incorporate the meal into the thanksgiving. 
This Hallel helps us to fulfill our obligation not only to see ourselves as if we left Mizrayim now, but to respond to that geula with praise.
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