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DVAR TORAH

ELIJAH'S COMING, DON'T HIDE YOUR HEART: SHABBAT HA GADOL
(April 8, 2006)

Rabbi Neil Gillman, Professor, Jewish Theological Seminary

(Originally published in Jewish Week, March 29, 1996)

Our earliest Pesach Seder scenario is recorded in Mishna Pesachim 10:1.  Comparing it with our Seder reveals both differences and similarities.  Two differences emerge at the outset.

First, it seems that in antiquity, much of the ritual drama we perform just prior to eating the meal was done at the very beginning of the Seder.  This early positioning justified the child's asking of the questions which we find at the very beginning of the Seder.  In our Seder, the child's questions refer to rituals we have not as yet performed (e.g. eating bitter herbs).

Second, the Mishna lists three questions, not four as in our Seder, and only two of those three are on our list.  The Mishna's questions deal with the two dippings, the eating of matzah and the roasted lamb.  The last is not on our list (since we no longer offer a Pesach sacrifice), and we add two new ones about the bitter herbs and reclining.

The Mishna then adds a pedagogical note: "According to the understanding of the son, the father instructs him."  It is clear from this that in antiquity, the Seder script was much more fluid than it is today.  It also justified our own departures from the telling of the Exodus story as recorded in our printed Haggadot.  We, too, must tell the story in a way that will be meaningful to those sitting around our Seder table.  In other words, we should not daven the Haggadah, but rather use the text creatively and spontaneously.  But there are limits to that fluidity.

"He begins with the disgrace and ends with the glory."  We can tell the story any way we wish as long as we structure it in a specific way: beginning with the disgrace and ending with the glory.  That is the classic structure of the Exodus story.  Our Haggadot preserve different versions of that original disgrace: we were slaves in Egypt; our ancestors were idol worshippers; an Aramean oppressed my ancestor.  That alternate versions coexisted again suggests the early fluidity of the storytelling.  We today incorporate all of them.

There is also a dispute as to the culminating glory: to Rabbi Tarfon, it is the redemption from slavery in Egypt; to Rabbi Akiba, it is that redemption and the ultimate redemption to come.  Again, we recite both versions.

The Mishna also preserves what is undoubtedly the most striking claim in both the ancient and our own Haggadah: "In every generation we must regard ourselves as if we came forth from Egypt."  That sense of the Exodus as something contemporary is preserved elsewhere in our text.  The redemption benediction reads: "…who redeemed us and redeemed our ancestors."  We are told, if God had not redeemed our ancestors, we would still be slaves in Egypt – which is either naïve or extraordinarily profound.  The Exodus then is not simply a historical event, something that happened to our ancestors alone.  It is our Exodus as well.

What we do today is not simply tell an ancient story, it is also a re-enactment of that story, the telling of the story of our own personal experience of redemption as well.  That is undoubtedly the reason why one who celebrates the Seder alone must still tell the story of the Exodus and also why "even if we are all wise, even if we are all people of understanding, even if we are all aged, even if we are all well versed in the Torah, we must still tell our story of the deliverance from Egypt."

The Seder is a pedagogic device, but it is also much more.  The one(s) to be instructed include(s) ourselves as well as anyone else who sits with us.  But even if no formal teaching is taking place, the telling of the story is functionally equivalent to our down departure from Egypt.  Our telling of the story is our Exodus.  Elijah does not appear in the ancient version, but of course Elijah belongs.  Elijah is the herald of the ultimate redemption to come.  Where else should he be if not at this celebration of redemption, and when else, if not precisely at the climax of the Seder when the whiff of redemption is in the air around the tables?  In fact, Elijah brackets our entire Pesach experience because he appears not only at the climax of the seder but also in the concluding verse from the haftarah for Shabbat HaGadol from the prophet Malachi: "Lo I will send the prophet Elijah to you before the coming of the awesome, fearful day of the Lord."  But before we are carried away with the taste of redemption, we open our doors, and recite terrifying verses that ask that God's wrath be poured out against the oppressors of our day.  Thus we turn from redemption back to history, from the ideal age to come to the reality of our own world today.

Neither is "Had Gadya" in our Mishna; that was added much later, in the 16th century.  But the concluding stanza of that song, a Jewish version of "The Farmer in the Dell," also refers to our ultimate redemption when God will slaughter the Angel of Death, introducing the age when death too will die.  May that day come speedily in our time.
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(A Light to Our Fellow Jews in the Month of Nisan)

THE MESSAGE IN SEFIRAH

Rabbi Mark Fasman, Shaarey Zedek, St. Louis, MO.

Reprinted from the congregational bulletin, May 2005

Sefirat ha-Omer is a strange time in the Jewish calendar.  Sefirah means "counting", and an omer is a measure equaling approximately a fistful of wheat or barley.  Beginning the second day of Pesach, we count each evening  -- forty-nine days (a week of weeks) in total -- until the major festival of Shavuot, the fiftieth day after Pesach.  Remember at the very end of the second Seder to recite the blessing and announce Ha-yom yom echad la-omer – "Today is day one of the omer".

Our tradition has determined that this period is one of mourning – not deep mourning, but a gently subdued mourning.  We do not schedule weddings, nor do we cut our hair or listen to (live) music.  Why do we mourn?  First of all, the early Sages rebelled against this practice, calling it a minhag shtut – "a foolish custom."  But the people insisted, and so it has become halakhah.  Rabbi David Golinkin commented that the practice is probably a response to (and re-symbolization of) the Roman practice of forbidding marriages during the month of May.  Whatever the reason, the practice has stuck.

Why did people need to observe an annual period of mourning?  Was it to recall the period between Pesach and Shavuot, a time when our recently-emancipated ancestors had freedom, but not Torah?  Freedom, but no structure?  Freedom without rules?  With their new freedom came a loss of everything they had known: a culture, a home, a "job," a predictable future, and a set of fixed relationships between masters and slaves, between Egyptians and Hebrews.  They had perhaps left a substantial piece of themselves behind in Egypt.  And they also took a substantial piece of Egypt with them.

This severing of a life-long relationship with a place and a community is not unlike the loss of a loved one.  Perhaps this is why psychologists tell us that our greatest psychological traumas are generally associated with the loss of a spouse, followed by moving to another home.  The longer the relationship, the greater the sense of dislocation when it terminates.  Each point of former connection becomes severed and needs to heal.  

When my mother passed away, I found that I needed to spend most of the hours of shiva alone.  I know others who need not to be alone.  It is hard to know what others need unless they tell you.  But you can assume that everyone's response to loss is unique.

Our tradition presumes that, on average, it takes approximately twelve months for most people to move through the stages of grief and healing.  The formal mourning period for a parent is twelve months (eleven of which are months in which children recite Kaddish Yatom – "Orphan's Kaddish", commonly called "mourner's Kaddish).  

My loss caused me pain, but it also caused me to grow.  My mother, in her physical absence, continues to teach and guide me, sensitizing me to the world of hidden pain, hidden grief.  It will make me a better person, and a better rabbi.

There is a message in Sefirah that I hadn't realized.  Sefirah is a way of teaching our community how to mourn, that there is a time for mourning, that there are practices associated with mourning, and that those in mourning ought to avoid those things that deny or defer mourning.  Of course, life goes on.  Of course, people still have important roles to play in their family, in their work, and in the community.  Of course, even mourning can be mixed with laughter.  But Kohelet is right when he says, La-kol z'man v'eit l'khol chefetz tachat ha-shamayim – "A season is set for everything, a time for every experience under heaven:

A time for birthing and a time for dying.

A time for planting and a time for uprooting the planted; 

A time for slaying and a time for healing,

A time for tearing down and a time for building up;

A time for weeping and a time for laughing,

A time for wailing and a time for mourning;

A time for embracing and a time for shunning embraces;

A time for seeking and a time for losing…

A time for silence and a time for speaking;

A time for loving and a time for hating;

A time for war and a time for peace."  [Eccles.3:1-8]

1. ACT AS A JEW TO IMPROVE THE WORLD
Things Without Measure

THE STUDY OF TORAH

From the monthly bulletin articles of Rabbi Leo Jung, The Jewish Center, 1313 West 86th Street, New York, NY, 1937-5697

The word Torah has been as profoundly misunderstood as the Jews.  It means not law, nor metaphysical speculation, but "guidance" or "direction," for the Torah is the divine guidance to happiness and perfection.  The study of the Torah means no less than the study of the only way to achieve harmony and worthwhileness in life.  It not only means becoming familiar with the great argument of our people, the meaning of our historic struggle, and the purpose of human history, but it also means the intimate and concrete way of finding an answer for every problem that arises in our individual life.  It means achieving a happy balance between the Jewish assimilationists' inferiority complex and the radical nationalists' superiority complex.  Through the Torah, the Jew becomes at home in life, retaining stature and dignity.  The Torah directs our major energies and our surplus energies into constructive and fruitful channels.  The Torah shapes our life and endows it with strength and beauty to help us survive all the tribulations which Jews, as a minority, must face in our individual and corporate life.  Indeed, Talmud Torah, the study of the Torah, prevents us from becoming intellectually stagnant, emotionally dry, or ethically insensitive.  It cheers and admonishes the Jews, enabling us to look beyond today's clouded sky into the promised sun of tomorrow, admonishing us to duty when we would forget ourselves in pleasure.  

The language of the Torah unites us with our distant forebearer and creates a bond of unity with all Israel of today, through our children with Israel of tomorrow, and through its message with all the good people of other creeds and races.  "The study of the Torah," said the sainted Hofetz Hayyim, "is the pulse of Jewishness.  Upon its pursuit, and on its thoroughness and its spirit of joy rests the life of Jewish world."  That is why Talmud Torah is a paramount duty no less than a great privilege; that is why in the democracy of Judaism, the study of the Torah encompasses all the other mitzvot.  "Great is learning," says the Talmud "because learning leads to doing."

2. LIVE THE JEWISH CALENDAR
STORIES OF SURVIVAL

By Seth Siegel, a businessman in New York who wrote this piece

May 6, 2005 in the Wall Street Journal.

Tuesday, April 25, 2006 is Holocaust Memorial Day.  It is a Jewish holy day unlike any other, and not only because of its relatively recent creation.

The day of commemoration was set by Israel's Parliament in 1951 after an intense debate among religious groups, Zionist organizations and survivors over its proper date on the Hebrew calendar.  Clearly there was no one day on which the Holocaust "happened"; it began, arguably, in November 1938 and continued until the end of the war in Europe in April 1945.  The Israeli Parliament finally decided Yom HaShoah would fall a few days after the end of Pesach, keeping it within the Hebrew month of the most famous anti-Nazi Jewish uprising in the Warsaw Ghetto and yet pushing this painful memorial past the days of joy celebrating the ancient exodus from Egypt.

Now, years after the end of World War II, a new tension fills Jewish communities in connection with Yom HaShoah: How to celebrate it and keep it relevant? 

Judaism is famous for its precise dictates of rite and ritual.  Jews know what is expected of them religiously from the time they rise until the time they go to sleep.  By contrast, Yom HaShoah comes with no specific prayers, no obligation to fast.  As to relevance, some would strip Yom HaShoah of its uniquely Jewish dimension and put a universal cast on it, equating the Holocaust with other acts of genocide.

Yom HaShoah offers an appropriate moment to look inward and to understand the uniquely Jewish reality of the Holocaust.  Its victims were singled out, after all, for the sole reason that they were Jews.

Still, how to commemorate Yom HaShoah?  In Israel, it is a melancholy day, marked by two minutes of wailing sirens during which the country comes to a silent standstill.  In America, many congregations have evening services of some kind in which candles are lit, prayers for the dead are recited, somber reading and liturgical poetry are offered and a tiny percentage of the names of the six million murdered Jews are read.  (Some ultra-Orthodox Jews do not acknowledge Yom HaShoah, believing that communal mourning is subsumed in commemoration on Tisha B'Av.)

From its earliest observance, Yom HaShoah focused in part on the hopeful and heroic – the glimmers of light in the otherwise unremitting darkness of those years.  

In preparation for Yom HaShoah last year, a Jewish school in New York discovered one such act of defiance and survival.  At a parents' meeting at the Abraham Joshua Heschel School on Manhattan's Upper West Side, two fathers of young daughters introduced themselves and learned, remarkably, that both their fathers had been born in the same small Ukrainian town.

The Heschel parents realized that since there was only a single Nazi transport from the town, both of their fathers were undoubtedly on the same train bound for an extermination camp in October 1942.  One parent told of his then 19-year-old father, who escaped by jumping through a plank he had dislodged from above a window in the car.  His father, telling the story, always added that before he jumped, he pushed a boy up and out through that loosened plank.

The other father instantly knew who the boy was, for his own father had always told of how there was an opening too high for him to reach – he was then age 11 – and of how an older boy lifted him up and pushed him out.  The two boys never saw each other again, but each miraculously survived the war by hiding in Ukrainian farms and forests.  Now their children, so far in time and space from these events, came to learn that their grand daughters are in the same class.

In earlier years, the school's Yom HaShoah memorials have featured grandparents, including leaders of anti-Nazi partisan groups and survivors who described life in the ghettos.  Those presentations were extraordinary, but perhaps none was equal to this story of entwined generations – and the hope it offers.

3. EATING AS A JEW
MATZAH AND AFIKOMEN

Originally published in Hamevakesh: A Journal of Jewish Studies, Nisan 5749.

The night of Pesach is the occasion for the observance of numerous mitzvot of the Torah.  Recounting the events of Yetzi'at Mitzraim and eating matzah sh'murah are mitzvot that are observed to this day.  However, many of the mitzvot of the night of Pesach can only be observed in the time of the Beit HaMikdash.  Foremost of these is the mitzvah of Korban Pesach.  The Torah commands every Jew to participate in the sacrifice of a lamb or goat on the afternoon preceding Pesach.  In the evening, the sacrificial meat is eaten with matzah and maror in Yerushalayim.

In addition to these mitzvot of the Torah, the night of Pesach is also the occasion for the observance of several mitzvot of rabbinic origin.  These include drinking four cups of wine during the Haggadah and reciting Hallel.  The mitzvah of eating maror, although a Torah requirement in the time of Beit HaMikdash, is nowadays only rabbinically required.

One of the mitzvot of the Seder night is the eating of afikomen at the conclusion of the meal.  Although matzah has already been eaten at the meal's beginning, an additional portion is now consumed for the mitzvah of afikomen.  Like the matzah eaten earlier, the afikomen must be eaten before chatzot, the middle of the night, and is eaten in a reclining position.  Unlike the matzah eaten earlier, no bracha is recited over the mitzvah of afikomen, nor is any food eaten afterwards that evening.  Why are there differences between the earlier matzah and afikomen?  Moreover, why is there at all a mitzvah to eat matzah a second time?

THE REASON FOR AFIKOMEN
According to some authorities, the requirement to eat afikomen was instituted in commemoration of the Korban Pesach (Rosh, Pesachim 119b).   The purpose of such a commemoration, or zecher, is to keep alive the hope of rebuilding the Beit HaMikdash and the complete fulfillment of its mitzvot.  If afikomen is to be a zecher for the Korban Pesach, it must parallel its halachot.  Therefore, since the Korban Pesach had to be eaten in satiety at the conclusion of the meal and within a time limit, so also the afikomen.  It also follows that no bracha is recited over the mitzvah of afikomen, since its whole purpose is to commemorate the Korban Pesach.

According to other authorities, the afikomen is the main fulfillment of the Torah's mitzvah of eating matzah (Rashbam, Pesachim 119b).  According to this opinion, it is the afikomen which is of primary significance, and not the matzah eaten at the beginning of the meal.  Although one usually hastens to perform a mitzvah, in this case it is intentionally delayed until the conclusion of the meal.  The reason is that the Torah instructs that the Korban Pesach had to be eaten together with matzah and maror.  Since the Korban Pesach had to be eaten in satiety at the meal's conclusion, matzah was also eaten at that time.  Therefore, the afikomen nowadays is eaten at the meal's conclusion to parallel the matzah eaten in the days of the Beit HaMikdash.  (Although the bracha over the mitzvah of matzah is recited earlier, it nevertheless refers to the afikomen, according to these authorities.)

THE KORBAN PESACH AND TIME

There is a debate in the Gemara concerning the time allowed in which to eat the Korban Pesach (Pesachim 120b).  The opinion of R' Elazar ben Azaryah is that the Korban Pesach must be eaten before chatzot, the middle of the night.  The opinion of R' Akiva is that it may be eaten all night until dawn.  The Gemara concludes that according to R' Elazar ben Azaryah, since the Korban Pesach must be eaten before chatzot, so also matzah must be eaten before chatzot.  The reason is that Torah equates the laws of matzah with the laws of Korban Pesach.  Similarly, according to R' Akiva, the Torah would allow the mitzvah of matzah to be fulfilled until dawn.

It follows that the time for eating afikomen is also dependent on the respective opinions of R' Elazar ben Azaryah and R'Akiva regarding Korban Pesach.  According to those authorities that afikomen is the main fulfillment of the mitzvah of matzah, the afikomen must also be eaten within the time limit of Korban Pesach, since the Torah equates the laws of matzah and Korban Pesach.  According to those authorities that afikomen is a zecher for the Korban Pesach, it must follow the model of that which it commemorates.

Although some of the early authorities rule like R' Akiva, the majority follow R' Elazar ben Azaryah (Biur Halakaha 477:1).  Moreover, some of them note that even R' Akiva, who allows the Korban Pesach to be eaten until dawn, is only referring to the original Torah law.  In similar cases, however, the Sages have made protective decrees, requiring a Korban to be eaten before chazot.  Hence, they argue, R' Akiva himself would agree in practice with the limitations of chatzot.  On the basis of such consideration, the Shulchan Aruch rules that one should take care to eat the afikomen before chatzot.
4. LEARNING AS A JEW
WHICH HAGGADOT?

(Excerpted from a bulletin article by Rabbi Aaron Schonbrun of Beth David, Saratoga, CA)

In the Mishnah Pesachim 10:5, we read that on Pesach, each individual must see him/herself as if he/she had actually left Egypt.  We must try to recapture the experience of the Exodus by personalizing it… for our modern day lives.

Our tradition uses the "telling" of our story as a tool for finding this personal meaning.  The book we use is the Haggadah (telling) and the Magid (tellings) section occupies a prominent place.

Learn to use the Haggadah as a tool for study and not as a prayer book.  A central idea to "begin the seder with disgrace and conclude with praise" results in two Sages, Rav and Shmuel, teaching in different ways.  Bring your own thoughts, experiences and understanding to the table of study.  Jewish study has never been passive.

To help us with questions or ideas, there are scores of haggadot.  This year we suggest that you purchase:

Passover Haggadah: A Feast of Freedom (Rabbinical Assembly)

The Art of Jewish Living: The Passover Seder (Federation of Jewish Men's' Clubs) – prepared by Dr. Ron Wolfson

A Different Night – Naomi Zion and David Dishon

WOMEN AND THE FAST OF THE FIRSTBORN

(April 12, 2006)

This teaching appeared in the JOFA Journal, Spring 2004 and was prepared by Samuel Groner through his sources and research.  

JOFA, Jewish Orthodox Feminist Alliance, jofa.org.

Traditionally, firstborn males have observed the fast of the firstborn on the eve of Passover either by fasting or by participating in a siyyum or another se'udat mitzvah, where the obligation to eat or be part of the simcha overrides the fast.  The original source for the fast in Tractate Soferim does not specify the reason for the fast, or whether the fast is limited to males.  The Vilna Gaon, the Mishnah Berurah and Arukh Hashulhan all point out that there are two possible reasons for the fast – either because the Israelite firstborn were saved in Egypt or because of the particular holiness of firstborn males.  They indicate that if the former reason is correct, it is equally applicable to women since women were also included in the miracle in Egypt; while if the latter reason is correct, women would not have to fast.  The assumption that women were also saved is based on the midrash that relates that Bitya, daughter of Pharaoh, was spared in the merit of Moshe, thereby implying that other female Egyptian firstborn were killed.  The Shulhan Arukh therefore writes: "v'yesh she'omer she'afilu nekeiva bekhora mitaneh" (and some say that even a women fasts if she is a first-born – siman 470, se'if 1).  This is also the view of later Sephardi authorities (see haggadah of the contemporary Sephardi authority, Ovadiah Yosef, who adds leniences for women who are pregnant or nursing, but says that if a firstborn woman can attend a siyyum without too much trouble, she should do so).    The Maharil and the Bach went further, saying that women should fast or go to a siyyum.  Nevertheless, the primary Ashkenazi authority of the sixteenth century, Rabbi Moshe Isserles, writes "ein haminhag ken" (this is not the custom).  While this is endorsed by some other authorities, it might be that attending a siyyum on Erev Pesach is a custom that firstborn women today should adopt since many sources believe that women logically should have as much of an obligation to fast as men.

It is interesting that while the Rema (Isserles) stated that it was not the custom for firstborn women to fast, he considered that a woman should fast instead of her young first born son if the father is also a first born.  The rationale is that the father's fast is for himself, and cannot fulfill his son's obligation as well as his own.  The Mishnah Berurah, noting that some authorities disagree and hold that the father's fast can fulfill the son's responsibility as well, advises that when it is very difficult for a woman to fast, there is room to be lenient and allow her not to fast.  Thus it would seem that nowadays when the general practice is to attend a siyyum and not to fast, that a mother of a firstborn child whose father is also a firstborn should go to a siyyum on behalf of her child.

OPENING THE DOOR FOR MIRIAM THE PROPHET…

A famous Midrash says that when the Pharaoh condemned Jewish babies to die, it was seven-year-old Miriam who told her parents not to lose hope.  It was Miriam who watched over her brother Moses in the bulrushes until he was safe.  Years later, after crossing the Red Sea, it was Miriam who led the Hebrew women with timbrel and song, acts recognized as signs of prophetic power.

We are told that Miriam visits every home where a woman's Seder is being held.  We open the door to welcome her, eagerly awaiting her arrival.  Many families now include a Miriam's Cup on their seder tables.  As we think of Miriam, we admire her unusual strength.

What is a Miriam's Cup?

A Miriam's Cup is a ritual object that is placed on the seder table beside the Cup of Elijah and is filled with water.  It serves as a symbol of Miriam's Well, which was the source of water for the Israelites in the desert.  Putting a Miriam's Cup on your table is a way of making your Seder more inclusive.  It lets people know that at your table the words of girls and boys, women and men, are welcome.  It is also a way of drawing attention to the importance of Miriam and the other women of the Exodus story – women who have sometimes been overlooked, but about whom our tradition says, "If it wasn't for the righteousness of women of that generation, we would not have been redeemed from Egypt" (Babylonian Talmud, Sotah 9b).

As we open the door during our Pesach seder, we should remember that the seder is a place of hospitality and friendliness where no woman is shut out.  This is a place for all women to celebrate with dignity and pride.

Acknowledge Miriam and celebrate the women in your life during your seder this year.  Miriam's Cup can be a wineglass decorated by loved ones or purchased at various locations.

(Reprinted, in part, from Ritualwell.org)

PESACH'S YIN AND YANG

(Condensed from a bulletin article by Rabbi Jay Rosenbaum, Congregation Herzel-Ner Tamid, Seattle, Washington).

The Gerer Rebbe (also known as the Sefat Emet) taught that there is a dual quality to the Passover celebration, a yin and a yang.  He called it nekudah v'harchavah, roughly translated, contraction and expansion.  It's human nature to want to expand our horizons to be ambitious, to pursue an adventurous path of discovery.  This means leaving our point of origin to explore far and wide.

But the further we get from our starting point, the more diffuse we become.  We lose contact with the impetus that gave us our original inspiration.  Periods of great expansion need to be followed by a return to our original focal point so that we can re-connect with the ideals that launched us in the first place.  After thirty years of marriage, we need to re-connect with the feelings we had on our wedding day.  When our children are grown, we need to re-connect with what it felt like when they were toddlers.  If our business has expanded, we need to periodically go back in our minds to the days when our business was just starting out to re-connect with the principles that made for success in the first place.

This, says the Gerer Rebbe, is the secret of Pesach.  Hametz is dough expanded, and the flat, simple matzah represents the point of origin we return to after we've wandered far from home.  Much of Jewish history can be framed this way.  We left our point of origin in Canaan a small family and wandered far to Egypt, a bigger world.  While there, we expanded greatly to a mighty nation of over two million people.  But, our expansion had also taken us far away from our mission: to be a holy people in our own land.  It was time to go home, to return to our starting point and fulfill our destiny.

Yet, the nekudah and the harchavah, the yin and the yang, are both necessary.  We learn a lot on our journey, and we return home fuller, able to fulfill our ideas in a richer way.

Pesach is about both the growth and the return.  It's a holiday to come home.  And, it's the time when new blossoms are seen in the land, a reminder of the explosive energy with which we brought inspiring new ideas to the world when we burst out of Egyptian slavery.

PESACH: A TIME TO REMEMBER

By Rabbi Hillel E. Silverman

Mark Twain once said, "When I was young, I had such a good memory that I remembered things that never happened."  On Pesach, we Jews commemorate events that happened long ago as if they happened to us.  As we recite in the Haggadah: "In each generation every man must regard himself as if he actually had come forth from Egypt."

The Exodus from Egypt is one of the great events, not only in Jewish annals, but in world history.  Indeed, Passover may be regarded as mankind's oldest Independence Day.

The memory of the Exodus is indelibly branded on the Jewish consciousness.  It serves as one of the reasons for observing Shabbat and the commandments.  Every time we chant kiddush, we refer to our liberation from Egypt.  The theme of yetsiyat Mitzrayim runs through our morning and evening prayers.  Some of our noblest teachings are rooted in this historical event.  For instance, "You too must befriend the stranger, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt."  (Deuteronomy 10:19).

It is no accident that Pesach is dear to us all.  No child bears the name of Sukkot or Shavuot, but many children are named Pesach.  Of the 12 Hebrew months, no child is known as Tishrei or Heshvan, but some children are called Nisan, the month in which Pesach occurs.

"Let my people go that they may serve me" introduces a new concept in the history of civilization – that of freedom under God.  We acknowledge this truth every time we sing: "Our fathers' God, to Thee, author of liberty."  We are entitled to life and freedom, liberty and human dignity, not as a grant by an omnipotent state, but as a gift from God, who created every man in His own image.

May Pesach persuade us to remove the hametz not only from our homes, but also from our hearts, and may we eradicate all those habits which degrade and debase man, so that the holiday shall truly become zeman herutenu, the season of our freedom.

PESACH: ASKING AND ANSWERING

by Rabbi Hillel E. Silverman

Who is not amused and fascinated at the Pesach seder by the whimsical description in the Haggadah of the four kinds of children – the wise, the wicked, the foolish and the one who doesn't even know enough to ask?

Strange!  We would imagine that either the wicked or the foolish child would be the worst.  But this dubious distinction is reserved for the eino yodea lisheol, sketched in the ancient haggadot as a tiny, pathetic, insignificant "boy-man."  Why pick on the child who doesn't know enough to ask?  The reason is most revealing.

One purpose of the seder is to arouse the curiosity of the child.  The symbolic foods, religious pageantry, and aesthetic rituals are all designed to provoke questions.  How pathetic is the youngster who is not stimulated by all this to ask!

Herein is the tragedy of some Jewish children.  Sons and daughters not interested enough to question.  The very same youngsters have plenty of demands and queries.  They want to know about clothing, cars, money, and vacations, but simply disregard our history and ceremonial, our religion and its teachings.  They don't care enough to wonder, "what to they mean?"

The truth is that where there are not questions, no soul searching, there can be no real Jewish education.  One fundamental purpose of the seder, therefore, is to provoke inquiry and stimulate examination among children and adults.

But if it is the function of the child to ask questions, it is the responsibility of the parents to try to answer them.  The child asks, "Ma nishtana?" but it is the parent who answers, "Avadim hayinu."  Unfortunately, some parents have shifted the responsibility of answering to the rabbi and the schoolteacher.

In contemporary Jewish life, ours is on occasion a double tragedy: the child does not ask, and the parent is not able to answer.  The seder prods the child into asking.  But equally important, it reminds the father and mother that the parents are the real teachers.

May our Pesach guest, Elijah, soon restore this unique parent-child relationship of the Jewish people.

5. PERPETUATING JEWISH LIFE

THE MATZAH OF UNITY

(To be recited during the Pesach Seder at Yachatz – when breaking the middle matzah)

Pesach is a beloved holiday, not only because we recall our freedom, but also because we share our concerns for all in need.  We cannot only taste the foods.  We have to remember our responsibilities as Jews to reach out and assist others with our tzedakah, our charitable obligations, and through our gemilut hasadim, our acts of loving-kindness.  We connect our ritual symbols with our ethical deeds.

We recall springtime as we eat the green vegetable, karpas.

May we remember that it symbolized a renewal of nature and the human spirit.

We recall our people's tears and suffering as we dip into the saltwater.

May we remember our people's past oppressions and care for those who still have tears and pain.

We recall the bitterness of slavery as we eat the maror.
May we remember the plight of the poor and the downtrodden and alleviate their distress.

We recall our servitude to Pharaoh as we eat the matzah, the bread of affliction.

May we remember God's redemption of our people and how matzah became the first food eaten in freedom.

Let us now take the middle matzah and divide it in half.  As we break this matzah and set it aside, we link ourselves symbolically with all Jews throughout the world, especially those who were broken from the community of Israel for so long and have only recently rejoined Klal Yisrael.

Our seder will not conclude until the missing piece of matzah is found and returned to the table.  The matzah, when restored, shows the desire of our people to be together as one, at peace.  As Jews we are a people of sacred fragments; we need help from God to bond together in everlasting unity.

These symbols and rituals at the seder reconnect us to our sacred past, remind us of our Divine mission, and challenge us to create a future of wholeness for Jews the world over.

May this Pesach be a time of recommitment to our people and our faith.  Amen.

THE FIFTH CUP

(The following meditation should be recited when the Cup of Elijah is poured)

In the Book of Psalms, King David joins expressions of joy about wine and Jerusalem.

"Wine gladdens the heart of a person" (Psalm 104:15)

"I was glad when they said to me, 'Let us go to the house of the Lord' " (Psalm 122:1)

We pray that in the coming year we shall see Jerusalem restored to her full glory, with her people rejoicing within her, so that this cup of wine indeed may gladden our hearts.

May the words that we shall recite this sacred evening, "Leshanah Hab'ah Bi-Y'rushalayim" – May this coming year see us in Jerusalem – truly be fulfilled.  May we merit the psalmist's promise, "The Lord shall bless you out of Zion, and you shall see the good of Jerusalem all the days of your life… peace be upon Israel" (Psalm 128:5-6).

In this coming year, may we be privileged to drink from the Cup of Elijah.  Amen.

THE FOUR DAUGHTERS

By Renni S. Altman

(This is a contemporary midrash on the seder text, adapted by COMPACT 5766)

Leader:
Four daughters gather around the table, each with a voice of her own.

Reader #1:
The wise daughter asks: "What does Judaism demand of me?  I cannot accept the limited role that our tradition has assigned women.  There must be more.  What is the real place of women in Judaism?  What is my role at the seder?"

Reader #2:
The wicked daughter says: "This seder has no meaning for me.  Where have women been during the seder?  Preparing the meals!  Women have often not been at the table, asking questions.  I can only ask the men, what does this seder mean to you?"

Reader #3:
The naïve daughter asks: "I don't understand what is going on here.  Why are the stories in the Haggadah only about men?"

Reader #4:
The daughter who does not know how to ask says: "It all seems so foreign to me.  I don't even know where to begin."

Leader:
In response to the four daughters, we can tell them about the righteous women of Pesach.  Rabbi Akiba taught in the Talmud, "Israel's deliverance was in reward for righteous women."

Reader #5:
The story begins with Pharaoh's decree to kill all male Israelite babies.  Two Hebrew midwives, Shifra and Puah, whose lives were dedicated to bringing forth life, defiantly refused to kill the babies: "But the midwives feared God and did not do as the King of Egypt had told them, but kept the infants alive."

All:
We were redeemed for the sake of the righteous midwives, Shifra and Puah.

Reader #6:
Once the midwives refused to kill the babies, Pharaoh came up with another plan: all newborn male Israelites were to be cast into the Nile.  In defiance, one woman hid her child in her home, rather than send him off to certain death.  But, when she could hide him no longer, she made a wicker basket for him and caulked it with bitumen and pitch.  She put the child into it and placed it among the reeds by the banks of the Nile.  Yocheved could not allow her son simply to be cast into the river to die, but provided him with the means to reach safety.  Yocheved opposed Pharaoh's decree, risking not only her son's life but the lives of her whole family.

All:
We were redeemed for the sake of the righteousness of Yocheved, mother of Moses.

Reader #7:
Yocheved saved her son for the first three months of his life, but it was another who was responsible for him after that: "And his sister stationed herself at a distance, to learn what would befall him."  Miriam watched over Moses as he drifted in the Nile, and dared to approach the Egyptian princess, who pulled him from the river, to suggest a Hebrew nursemaid for the babe, none other than the child's natural mother, Yocheved.

Reader #8:
Miriam appears at various points throughout the biblical narrative as a leader, a woman of conviction, with the courage to stand up for her beliefs.  She led the women in joyous song and dance after the miraculous crossing of the Red Sea.  She dared to speak against Moses when she believed that he was wrong, and she suffered for her words with an affliction of the skin.  She was banished from the camp for seven days while she healed, but the Israelites honored her and awaited her return before moving on.

Leader:
According to rabbinic tradition, because of the merits of Miriam, the Israelites received a well of water that sustained them and accompanied them throughout their journey in the desert.  When Miriam died shortly before they entered the Promised Land, the well suddenly disappeared.  Miriam, from the time she first appeared in the story as a young girl until the moment she died, is a source of redemption for her people.

All:
We were redeemed for the sake of the righteousness of Miriam, leader of the Israelites in the desert.

Leader:
A non-Israelite woman also played a crucial role in the Exodus story.  Had the Egyptian princess not had compassion on the Hebrew baby, he might never have lived.

Reader #9:
Rabbinic tradition provides two legends to explain how the princess suddenly brought a babe home to the palace.  In one version, she pretended that she was pregnant for some time before having the baby fetched from Yocheved's home.  In that way, she ensured that Moses would receive the treatment usually afforded a prince.

Reader #10:
In the second legend, the princess simply told her father, "I have brought up a child who is divine in form, and of an excellent mind.  As I have received him through the bounty of the river in a wonderful way, I have thought it proper to adopt him as my son and as the heir of thy kingdom."  Pharaoh welcomed the baby into his home.  Jewish tradition strongly approves of the Egyptian heroine and applauds her courage.

Reader #11:
A rabbinic commentary relates that God spoke directly to the princess saying: "Moses was not your child, yet you treated him as such.  For this, I will call you my daughter, though you are not my daughter."  Therefore the princess, Pharaoh's daughter, bore the name Batya, "the daughter of God."

All:
We were redeemed for the sake of the righteousness of an Egyptian woman, Batya, "daughter of God," daughter of Pharaoh.

Leader:
These are the righteous women of the Exodus story, because of whose strengths we were delivered from Egypt.  As we celebrate our freedom at this seder, may we pray for the freedom of women everywhere.  We are pleased that today, the lives of women are no longer hidden in the shadow.  The lives of men and women stand side by side, fully recognized as created in the Image of God.

All Sing:
Avadim hayinu.  Atah b'nei chorin.


We were slaves, now we are free.

THE TEN PLAGUES: A READING FOR YOUR SEDER

Leader:
As we gathered our belongings that last night in Egypt, the darkness was heavy with mourning.  Our doorposts were protected by a sign of blood.  But from the windows of the Egyptians rose grief: the death of their first born.

All:
Holy One, soften our hearts and the hearts of our enemies.  Help us to dream new paths to freedom.

Leader:
We are about to recite the Ten Plagues.  As we call out the words, we remove ten drops from our overflowing cups of joy with our fingers.

(Recite each plague, taking one drop of wine from your cup and placing it on your plate.)

All:
Dam – Bloodied waters

Leader:
Acid Rain … Oil Spills… Polluting of Waters 

All:
Tzefardeah – Swarming Frogs

Leader:
Overpopulation … Over Consumption… Excess Waste

All:
Kinim – Lice

Leader:
Poverty… homelessness … disease

All:
Arov – Insects

Leader:
Violence…  Handguns… War

All:
Dever – Pestilence

Leader:
Drug Addiction… Gambling… Drunken Driving

All:
Shechin -- Inflammation


Leader:
Breast Cancer… AIDS… Depression

All:
Barad – Hail

Leader:
Global Warming… Deforestation… Nuclear Waste

All:
Arbeh – Locusts

Leader:
Pesticides… Air Pollution… Depletion of Natural Resources

All:
Hoshech – Darkness

Leader:
Homophobia… Racism… Broken Families… Agunot

All:
Makat Bechorot --  Slaying of Firstborn

Leader:
Female Infanticide and Mutilation… Infertility… Domestic Violence

Reader:
Why do we remove ten drops of wine from our cups?  We glory in our liberation, but we do not gloat over our fallen foes.  When the waters of the Sea of Reeds engulfed the Egyptians, the ministering angels began to sing praises.  But God silenced them, saying, "My children perish.  Cease your songs!"  So we celebrate with less than a full heart, with less than a full cup.

6. BUILDING A BRIDGE TO ISRAEL
THE MATZAH OF ANGUISH AND HOPE

Prepared by One Family Fund

 www.onefamilyfund.org
On the first night of Passover 2002, a homicide bomber took the lives of 30 and injured over 130 in a horrifying blast at the Park Hotel in Netanya, on the Israeli coast.  The terrorist walked into the dining room of the hotel and, in the midst of 250 guests enjoying the Passover seder, he detonated himself – turning a celebration of freedom into a night of horror.

Tonight, as we begin to tell the story of our ancestors' suffering in Egypt, we recall the anguish endured by our brethren in Israel as victims of terror; and the hope for a peaceful future.

To be recited in unison after the breaking of the middle matzah:

This broken matzah reminds us of our brothers and sisters in Israel whose lives have been shattered by the unspeakable horrors of Arab terrorism.  It reminds us that there are families who will not be able to fully celebrate Pesach because of loved ones who are no longer with us.  It brings to mind those broken souls who cannot partake of the afikoman and rejoice in fulfilling its commandment.

We also recall those who have been physically wounded and emotionally scarred during the struggle to live as Jews in our Homeland.  We want them to know that they have not been forgotten.

As we celebrate our ancestors' freedom from slavery in Egypt – and the deliverance of the Jewish people to the Land of Israel, we say to the survivors of terror: "We stand shoulder to shoulder with you in the quest to secure the freedom to be a Jew in our Homeland.  We are committed to assisting you however we can.

May it be Your will, HaShem our God, and God of our forefathers, that the injured are healed and the mourners are comforted.  May HaShem guard the brethren of Israel from all evil, and bring peace to our Land.  As it is written: "He who makes peace in the heavens, may He bring peace to us and all of Israel.  Amen."

A TRIBUTE TO THE LIFE OF ARIEL SHARON

1928:
Born in Kfar Malal, a village in central Israel.

1948:
Commanded an infantry brigade in the War of Independence.

1953:
Founded and led Unit 101, Israel's first Special Forces unit, which led retaliatory raids against Palestinians.

1967:
Commanded an armored division during the Six-Day War.

1971:
Placed in charge of antiterrorism action in the Gaza Strip.

1973:
Establishes reputation as military hero with assault on Egyptian troops during the Yom Kippur War.  Sharon breached Egyptian forces, crossed the Suez Canal and – in violation of an order – cut off the Egyptian Third Army's supply lines.  Sharon's action is widely believed to have been the turning point in the Sinai front of the war.

1974:
Resigns from Knesset after tiring of political life.

1975:
Appointed as a special advisor for security affairs by Yitzhak Rabin

1976:
Attempts to wrest control of Likud from Menachem Begin; after being rejected by Likud, the Labor party and the centrist DASH party, he forms the Shlomtzion ("Peace of Zion") party.

1977:
Merges Shlomtzion with Likud after his party only wins two Knesset seats; is appointed Minister of Agriculture.

1981:
Appointed Minister of Defense by Prime Minister Menachem Begin.

1983:
Loses job as Minister of Defense when Israeli-allied Christian militia kills Palestinian refugees in Beirut during invasion of Lebanon.

1984:
Appointed Minister of Industry and Trade by Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir.

1990:
Appointed Minister of Housing and Commerce by Shamir.

1992:
Loses bid for leadership of Likud to Shamir.

1996:
Appointed Minister of National Infrastructure by Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu.

1998:
Appointed as Foreign Minister by Netanyahu.

2000:
Visits Temple Mount in Jerusalem.  His visit is followed by violent attacks led by militant Palestinians and the resignation of Prime Minister Ehud Barak.

2001:
Defeats Barak in election for Prime Minister as Likud party candidate.

   Feb. 2005:
Announces cease-fire with Mahmoud Abbas 

   Aug. 2005:
Begins withdrawal of Israeli settlements from Gaza strip.

   Nov. 2005:
Quits Likud party over pullout controversy to start the Kadima party.

   Dec. 2005:
Suffers mild stroke.

   Jan. 2006:
Suffers major stroke.
We pray for healing for the Prime Minister, Ariel Sharon of Israel.

TIME TO GO

This is the 52nd COMPACT, Nisan 5766.  Enrich your life as a Jew.  Transformation is a step- by-step process of learning and questioning, of doing and inquiring, of participating and asking.

Dr. Raymond Goldstein, International President of the USCJ (rgoldstein@uscj.org). 


Rabbi Jerome M. Epstein, the USCJ Executive Vice President, welcomes your comments about COMPACT (epstein@uscj.org)

Rabbi Moshe Edelman, the USCJ Director of Congregational Programming, prepares and edits COMPACT (edelman@uscj.org).
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