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What Are the Implications of Remembering that We Were All Gerim?
April 2, 2015

Many elements of Torah have as either their purpose or their rationale the commemoration of the Exodus.
Only five verses, however, focus not on the Exodus but rather on our pre-Exodus experience in Egypt. My
thesis is that while the Torah is not in chronological order, it is in literary order, and that reading the first
three consecutively generates a clear moral and psychological progression. The fourth and fifth at first
glance seem anomalous, but I hope that by essay’s end they will seem to fit seamlessly into the same
pattern.

Here are the first two:

Exodus 22:20
D'IX¥N YIX2 DN DM D XN RN K7 20
Do not oppress or torment the ger, for you were gerim in the land of Mitzrayim.

Exodus 23:9
yn'7an X711
D'I¥N YIN2 DN DA D VAN WO NN DNYT DNNI
Do not torment the ger,
for you know the soul of the ger, for you were gerim in the land of Mitzrayim

The first verse makes an abstract intellectual argument: what was hateful to you, do not do to someone
else. The second verse, however, appeals to empathy: you know not only your own experience, but that of
the ger whom you are commanded not to torment.

Leviticus 19:33-4
INIX 1IN X7 DOXINA A DR A DI
DONIX 12N JAN D27 N DO NITRD
71N> 17 NANNI
DJ'N7-X "N "IN ;DI¥A YIXA DY DNA D
Should a ger be among you, do not torment him.
Rather, the ger among you must be treated just like a citizen,
and you must love him as yourself,
for you were gerim in the land of Mitzrayim. I am Hashem your G-d.

The third verse moves from empathy to identification, and commands positive love rather than avoidance
of harm. I suggest that identification is the stage following empathy, and the verse states explicitly that the
intent of the command is to erase the otherness of the ger. One must love the ger as oneself, just as one
must love one’s v as oneself.

At this point we move into Sefer Devarim, and the fourth verse can be seen as harvesting the summing up
the progression of the first three:

Deuteronomy 10:19
D'I¥N YIN2 DN DA D AN DX DNANKI
You must love the ger, for you were gerim in the land of Mitzrayim

Whereas initially the appeal to our experience could generate only avoidance of harm, now it generates
love.

The assumption I have made throughout is that our experience of gerut was one of oppression, and that
we progress from awareness that no one should be treated as we were to imagining and enacting to others
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how we would have wanted the Egyptians to behave toward us. This assumption is completely upended,
even falsified, by the fifth verse:

Deuteronomy 23:8
NIN J'NX D '"NTR AYNN X7
I¥INQ " 2D XN VNN XY
Do not abominate the Edomite, for he is your brother;
do not abominate the Mitzri, for you were a ger in his land.

Here the experience of Egypt seems to be recalled as positive; it generates an obligation to treat Egyptians
as relatives rather than as strangers.

It is possible that we have simply been misreading all along. Perhaps our obligations toward gerim are
modelled on the Egyptians’ initial welcoming of the Jews, rather than on contrast with our eventual
enslavement. Now that we have read Devarim 23:8, I think that possibility cannot be dismissed.

But I also think that our assumption was warranted by the context of the first two verses. In the
immediate aftermath of the Exodus, it would be unreasonable for anyone to expect the phrase “for you
were gerim in Egypt” to carry a warm and fuzzy connotation. So we must be expected to understand it
that way initially. In light of Devarim 23:8, we will go back and reread, but we cannot understand
Devarim 23:8 until we have (mis)read the previous four instances.

How is this? Most theories of ethics ground themselves in sameness; I have obligations toward you
because you are like me, and only insofar as you are like me. It is because you suffer as I suffer that I must
not torment you; it is because we each flourish when loved that we are obligated to love each other as we
love ourselves. If you are different than I, how can I know that you don’t valorize the experience of
oppression, or see love as the enemy of reason?

The French Jewish philosopher Emmanuel Levinas took a fundamentally opposite approach. Ethics
should be grounded in difference, he argued, not in sameness. To the extent that we are the same, we are
replaceable; our infinite value is a product of our uniqueness.

The Torah’s literary progression suggests a hybrid approach; Levinas is ultimately correct, but Levinasian
ethics can best or only be reached by passing through sameness ethics. One can imagine a fully hybrid
ethic grounded in the Rabbinic statement that the tzelem/mold of G-d, from which he casts all humanity,
differs from every other tzelem in that each sculpture emerges unique. Ex uno, plura.

We can now notice that the verse in Deueronomy differs from its predecessors in one other way; it is
written in the singular rather than the plural. Why is this?

I suggest that this verse is intended to refer directly back to the foreshadowing of the Egyptian Exile in the
Covenant Between the Pieces, where the use of the singular was also unexpected.

Genesis 15:13
DI2XY? NN
DN7 K7 Y2 WAT AR D YT YT
DNIX 11YI DITAYI
NIY NIXN V2N
G-d said to Avram:
“You absolutely must know that your descendants will be a ger in a land not their own —
they will be enslaved and afflicted —
for 400 years.

Of course the Jews were not enslaved for four hundred years. To maintain the historical accuracy of the
prophecy, we must date the period of gerdom back to well before the slavery, and read the verse as
sequential: first your descendants will be gerim, and afterward they will be enslaved. So this allusion
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confirms that our gerdom in Egypt should not be read narrowly as referring to the period of enslavement,
but rather broadly to include the period in which Joseph’s Pharaoh welcomed us with open granaries.

The other use of the singular is in Exodus 2:22:
[A T
NMD1 YIXQ M 2NN D DYIA INY DR K
Tzipporah, the wife of Moses, gave birth to a son.
He called him “Gershom,” saying: “I have been a ger in an alien land.”

Here we have a very similar ambiguity. Some read the verse as expressing Mosheh’s realization that he
had never truly been at home in Egypt. But others see it as referring to Mosheh’s time in Midyan, and
expressing gratitude for his father in-law’s hospitality when he arrived as a fugitive ger.

In parallel with Levinas, Professor Michael Wyschogrod and Lord Rabbi Jonathan Sacks argue that the
institution of Jewish particularism was G-d’s protest against the idea that the Good is homogeneous and
the good of humanity is homogeneity. The problem with their thesis is that Jewish particularism in
practice is often about two kinds of sameness: the world divides into Jews, who share ancestry and the
responsibility of Sinai, and non-Jews, who share their lack of either.

Avraham and Mosheh represent the familial and national origins of Jewish particularism, and the
Covenant Between the Pieces is the blueprint of Jewish destiny. By tying our surprising obligations toward
Egyptians to Avraham and Mosheh’s experience of gerut, and by defining in advance the experience of
gerut in Egypt as antecedent to the slavery, the Torah seeks to ensure that our formative memory of our
time in Egypt does not calcify into chauvinism, but rather serves as a constant reminder to appreciate
both commonality and uniqueness.



Why I Oppose Adding Symbols to the Seder Plate
April 14, 2014

Seder plates can get awfully crowded these days, with all the causes vying to place a new symbolic food on
them. Some of these causes are dear to my heart, and some of the foods are delicious. Nonetheless, I
think the effort to formally incorporate them into seder ritual is a mistake. Here’s a very rabbinic and
somewhat winding explanation of why.

We say the complete Hallel on the first day(s) of Pesach, but we say an incomplete Hallel on the remaining
days? Why?

Pesikta Derav Kehana cites as explanation Proverbs 24:17: “Do not rejoice at the downfall of your
enemy”. This explains why we don’t complete Hallel, but what is different about the first day(s) that
allows us to complete it?

Here is a parallel question. Talmud Sanhedrin 39b states that after G-d drowned the Mitzriyim in the
Reed Sea, the angels sought to sing His praises, but He restrained them: “My handiworks are drowning in
the sea, and you want to sing?!” But the context, of course, is that the Jews were singing the Song of the
Sea, and by all accounts they are praised for doing so. Why was it proper for the Jews to sing while His
handiworks were drowning?

One more question: The Haggadah tells a story in which a group of rabbis stay up all night telling the
story of the Exodus, until their students come and tell them that the time has come for the morning
Shema. Now the third paragraph of the Shema is intended, the rabbis tell us, to fulfill the commandment
of . . . telling the story of the Exodus. What is the difference between these mitzvot?

I have one answer for all three questions. The mitzvah on the first night of Pesach is to tell the story not
as an observer, but rather as a participant. In Yosef Yerushalmi’s famous framework, it is intended to
create memory rather than to teach history.

Direct beneficiaries of a miracle have an overwhelming obligation to express gratitude, even if a third
party would note that the miracle caused harm to other human beings. Thus the Jews were obligated to
sing, but the angels were not permitted to.

On the first night(s) of Passover, we place ourselves in the position of the generation of the Exodus, in
other words as direct beneficiaries of G-d’s miracles. We therefore may and must sing the complete
Hallel. On the remaining nights, we are more like the angels (although unlike them, we are second-degree
beneficiaries), and so we cannot complete Hallel — did not His handiworks drown even as we were
redeemed?

How does this relate to the question of whether contemporary social justice causes should find symbolic
expression at the seder?

Let me be clear. The ultimate purpose of the Seder is to recommit us to justice, to recognizing that
everything in Torah is mediated by our experience of the G-d Who hates slavery intervening to redeem us
from slavery. But the immediate purpose of the Seder is to root that experience in our minds, and the
minds of our children, as uncontroversial and incontrovertible memory rather than as potentially
controversial history. The immediate purpose of the seder is to establish a narrative, not to draw morals
from it.

When we impose meaning on the story, rather than simply telling it, we transform experience into
opinion. The story by itself must generate the meaning. So long as we share memory, our conflicts as to
the obligations imposed by that memory will occur within, and perhaps even strengthen, our shared
identity. They will be conflicts of interpretation about a common text. But if the controversy is allowed to
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feed back into the memory — if our political differences no longer stem from a shared memory — those
same conflicts risk turning us into multiple people, with multiple Torahs.

Now it is human and proper for Jews’ opinions to find their way into their divrei Torah at the Seder, just
as every Jew experienced the original Exodus and Revelation at Sinai uniquely. And it is beautiful and
necessary for Jews to experience the Seder as generating obligations to act, to change the world toward
greater morality and justice. But we need the Exodus to be available to inspire our descendants as it
inspired us; we cannot risk having it be seen as the constructed past of a dead ideology.

As we preserve a common text of Torah, we need to preserve a common core of Exodus narrative, and my
strong sense is that this is best done by keeping the seder plate as is.



Diversity is the Spice of Life
March 29, 2018

Diversity is the spice of life, but the scandal, of science, philosophy, and theology. How can there be
difference?

For physicists, all matter is made of the same stuff, and for many cosmologists, it all started at a
singularity — so why do we have both hot dogs and buns?

For Maimonides, G-d is the only necessary existent, and diversity can occur in contingent existence. But
it’s not clear why this explains diversity, as all contingent existents relate to the Necessary Existent in the
same way.

For the kabbalists, and perhaps for Kant, diversity exists in perception but not in reality. Everything that
exists is the simple undifferentiated G-d, but we perceive Him through glasses rainbowly. But it is not
clear why a homogeneous reality generates diverse perceptions, or how human perceivers exists, and I
don’t fully understand when a tree falls in the forest with no one there to hear it.

The challenge for each approach is to properly calibrate when to focus on unity and when on diversity.

A recent online discussion addressed the question of whether one may invite nonJews to the seder. One
argument against was that since nonJews cannot eat the Paschal sacrifice, it would be inappropriate to
invite them to our symbolic commemoration of the eating of that sacrifice. A counterargument was that
Halakhah demands that we make crystal clear that we are not in fact eating a sacrifice, so as to avoid the
impression that sacrifices can be brought outside the Beit HaMikdash. The presence of a nonJew can
serves the positive function of demonstrating that no Paschal sacrifice will be eaten at the Seder. Blurring
distinction among humans serves to emphasize distinction among places.

The issue at the heart of the disagreement may be this: One side feels that the absence of the Beit
HaMikdash generates a risk of flattening, that Jews will elide other vital distinctions when they no longer
have a regular ritual connection to supersacred space. The other side feels that those other distinctions
are intended to be ancillary to the fundamental reality of sacred space, and so when the Beit HaMIkdash
is gone, there is much less meaning to the other distinctions. One can see the same conversation with
regard to the social privileges and duties of kohanim in the post-Destruction era.

Judaism of course has sacred time as well as sacred space, and the sacred time of Shabbat specifically may
be largely unaffected by the absence of the Temple. Perhaps that persistence also serves to justify the
persistence of human distinctions.

The emphasis on difference as a fundamental component of holiness is classically rooted in the notion
that kedushah is really best translated as “separated”. In the classical form that separation seems almost
always to be hierarchical, kodesh as opposed to chol. The philosophic and kabbalistic analyses seek to
make kodesh and chol into aspects or perceptions of the same underlying matter, but it remains clear that
kodesh is the goal.

The question for those with fundamentally egalitarian commitments is whether celebrating differentiation
as enabling the perception of holiness, even if it entails hierarchy in the realms of time and space, can be
transferred to human beings without the same hierarchy. This does not seem to have been a major Jewish
concern historically, as hierarchical categories such as “form” and “matter” were often used in the context
of Jewish chosenness or gender. But it is very much a modern concern.

To be specific: Some kabbalists respond to the scandal of difference by maintaining a dual consciousness,
recognizing that one must relate to our reality as if difference exists while understanding that our reality is



fundamentally an illusion. This may work well with regard to rocks and trees, but with regard to human
beings, I submit, a recognition of underlying sameness does not justify maltreatment in the here and now.

I would prefer to go with Levinas and see difference as the ground of value and of ethical obligation. It is
because you are different than me that you are infinitely valuable to me, not because of what you share
with me. At the same time, this powerful argument doesn’t well account for family love, and perhaps even
for human speciesism, both of which I have no interest in overcoming.

Celebrations of diversity per se must constantly slide toward notions of “separate but equal”, where the
identical experience is given to each group. “Separate but equal” itself tends more or less inevitably to
“different but equal”, where the groups do not have the identical experience, but a claim is made that the
different experiences are equally valuable. This can be resisted politically to some extent by
libertarianism, which seeks to limit government to the negative role of preventing coercive imposition.
This enables separateness to be a choice rather than a mandate, but on the other hand gives private
prejudice free reign. It is not clear to me whether any religious approach celebrating difference can resist
the slide to “different but equal”.

Perhaps such resistance is unnecessary. Contemporary America properly anathematizes “separate but
equal”, and manages to celebrate multiculturalism at the same time without irony. But multiculturalism
without separation consumes itself, as children raised equally in all cultures will grow up homogenized.

The tensions I've tried to outline throughout this discursus are at the heart of Pesach. G-d intervened in
history to rescue one people, and that intervention justifies our religious particularism by giving Him a
special claim on us. But the claim He makes on us is grounded in the universal claim that what was being
done to us was wrong, not because of who we were particularly, but simply because we were human.

The difference in value created by relationship is inevitably hierarchical — a becomes more valuable to b as
their (positive) relationship deepens. But in the best of such relationships, our acceptance of greater
subjective value — we love each other — also heightens our awareness of objective value — other people are
capable of love. The challenge for us is to use all the privileged religious experiences of Judaism as
catalysts for appreciating the spiritual capacities of all humankind.
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Xy Xnn? Xn (from the Aryeh Klapper Haggadah, in progress)
April 10, 2017

.DMIX¥NT XYINQ KINNAN 17OXT XY XNNY7 XN

.NO9'I 'M" — XT'PD ;200 e — '9dT D
SNOWTT KUK — RAN Y ;NON — KNWN
"IN 2 — aNan MYy 7Y — KNWUN

This is the bread of poverty that was eaten by our ancestors in the land of Mitzrayim
Anyone hungry — let them come and eat! Anyone in need — let them come eat a Pesach!
This year — here; The coming year — in the land of Israel!
This year — slaves; The coming year — free people!

In the United States, we generally recite this paragraph ritually in a locked house or apartment, or a
wellguarded resort complex, where the poor — unless previously invited — could not possible hear us. This
seems too ironic for words. But it is also true that we live in environments where the desperately and
publicly poor are rarely known to us personally, and so reasonable concerns of safety and privacy make
the idealistic framework set out here uncomfortable and likely unwise. Can we nonetheless make sense of
it? Let us begin by recognizing that the paragraph is structured chronologically — we start in Mitzrayim at
the point of the Exodus (“This is the bread our ancestors ate in the Land of Mitzrayim”), move to Israel
during the Temple period (““Anyone in need — let him come eat a Pesach”), acknowledge contemporary
reality, and finally express our hopes for the future. Our scripted invitation to the needy is a deliberate
flashback to the Temple period, when all Israel was camped out in Jerusalem, and the “haves” provided
for those who could not afford their own lamb for the Pesach sacrifice. It is not intended as a direct
critique of Diaspora practice. Nonetheless, surely one purpose of the Pesach sacrifice was to create a
circumstance in which each Jew of means had direct responsibility for the poor. Can we maintain the
spirit of the law when the letter remains sadly out of reach? I don’t think the solution is necessarily
open-air barbecue seders in public parks. Chazal (Bava Batra 7b) recognize a legitimate tension between
the right to privacy and the obligation to remain accessible to the poor. Residents of a courtyard may
legally compel each other to pay for the construction of a gatehouse; yet Elijah the prophet stopped
visiting one chasid’s courtyard once a gatehouse was built, in protest against his exclusion of the poor. The
proper balance between these values depends on social and individual circumstances. In a perfect world,
no one responds to the last-minute Pesach invitation, because all the poor have already been provided for.
We can recline in the privacy and freedom of our houses and hotels without guilt, but only if we have done
our part in advance to ensure that the poor have the wherewithal to make their own sedarim.
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Predictive Prophecy and Free Will

"The world's a stage, where G-d's omnipotence/ His justice, knowledge, love, and providence/ do act the
parts." Guillaume de Salluste's metaphor seems an apt summary of the Torah's account of the Exodus. In
Genesis 15:13-14, G-d tells Abraham "Know definitively that your descendants will be aliens in a land not
their own, whose inhabitants will enslave and afflict them - for four hundred years. I will also judge the
nation for which they will slave, after which they will leave with great wealth". Unsurprisingly, G-d's
predictions come true; viewed through the lens of Genesis, the Jews and Egyptians of Exodus seem to be
reading their lines off a comprehensive Divine script.

This reading of biblical history, however, is psychologically and theologically bittersweet. Every extension
of G-d's control limits human freedom - if G-d wills a specific version of history, man's experience of
choice is illusory. G-d's detailed foretelling of the Jews' Egyptian experience magnifies His glory, but at
the expense of His people's dignity.

Variations of this paradox have occupied Jewish thinkers in every age. In Mishnah Avot 3:15, for example,
Rabbi Akiva states that "All is foreseen, yet freedom is granted”, clearly recognizing that he affirms a
contradiction. Similarly, In Laws of Repentance 5:5, Maimonides writes "And should you say "But G-d
knows what will be, and thus must know in advance whether someone will be righteous or wicked. For if
G-d knows that he will be righteous, and there remains a possibility that he will be wicked, G-d's
knowledge is uncertain. Know that the answer to this question is longer than the earth and wider than the
sea . . . but you must understand that G-d's knowledge, unlike human knowledge, is His essence . . .
Accordingly, to understand His knowledge would be to understand Him, which is impossible, as it is
written "for a person shall not see Me and live" . . . Accordingly, we do not have the ability to understand
how G-d knows all our activities but we know without doubt that Man's actions are in our own hands and
G-d does not influence us or compel us".

Maimonides' thesis that G-d's knowledge is qualitatively unique and therefore non-determinative became,
despite cogent and biting criticism from Gersonides, the standard Jewish approach. Whatever its
philosophic merit, however, it cannot resolve the difficulties posed by the biblical account of history. In
Genesis, G-d conveys His foreknowledge of Exodus to Avraham, thus transforming Divine into human
knowledge. The certainty of Avraham's human foreknowledge should have precluded free human choice.

Other elements of Exodus hint at a different view of history, one in which the human actors are given
great freedom to interpret and even write material. At the start of Parashat Bo, for example, G-d tells
Moshe "Go to Pharaoh, for I have hardened his heart and those of his court". Moshe complies and tells
Pharaoh that should he not release the Jews, locusts will decimate Egyptian agriculture. But G-d never
mentioned locusts! Midrashim suggest that Moshe derived hints from other prophetic works, from
abbreviations written on the sacred staff he carried, et al. The medieval commentator Chizkuni, however,
basing himself on Isaiah 44:26's description of G-d as "upholder of the word of his servants", explains that
G-d gave Moshe the right to announce any plague he thought appropriate. Midrashim similarly cite this
verse in Isaiah in relation to Moshe's breaking the first Tablets, separating from his wife, adding an extra
day of communal preparation for Revelation, and stating to Pharaoh before the ons et of the plague of
Darkness that they would no longer meet.

And on rereading, even the apparently most fixed elements of the play seem flexible. The Jews actually
spent considerably less than four hundred years in Egypt, and only part of that time as slaves. Midrashim
accordingly explain that the four hundred years of Genesis 15:13 referred to the time they would spend as
aliens, not as slaves, and included Yitzchak's stay in Gerar. Surely this would not have been Avraham's
understanding of his own prophecy.

This flexibility extends to Egyptians as well as Jews. In Exodus 4:22, before the plagues begin, G-d
commands Moshe to tell Pharaoh that refusal to release the Jews will cause the death of his first-born son.
The actual Plague of the First-Born kills every first-born in Egypt, including those of servants and
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animals. Why the change? The medieval commentator R. Ovadiah Seforno argues compellingly that the
plagues were intended to educate the Egyptians to worship G-d. Had they succeeded, perhaps only
Pharaoh's first-born would have died. Indeed, in Genesis 15:14 G-d promised only to judge the enslaving
nation, leaving ambiguous the outcome of that judgment.

Try and picture this revised, almost bloodless Exodus. What would Judaism be like, what would the world
be like, if the Jewish nation had been born out of Egyptian religious recognition rather than plagues, if our
formative historical experience had been one of aliyah rather than escape?

But if history is really contingent and mutable, what's the point of prophecy? Why make predictions
whose meaning becomes clear only in retrospect?

Perhaps because prophecy, like providence, is a double-edged sword. Knowing that G-d has a rigid plan
provides comfort and security, but at the same time removes responsibility. If things will work out
anyway, if world redemption is inevitable, why should we exert ourselves to bring it?

Ambiguous prophecy, however, imposes responsibility. By showing us the potential consequences of our
actions, it obligates us to strive to realize the best interpretations.

In this light, the message of the biblical account of Exodus is twofold. Certainly it demonstrates that G-d
acts in history, that He relates to and cares about the world and Jews in particular. At the same time, by
hinting at alternate possible Exodi it stresses the human responsibility for history.
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Thoughts on the Prophet Eliyahu

2009

Eliyahu the prophet makes perhaps the most dramatic entrance in Tanakh. We can legitimately describe
him as “bursting upon the scene”, for Eliyahu is not born, has no history, and introduces himself by
making the radically presumptuous claim “By the Life of G-d, there will be no dew or rain except by my
word”. One cannot help but notice that he seems to be emphasizing his own role unnecessarily: does the
rain not depend, ultimately, on G-d’s decision rather than on Eliyahu’s own word? Is a prophet anything
more than the voice — however personal and subjective - that conveys G-d’s decisions to humanity?

And this initial episode is typical rather than anomalous. Eliyahu forces G-d’s hand time and time again,
and at times openly defies Him. Yet his career ends with his greatness unchallenged, and with G-d
showing him every sign of favor. Why does G-d favor and choose such an independent spokesman?

We will approach this issue by exploring several reckonings with what I see as the central issue of this
episode, namely why Eliyahu takes this task upon himself rather than upon G-d’s prophets as a class.

1) Eliyahu is contrasting his powers with those of the prophets of Baal. He understands that he cannot, at
least at this point, compel the idolatrous prophets into permitting a direct challenge between Baal and
Hashem, but he can establish his own credibility. This episode should be seen as a necessary precursor to
that direct challenge, wwhich takes place several chapters later on Mount Carmel..

2) Eliyahu is at this point the only public prophet of G-d, as Jezebel has wiped out the remainder. Perhaps
he does not wish to even hint that there are other prophets, lest they be found and killed. Perhaps, if he
left it as a possibility that other prophets could undo his decree, they would be tortured by the king and
queen until they agreed to do so.

3) There were false prophets of G-d around in addition to idolatrous prophets. Any one of those false
prophets could at any time declare in G-d’s name that the drought was ending, thus making Eliyahu’s later
accurate declaration seem just a lucky guess. Only by personalizing the test could Eliyahu ensure that
fraudulent prophetic pretenders would not undermine his test and leave his public jaundiced and cynical
by the time he agreed to end the drought.

4) Eliyahu was aware of and willing to publicly acknowledge the legitimacy of many contemporary
prophets. But while he acknowledged them, he didn’t trust them not to feel sympathy for the suffering of
the drought-ridden Jews. Eliyahu understands that the drought is his own initiative; he believes that G-d
will support his decision, but he realizes that the Divine Will could respond in many different ways to the
situation he faces. In other words, Eliyahu makes the rain dependent on his word, not on G-d’s, to limit
G-d’s freedom of action, to prevent G-d from ending the test early through the voice of another prophet.
“Trust my judgement”, he says to G-d, “or fire me”.

The fourth suggestion seems to me to fit best with both the text and its Talmudic interpretation. The
midrash records that in the end G-d had to force, or in some versions trick, Eliyahu into ending the
drought. There are three keys in Heaven, we are told: those of birth, of resurrection, and of rain. Human
beings may possess at most one of these at a time. Eliyahu is overcome by guilt, or perhaps by moral
anger, at the sudden death of the son of his benevolent Tzarfatite hostess. As a result he asks for the key to
resurrection, and must give up the key to rain.

The implication of this midrash is that G-d found a third way; He neither fired Eliyahu nor, ultimately, did
He trust Eliyahu’s judgement. This generates an inherently unstable situation, and as would be expected,
Eliyahu soon finds a way of simultaneously challenging G-d and the Jews again. He summons the
prophets of Baal to a challenge match atop Mount Carmel. Each of them slaughters a cow, and prays to
their respective god to set it afire. The midrash notes that Eliyahu thus violates the prohibition of bringing
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sacrifices outside the Temple, meaning that whatever the short-term consequences of his deeds, in the
long term he almost certainly helps make it impossible for the kings of the Israelite kingdom to eliminate
that practice, which becomes the bane of many later prophets.

But Eliyahu does not give G-d any real options; once again, he forces G-d to choose between backing him
up and firing him. Eliyahu’s position vis-a-vis G-d is stronger this time, as by backing him up regarding
the drought G-d has irrevocably bound His credibility up with Eliyahu’s. So G-d sends the flame and
consumes the slaughtered cow, and the awestruck people declare that “Hashem is the L-rd, Hashem is the
L-rd”, and massacre the prophets of Baal. But the next day Jezebel tells Eliyahu that his life is forfeit, and
we see in her words no sense that murdering Eliyahu will generate any significant popular outrage.

We next see Eliyahu in the wilderness in suicidal depression. This time, at least superficially, he does not
seek to limit G-d's options, but to take away his own. “Take my life”, he asks G-d, “for I am not better than
my predecessors”.

What generates Eliyahu’s depression? Presumably not the threat to his life; Jezebel has been slaughtering
all G-d’s prophets for years. Rather, he is depressed because the failure of the Mount Carmel challenge
indicates that his whole career has been a mistake. Above all, Eliyahu is the prophet of the dramatic,
charismatic gesture. His opening scene set the tone for his entire career. Mount Carmel was the ultimate
dramatic gesture, it worked perfectly, and nonetheless, the next day it seems that the world is unaffected.

Let us take a moment to understand the meaning of Eliyahu’s reliance on the dramatic. His goal, as he
memorably phrases it during the challenge, is to force Israel to choose between extremes: “How long will
you stand on the threshold of two gates?” In other words, Eliyahu believes that the people deep down
understand that G-d is G-d, but are unwilling to face the implications of that understanding. By posing the
choice starkly, by making them understand that their behavior denies what they understand to be true,
Eliyahu thinks he can make the Jews commit to G-d unconditionally. But now he sees that he cannot
make them sustain that commitment. So this time he does not tell G-d “Trust me or fire me”, but rather
“Fire me; You trusted me and I failed”.

Once again, though, G-d does not fire him. Instead, He sends an angel with food, and takes Eliyahu
through a very explicit reenactment of Mosheh Rabbeinu’s time on Har Sinai. Eliyahu goes forty days and
forty nights without water, and ends up on Har Choreiv, Mount Sinai, in the cave where G-d hid Moshe
while His Glory passed. A voice comes to Eliyahu, saying: “What are you doing here, Eliyahu?”

Eliyahu understands that he is being asked for a self-justification. His answer brilliantly captures who he
is. At the same time, it makes us wonder whether the request that G-d fire him was not just another
dramatic gesture, a plea for reassurance rather than a recognition of error. He says: “I have been very
zealous for G-d, L-rd of Hosts, for the Children of Israel have abandoned Your Covenant. They have
destroyed Your altars and put Your prophets to the sword. I am left alone, and they seek to take my life”.
We get a clear sense that his life is not worthless, that when push comes to shove his failure is their fault.

Let us not rush to condemn Eliyahu here. He believes in free will, in other words he believes that nothing
he does can necessitate that his audiences will make the right decisions, just as nothing can deprive them
of responsibility for their wrong decisions. He can legitimately believe that he gave them the best chance
of making the right decision, but they nonetheless failed.

G-d responds by showing Eliyahu a complex vision. First there is a hurricane, then an earthquake, then a
wildfire — but G-d is not in any of these - and finally a quiet, delicate voice. G-d then repeats His question,
word for word.

The simplest understanding of this tableau is that Eliyahu’s dramatic path is represented by the three
powerful natural phenomena, whereas the quiet delicate voice represents an alternative and preferred
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prophetic method. Eliyahu responds to G-d’s repeated question by repeating his previous answer, word
for word. The vision, so far as we can tell, leaves him unchanged. Let us explore this interaction further.

My student Yeshuah Rabenstein argues that here, with exquisite irony, G-d adopts Eliyahu’s own method
to instruct him. The reenactment of Mosheh’s experience, the powerful vision, all these are dramatic
demonstrations, not quiet delicate voices. And yet they leave Eliyahu unchanged. Perhaps, Yeshuah
suggested, the point of this whole episode was to make Eliyahu realize that dramatic moments do not
change people. Realizing that G-d’s drama had not changed him — even momentarily - he would become
more sympathetic to the people’s failure to be changed by his dramas.

I think Yeshuah’s perception is spectacular, but I also think his suggestion is caught in its own ironic web.
If Eliyahu understands that he is unchanged because G- d’s educational method was (deliberately) flawed,
and not because he made the free choice to reject His message, then the method has not failed, and we are
back where we started. I accept the irony, but I'm not convinced Eliyahu got it or could reasonably have
been expected to get it.

Another student of mine, Chaim Strauchler, suggests that Eliyahu thought the whole vision was a test of
his determination. He repeats his self-justification word for word because he thinks he is supposed to; the
repetition is a repentance, a teshuvah, for his earlier despair.

My own sense is that Eliyahu understands that he is supposed to change, but consciously refuses to do so.
Let me note here that this is a longstanding opinion of mine; my chavruta Eliyahu Teitz and I argued
about this while I was still in yeshiva. Eliyahu Teitz thought that Eliyahu HaNavi simply failed to
understand what G-d wanted, but I refused to accept this.

I further admit that my refusal had a deep emotional basis, for I identified with Eliyahu, especially in that
moment of, as I understood it, defiance. During my college and semikhah years I would frequently read
that chapter to renew my determination in the face of seemingly overwhelming opposition. This was,
however, not a psychologically original experience on my part. Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch records that
he would reread this chapter once a month, and his foundational pedagogic work, Horeb, is named after
Eliyahu’s experience. (We will encounter Rav Hirsch’s spectacular counterreading of this episode later in
this essay.) One prefers not to identify with figures who just don’t get it.

Eliyahu is a self-described zealot, and a large part of zealotry is absolute and unshakable conviction —
which, with apologies to modernity, is not always a bad thing. Another Biblical use of the word zealotry
indicates that it can involve a dedication to the best interests of someone who may put other interests
above his own. When Yehoshuah urges Mosheh to condemn Eldad and Meidad for their temerity in
continuing to prophesy in Mosheh's lifetime (or, midrashically, for prophesying that Mosheh will die
before reaching the Promised Land), Mosheh’s somewhat bemused response is: “Are you being zealous for
me?”

The other prominent zealot in Tanakh, Pinchas, seems clearly to be praised for his zealotry. His killing of
Zimri and Kazbi successfully aborts a raging Divine plague, and G-d Himself grants him “a covenant of
eternal priesthood”. Thus Pinchas’s zealotry, as opposed to Eliyahu’s, is effective. Nonetheless, the
midrash identifies Pinchas with Eliyahu.

This midrashic identification is based both on the term “zealot” and by the suddenness of Eliyahu’s
appearance — as noted above, he is never born — and the absence of Pinchas’ death, although he seems to
remain prominent throughout Joshua’s leadership. We could treat this as simply a formulaic application
of what Yitzchak Heineman called “conservation of personalities”.

I think, however, that such a treatment would be superficial, especially as “conservation of personalities”
usually identifies a bit player with a prominent figure rather than identifying two prominent figures. The
midrashists (not to mention Gersonides, who endorses this identification in his commentary) knew full
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well that Pinchas and Eliyahu’s careers were markedly different. Whatever their motivation for identifying
the two Biblical figures, they must have had an account of the differences.

Let us now make a fuller accounting of those differences. We have already noted that Pinchas’s zealotry is
effective whereas Eliyahu’s is not. We might say more sharply that Pinchas’s zealotry saves many lives at
the cost of two, whereas Eliyahu’s zealotry generates a massacre, and he seems to want yet more deaths.
Let us add that G-d describes Pinchas as a zealot whereas Eliyahu is self-described. My student Aharon
Ross notes that Pinchas is zealous spontaneously, whereas Eliyahu’s zealotry is implemented through
elaborate plans. I might reformulate that by saying that Eliyahu seems to be a constant zealot. Finally,
Pinchas is rewarded for his zealotry, whereas Tanakh describes G-d’s reaction to Eliyahu’s self-
description with real sharpness: “Go, return to your way through the desert to Damascus. When you
arrive, you will anoint Chazal King of Aram and Yehu ben Nimshi King of Israel, and you will anoint
Elisha ben Shafat of Aveil M’cholah as prophet in your stead”. The midrash alertly rephrases the ending as
“I don’t want your prophecy”. In other words, Eliyahu is fired (finally) for his zealotry.

How do the midrashists account for these differences when they identify Pinchas and Eliyahu? Why do
they bother? My contention is that they must have developed an integrated, holistic vision of the life of
Pinchas-Eliyahu.

Let us return to, and examine more closely, G-d’s reaction to Pinchas’ zealotry. We mentioned that He
grants him “a covenant of eternal priesthood”; this seems an appropriate reward. But G-d also informs
Mosheh “Behold, I am giving him My covenant of peace”, which seems less character-appropriate. Zealots
rarely look forward to lives of peace and tranquility.

Furthermore, the midrash claims that Pinchas does not become an ordinary priest, but rather assumes the
office of war-priest. We next meet him leading the Jewish forces into battle against Midyan. What kind of
job is that for someone with G-d’s covenant of peace? Then, at the end of Joshua, he serves as Grand
Inquisitor as the community investigates whether the tribes on the East Bank of the Jordan have
committed idolatry. While he absolves them, the sense we get is that he was appointed because he could
be counted on to lead the enforcers in if they were guilty. He is then identifies as the High Priest who
serves as the oracle of Hashem during the civil war between Benjamin and the other tribes that concludes
the Book of Judges. Hashem’s instructions to the tribes, conveyed through Pinchas, are to attack and
attack again.

Finally, another midrash — a midrash which deserves to be widely publicized in that it demonstrates that
the midrashists “got” it, that they understood and to some degree shared the feminist critique of
patriarchal society — sums up Pinchas’s character in less than attractive fashion. In Judges, we learn that
Yiftach made an oath to sacrifice to G-d the first living being emerging from his house upon his successful
return from battle. To his shock and dismay, his daughter was first out of the house to greet him. With a
heavy heart, Yiftach sacrifices his daughter. (The simple sense of the words is that he killed her.
Nachmanides, however, suggests that he only forbade her from marrying, but that the text treats this as
equivalent to murder. His reading has much in both text and context to recommend it.)

The midrashists wonder why Yiftach did not have his vow annulled, as halakhah permits. (They don’t
address an even more obvious halakhic question, namely why the vow was binding at all when it required
violating the prohibition against murder, and vows to perform illegal acts are halakhic nullities.) They
respond that Yiftach, as political leader, felt that only the High Priest had sufficient stature to annul his
vow. So he sent a message to the High Priest asking him to come. The High Priest, however, thought that
Yiftach should come to him, and they were unable to resolve this dispute. The midrash sums up: “Between
the two of them the girl was lost”. Who was the High Priest? Pinchas!

So in the aftermath of his initial act of zealotry, Pinchas becomes warpriest, Grand Inquisitor, and a man

so insistent on the dignity of his office that he has no concern for collateral casualties. How do we square
this portrait with his having received G-d’s Covenant of Peace?
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I'd like to suggest that the midrash makes the following claim. Zealots are good, but dangerous. A zealous
who gets something right does wonders, but habitual zealots will eventually get something important
wrong. So G-d’s initial reaction to Pinchas is “Great! You have done well, and earned a great reward. Don’t
do it again!”.

To cement and emphasize his point, G-d announces that he is giving, notein, his covenant of peace to
Pinchas. The choice of verb is significant, as covenants are more often established by the consent of all
parties involved — one is koreit a covenant — than given (see Genesis 17:2 for the other instance).

Let me therefore suggest the following as midrashic history. Pinchas kills Zimri and Kazbi, and G-d
approves but immediately offers him His covenant of peace lest his zealotry metastasize. Pinchas turns it
down — his identity is bound up with his zealotry. Over time, as G-d (k’b’yakhol) watches nervously, he
becomes warpriest, and signs of incipient disaster emerge in the episode with Yiftach. Pinchas gradually
becomes Eliyahu. At Mount Carmel, he makes the long-feared mistake. Mount Carmel is a disaster —
people die, and no one is changed.

So G-d takes Eliyahu to Choreiv. He hopes that Eliyahu will be influenced simply by the historical parallel
to Mosheh, who argued with G-d on behalf of the Jews rather than against them. As the midrash puts it —
“Mosheh sought the honor of the father and the son, but Eliyahu only sought the honor of the father”.
Perhaps G-d also hoped Eliyahu would learn from His own mistakes. R. Eliyahu Dessler argued that a key
message of the Exodus narrative is that people are never really changed by dramatic one-shot experiences
— if the Revelation at Sinai, following on the heels of the Ten Plagues, could not prevent the Golden Calf
from occurring almost immediately, how could Eliyahu expect his showmanship at Mount Carmel to
seriously affect Baal-worship?

But Eliyahu is unmoved. So G-d takes him to the cave, and, via the vision, offers him the Covenant of
peace on more time. And Eliyahu turns it down again. Two strikes, and he’s out.

The last verses of Malachi, however, seem to present a very different view of Eliyahu. “Behold I am
sending you Eliyah the prophet before the coming of the great and terrible Day of the Lord. He will return
the hearts of fathers to sons, and the hearts of sons to fathers, lest I come and smite the land utterly”.
Here Eliyahu is presented as a figure of peace, almost an anti-zealot. In midrash, Eliyahu’s post- Biblical
career is almost always described in terms compatible with that verse. Eliyahu brings peace and comfort,
recognizes the significance of comedians, etc.

I suggest that the midrashists posited that Eliyahu is offered the covenant of peace a third time, in
Heaven, and that this time he accepts.

That is one version of history. It resolves many difficulties, as we have shown, but also generates some
new questions.

First: why does G-d take so long to fire Eliyahu if we can, in retrospect, see the danger signs all along?
Second: Eliyahu as a purely Biblical figure is not consistently without compassion; he argues with G-d on
behalf of the widow who hosts him, for example. How does that episode fit with the midrash’s claim that
he cared “only for the honor of the Father”?

Perhaps these two questions answer one another — perhaps Eliyahu’s compassion finally disappears in the
crushing aftermath of Mount Carmel. But they have also been used as the basis or what we can call
“alternative biographies” of Eliyahu.

One alternative is offered by Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, present Chief Rabbi of England. He notes that while
in the cave on Mount Choreiv G-d is not in the whirlwind, in the book of Job G-d does appear out of a
whirlwind. Rabbi Sacks accordingly argues that G-d does not reject Eliyahu in toto at Choreiv, but at most
points out that Mount Carmel was an error. Indeed, Eliyahu might well have remembered that G-d’s
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original appeared to Mosheh at Sinai out of a flame, and His public appearance there was accompanied by
loud sounds.

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch offers a far more radical rereading. He suggests that the point of the vision
was not to reject Eliyahu’s path, but to reassure him of its necessity. The verse in Malachi teaches us that
Eliyahu comes before the Messiah, that Eliyahu is the harbinger of redemption. That, says R. Hirsch, is
precisely the message of the vision — that the quiet delicate voice cannot come before the hurricane,
earthquake, and wildfire have passed. Eliyahu is depressed because he cannot see the results of his work,
so G-d shows him that his work is a necessary preparation for redemption. (Indeed, while the Revelation
at Sinai may not have “worked”, in the sense of making the whole population permanently faithful to
Hashem, would anyone argue that it was unnecessary or counterproductive?)

In Rav Hirsch’s reading, the command to anoint Elisha is not a rejection but a confirmation; G-d uses it to
tell Eliyahu that his work will in fact live on. Indeed, Elisha is if anything a less compassionate figure than
Eliyahu, and the text describes his role as that of killing those Baal-worshippers who escape the swords of
Chazael and Yehu, Eliyahu’s anointees as kings of Aram and Israel respectively.

R. Hirsch’s reading has several other textual advantages. First, Eliyahu’s Biblical career does not end after
this episode, indeed it has not yet reached its halfway point. Second, why does Hashem send the angel to
revive Eliyahu in the wilderness if in fact “he is not better than his ancestors”, and it would be better for
his career to be ended?

But let us assume that there is some tension between G-d and Eliyahu in the prophetic relationship, that
G-d regularly seeks to moderate Eliyahu’s zealotry. We set that possibility up through a reading of the life
of Pinchas, but it can also emerge from the Eliyahu story itself. For example, after Eliyahu declares the
drought, G-d sends him to places where he will see the suffering his decree has inflicted, presumably to
make him aware of the consequences of his passions. Even R. Hirsch can admit that Hashem’s overall
endorsement of Eliyahu is not without its discomforts.

What drives Eliyahu in this relationship? What makes him either so sure of himself, or else so consumed
by his uncertainties, that he feels compelled to challenge G-d?

We noted earlier that in the scene at Har Choreiv Eliyahu is reenacting an encounter between Mosheh and
G-d. In that encounter, Mosheh asked to see G-d’s Glory, His kavod. According to the midrash, that meant
that Mosheh asked why bad things happen to good people, and why good things happen to bad people.

For Mosheh, and probably for most of us, the more difficult question of that pair was the first, why the
righteous suffer. It is hard to imagine a book titled “Why Good Things Happen to Bad People” being a
runaway bestseller. I suspect that this is because we live in a culture that is fundamentally optimistic
about human nature, which assumes that the vast majority of people have not behaved sufficiently badly
to deserve failure in the pursuit of happiness.

But it is possible to argue that justifying the suffering of the righteous is simple, whereas the success of the
wicked is a theological monstrosity. Let me illustrate, and then explain, why,

A famous Talmudic story tells of G-d taking Mosheh into R. Akiva’s classroom. Mosheh is impresses, by R.
Akiva, and asks to see the reward prepared for such a man. G-d shows him R. Akiva's flesh being sold in
the marketplaces. Mosheh exclaims: “This is Torah and this is its reward?” G-d replies: “Be silent! So it
arose in My mind”.

R. Eliyahu Dessler, whom we have met before, connects this story to a midrash, cited by Rashi in his
commentary to the Torah, which explains why the first chapter of Genesis always uses the name Elokim
for G-d whereas the second chapter uses Hashem Elokim. Elokim is taken to refer to G-d's attribute of
justice, whereas Hashem refers to His attribute of mercy. Says the midrash: It arose in G-d’s mind to
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create the world in accordance with justice, but He saw that it would not survive, so He made mercy a
partner in Creation.

Says R. Dessler: The inclusion of mercy in creation is not ideal, because Divine mercy erodes the dignity of
Man. In a world run in accordance with strict justice, every human moral decision has real and lasting
consequences. Mercy means that G-d will ignore some of our decisions and actions. R. Akiva’s reward was
the chance to live — however briefly and ultimately unsuccessfully — in a world of strict justice. Thus G-d
replied to Mosheh'’s challenge by referring him to what arose in His mind at the time of Creation.

Mercy, unlike justice, is random. One of my high school students would regularly complain that I gave
him lower grades on a test for the same answers as his peers. My reply would be that he had gotten exactly
the number of points those answers deserved, but that I had been merciful with the other students. He
would then demand the same degree of mercy, whereupon I would reply that it was of the essence of
mercy that it was not deserved and thus could not be demanded or held accountable to any standard.

In other words, bad things may happen to good people because, in a just world, who of us deserves better?
But good things happen to bad people when justice is arbitrarily replaced by mercy.

Eliyahu was deeply offended by the arbitrary nature of mercy. He demands consistency of G-d; “if You
require these things, You must enforce them, or our choices are not meaningful and dignified”.

In midrash, however, Eliyahu becomes the reconciler of opposites. He is, first of all, the person who lives
in Heaven, who is simultaneously an inhabitant of the Upper and Lower worlds. The verse in Malachi tells
us that he will reconcile the generations; he also appears at circumcisions, a moment of great generational
tension, and immediately after Shabbat, when the borders between sacred and profane blur. Finally, at
the seder we open the door to shout our imprecations at murderous pagans, but meanwhile Eliyahu comes
in, underscoring that to attack requires leaving our fortifications, and thus makes us vulnerable. (I owe
this insight to my friend Shoshanah Gelfand.) This is even more true when the battleground is spiritual or
intellectual.

Perhaps the midrash understands that only Eliyahu could play this role. When the idealistic among us are
counseled to moderate, we — often correctly - suspect that the apostles of moderation have no
understanding of idealism. But the world cannot survive strict justice, and so Eliyahu comes to tell us that,
while he of all people understands the powerful attraction of consistent idealism, he has learned that
mercy and ambiguity have legitimate roles to play.

May we successfully learn that lesson without in the process forgetting our ideals.
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Is Religious Education About Giving Answers, or About Generating

Questions?

January 27, 2012

The haggadah famously sees the Rabbis as seeing the Torah as addressing four sons, of whom the
youngest “does not know how to ask”. There is a rich interpretational history regarding the identities of
the other three sons, and of which verse is associated with which son. Rashi to Shemot 13:5-8 claims that
both the wicked and the “does not know how to ask” are addressed in the verse. The wicked son is
addressed by the statement “for the sake of this G-d acted on my behalf in Egypt”- on my (righteous)
behalf, and not on your (wicked) behalf. The “doesn’t know how to ask” is implied rather than outright
mentioned, as seems appropriate. 13:8 is not preceded by a question; the command “and you must tell
this over to your son” appears without preamble, from which we conclude that the son is unable to ask.

The problem with this reading is that it ends up with the wicked and not-asking sons receiving the same
answer. Rashi therefore concludes that the response to the not-asker is also implied rather than stated:
“vehagadta lebinkha” means that you should open him up via words of aggada that attract the heart.

This is the rare comment of Rashi that seems to me obvious eisegesis, as I'm not convinced the Biblical
“vehigadta” has an essential semantic relationship with the Rabbinic “aggada”, and therefore Rashi here
should be evaluated in terms of educational philosophy rather than as Biblical interpretation. The claim
here is that the best way to approach those who don’t know how to ask is via aggada, which attracts the
heart.

Now this does not seem to me a claim about how best to educate young children, but rather ignorant
adults. In that sense it may seem trivial — of course the best way to reach the ignorant is to teach them
something attractive. Note that Rashi in at least two other places warns against being too caught up in
addictively pleasant Torah — on Berakhot 28b he understands the caution against higayon as referring to
Tanakh study “that attracts”, and on Shabbat 115a he explains that study of Ketuvin on Shabbat distracts
laymen from the public halakhic lecture, which is better for them. So the purpose of aggada here is to
open up the ignorant until they can ask questions, at which point one begins to teach them halakhah
instead, such as the laws of the afikomen.

The initial educational goal, then, is to engage students’ interest to the point that they have questions.
When that point is reached, however, is the point to get them to ask more questions, or rather to give
them answers? And is it clear that, once the students are opened up, that their questions will be good and
wise, rather than wicked?

The response to the wicked son is direct and harsh, and yet I tend to assume, I think most of us would,
that its purpose is to force him to ask questions of himself — whether he really wants to be the kind of
person whom G-d would not redeem, or differently, whom his own parents would see as unworthy of
redemption. When is this educational technique effective? And by wicked, do we refer to an overall
evaluation of the person, or to any aspect of personality that is under the sway of the yetzer hara? Does
Rav Moshe’s radical claim that we are all tinokot shenishbu, infants raised in an alien culture, and
therefore in a sense not fully responsible for at least some of our sins, mean that we cannot be truly
wicked for these purposes?
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And the Number One MO Meme Is...

January 27, 2015

Designers of Modern Orthodox curricula need to think not only about ideas but about how to embed those
ideas in memorable textual readings. What are the ten best Modern Orthodox vorts on the parshah?
What are the three standard Modern Orthodox divrei Torah to give at a sheva berakhot?

One of my top 10 MO memes is that G-d stopped the angels from singing when He unsplit the Reed Sea.
"The products of My hands are drowning in the sea, and you seek to sing?!" This sentence and setting
beautifully capture and affirm the tension between universalism and particularism so central to Modern
Orthodoxy. G-d loves us Jews, and protects us Jews, and yet He sorrows whenever His relationship with
us comes at the expense of His other human creations.

So it was deeply upsetting to me when, in my freshman year at YU, I heard Meir Kahane claim that this
midrash was a liberal invention, and that the midrashactually spoke of the angels being refused
permission because the Jews were not yet fully across.

I found the overall experience of Kahane, in particular his capacity to insult his followers without
consequence, simply terrifying. It gave me a lasting distrust and fear of charismatics and charismatic
education. But what if he was right, and one of the foundations of my religious identity was hollow?
Disliking a Torah claim is not sufficient grounds for rejecting it.

Here is the version of the Midrash found in Tanchuma Beshallach 13.
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"Then did (Mosheh and Bnei Yisroel) sing" -
At the time that the Jews were camped by the sea, the Ministering Angels came to extol the Holy Blessed
One, but He did not give them leave,
as Scripture says (Exodus 14:20): "they did not near (karav) one to the other . . .",
and it says (Yeshayahu 6:3) "and they called (kara) one to the other".
To whom were they comparable?
To a king whose son was captured. He dressed for revenge against his enemies and set out to rescue his
son, and the populace came to recite his glory.
He said to them: "When I redeem my son you may extol me!"
So -
The Jews were in peril by the sea. The Ministering Angels came to praise the Holy Blessed One, but He
angrily rebuked them.
He said to them: "My children are in danger, and you are extolling Me?!"

It is indisputable that in this version G-d stops the angels from singing because the Jews are still in
trouble, not because the Egyptians are drowning. The whole point is that G-d has not yet intervened, and
so the Egyptians are not yet drowning. The clear implication is that the angel's singing would be
premature rather than inherently inappropriate.

On Megillah 10b and Sanhedrin 39b the text is as follows:
?2"n%"70 2 At N nT ap X" (T nmw) 2T 'Rn
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M'Y NI NN DRI 1w
'1?77'w DININ DNRILDMA 'YAI0 'T AWYN' XN N2 WITRN 1R
What is meant by the verse "and they did not draw near one to the other all that night"?
At that time the Ministering Angels sought to say the Song before the Holy Blessed One.
The Holy Blessed One said to them: "The products of My hands are drowning in the sea, and you are
saying the Song before Me!?"

Only the Egyptians were ever drowning in the sea. Furthermore, the Talmud in both contexts uses this
statement to support the claim that G-d does not rejoice at the downfall of the wicked, although he allows
those saved from the wicked to rejoice; thus Moshe and Israel sing, but the angels cannot. So clearly the
Talmudic version cannot be read the way Kahane suggested.

But which version is correct?

The Tanchuma is almost certainly the original, because the prooftext - "they did not draw near one to the
other" - discusses the night before the Jews even enter the sea, let alone before G-d drowns the Egyptians
in it.

On the other hand, the Tanchuma cannot fit in the Bavli at all! So the "Modern Orthodox version" was
accepted by the editors of the Talmud. In other words, if this version is a liberal invention, we can only
conclude that the compilers of these sugyot, the stammas d'gemara, were liberals. The weakness of the
exegetical argument strengthens the authority of its substance.

I would be very comfortable religiously if my universalism places me with the editors of the Talmud
against Meir Kahane.

I want to suggest further that applying the phrase "products of My hands" to Gentiles is a Talmudic
Modern Orthodox meme. Here is my evidence, fromSanhedrin 98b. The context is a discussion of why
Joshua's conquest of Israel was supported by miracles, whereas Ezra's return was not:
"IM"7 0119 72 129021 ,NT7' Y70 7Y 1T 12270 TR VI - 10T T2 0K IR R 19RY"
?"322 75 M 'R0
17W N1I22 75V 'n 120 R PNYY 1 K20 R
2"In"7 019 72 1D9N1" XNl
IR LT WY 177010 T AW 1770 IRIN N2 WITEN MKW nYywR ;N0 7w X'YNoin7yn 7 X709 anir a0 nx
17X 1190 178 TARX
(Yirmiyah 30:6) "Investigate please, and see, whether a male is giving birth - why do I see every man
with his hands on his loins like a birthing woman, and all faces turned green?"
What is the referent of "I see every man"?
Said Rava bar Yitzchak said Rav: He to Whom all male virtue belongs;
And what is the referent of "and all faces turned green'"?

Said Rabbi Yochanan: The famalia above and the famalia below, at the time when The Holy Blessed One

said: 'These are the products of My hands, and these are the products of My hands - how can I destroy

these for the sake of those?'

Rashi identifies the two famalias as the angels and the Jews, and makes the contextual meaning clear:
2NN’ IR 1190 DD FTAIVA 1'AYAY NYWA IR T XY 0NN KN N wITEn - "7Y nnnan 'y m
17X 1190 178 TaARK"

"To Whom all male virtue belongs" - The Holy Blessed One is Himself in pain like a birthing woman and
says, at the time that he removes the idolaters for the sake of the Jews, "How can I destroy these for the
sake of those?"

Orthodox subcultures replicate successfully when their key ideas can be captured in viral rabbinic
soundbites. Think "hechadash assur min haTorah," or "avira d'Eretz Yisrael makhkim." Each of these
can be funny to sophisticates. After all, the Chatam Sofer's use of the first phrase to oppose creativity was
a creative pun, and contemporary Israel programs cite the second phrase to prove that true Torah
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learning can only take place in Israel, when the quote itself is taken from the Babylonian Talmud! But they
are nonetheless the engines of cultural success.

The idea that G-d's love of Jews does not exclude His regarding all humanity as His handiwork, and that
He cries when forced to choose between them, is demonstrably the intent of Chazal, albeit not the intent
of Shemot 16:20. One measure of a Modern Orthodox day school's success should be whether every
student knows the sentence n'a n'walv 1 'wyn and its attendant vort.

I invite nominations for the other nine members of the top 10.
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How and Why We Must Teach Our Children Well

January 8, 2016

I put off watching Hotel Rwanda for a long time. This past Tenth of Tevet, in the afternoon, I finally
steeled myself and watched it. Not all at once — I needed breaks, and so the movie wasn’t quite done when
it was time for minchah. But I couldn’t bear to eat before finishing, so my fast lasted about twenty minutes
longer than everyone else’s.

The leitmotif of the film is a radio station playing in the background which constantly refers to Tutsi
people as “cockroaches” and encourages Hutu people to commit genocide against them, with devastating
success. My mind went constantly to Parashat Shemot, in which the Jews “multiply and swarm”, like
insects. (Or locusts — the eighth plague may be a poetically just response to the Mitzriyim’s image of the
Jews.)

Now I know full well that there is an attempt to commit genocide against the Jews in (just about) every
generation. I also know that it is not only the Jews. Several years ago Gann Academy held an
extraordinary assembly in which a Bosnian survivor told stories of longtime friends and childhood
playmates turning into genocidal murderers; I hold no brief for Holocaust uniqueness. But the word
cockroaches got to me viscerally. What kind of people can be persuaded to regard other human beings as
cockroaches?

Here’s the educational problem. The simplest answer is that people who hold such opinions become, or
always were, as worthless as cockroaches. How can we appreciate the enormity of their evil without
repeating it?

It will not work to say that we despise the sinners, but not their genes. Cockroaches do not spawn
chihuahuas, and nothing depresses a Manhattanite more than seeing a baby roach — you know there are
thousands more where that one came from.

How do we teach the Book of Exodus so that our children and students really feel grateful for G-d’s rescue,
and still have them understand deep in their souls why G-d stopped the angels from singing while the
Mitzriyim drowned? How do we allow ourselves to know that Palestinian public culture unambivalently
celebrates the murderers of our friends and neighbors and children, and yet not have our children grow
up to murder their babies, and then celebrate those murders?

No, it is not good enough if only a few of our children grow up that way, no matter how spectacularly the
rest turn out.

Yes, we are responsible for the way all our children grow up. Even those who rebel against us are shaped
by our community.

It is absurd to claim that all the good in our community is internally generated, and all the evil the result
of malicious external influences. But even if that were plausible, we would still be responsible to develop a
pedagogy that would enable our children to resist those influences.

One instinctive response to desecrations of Hashem’s Name such as the “wedding of hate” video is to deny
that intellectually reasonable people could read Jewish tradition as endorsing such behavior. The prima
facie problem, of course, is that some elements of the tradition seem to very much endorse such behavior.

In response, educators talk about the need for a more comprehensive perspective, so that isolated
passages that raise moral challenges do not become philosophic centerpieces. This is very true. But
children will never know enough (and most adults do not know enough) to have that kind of perspective,
and we cannot easily segregate the tradition into G, PG, and R rated components. For that matter, many
teachers, especially teachers of young children, do not have great breadth of knowledge.
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In a sense, we are dealing here with the core problem of all philosophy: How do we establish our basic
assumptions? We need to acknowledge that such assumptions cannot be proven; they can only be
instilled.

The core assumptions of a society are instilled not by the rote repetition of propositional statements but
rather by the transparent demonstration of values in action. For this purpose, Talmud Torah is an action,
perhaps the quintessential action. We need not just to teach our values, but to teach our texts in a manner
that demonstrates our values.

Here is an example. When the “Shimshon” song is sung, (as we must acknowledge it is at Dati Leumi
events, including Bnei Akiva gatherings, albeit generally without waving weapons), there is a tendency to
replace the “Plishtim” of the verse with “Palestinim.”

Now many commentators have correctly noted that this is halakhically illegitimate — the Talmud
(Berakhot 28a) rules that “Sancheriv already came and mixed up all the nations,” so that we now accept
male converts from the land of Ammon, even though the Torah explicitly states that an Ammonite male
may not enter the Congregation of Hashem. And it is true that discrimination against Ammonites is not
currently a problem in Orthodoxy.

My question is, however, whether we learn and teach as if this halakhah is true. For example, we translate
“Mitzriyim” as Egyptians, even though neither the Torah’s restriction of Mitzri conversion nor it’s
prohibition against ‘abominating’ them applies halakhically to contemporary Egyptians. Now I have not
heard of anyone making invidious comments about Egyptians on the basis of identifying them with the
Biblical Mitzriyim. But when we translate Mitzrayim as Egypt, without using the occasion to explicitly
make the caveat that Egyptians are not halakhically Mitzriyim, we undermine our efforts to separate
Plishtim from Palestinim.

This is not exclusively an Israeli problem. For example, there is a children’s song in America that
translated Amalek as Germans and Ishmaelites as Arabs, and before my wife and I protested, it was
taught to our children in both a Chabad and a Modern Orthodox day school.

The impulse behind these identifications is obvious; they create apparent relevance. And we cannot deny
that similar identifications are present throughout the Tradition. Perhaps the most common and powerful
example is the identification of Christianity with Esav. Contemporary warnings against faith in interfaith
cooperation are often accompanied by the citation “It is halakhah that Esav hates Yaakov.”

Historians point out that Esav was identified with the Roman Empire before the conversion of
Constantine, so that the identification with Christianity is an accidental outcome (and one which has
never really acknowledged the Reformation). Similarly, those who seek to apply Biblical description of
Yishmael to contemporary people can never keep straight whether they are talking about Arabs (including
Christian Arabs) or rather Muslims (including Indonesians etc.).

What these changes suggest is that — as Chazal said — there is no genetic connection between Biblical and
contemporary categories. Instead, there is an ongoing effort to use Biblical categories to interpret lived
experience. As with every act of interpretation, this makes human beings responsible for the implications
of Torah in this world. In a world where Jews have genuine, although secular power over others, we
cannot afford the indulgence of immediate but misleading relevance.
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The Wonder of Wonder and the Miracles of Miracles

January 20, 2015

If G-d split the Red Sea today, a flood of hydrologists would be sweeping toward the Middle East before
anyone could make it across on dry land. If frogs overnight populated every oven in Egypt, or a plague
chas veshalom killed firstborns exclusively, an ocean of virtual ink would drown anyone seeking to leave
the event inexplicable. At least, I suspect, this would be the case within Modern Orthodoxy. Does this
reflect a lack of faith, or religious maturity?

Maimonides notes brilliantly that the first thing Avraham does after arguing with G-d about Sodom is to
wake up and smell the sulfur. Any time angels appear in a narrative, he insists, everything that happens is
a dream. The destruction of Sodom as we read it in Torah is Avraham’s dream. But when Avraham wakes
up, there really is sulfur in the air.

The Torah describes the destruction of Sodom from the perspective of a religious sensibility, but what
happened could also be told in the driest objective materialist language. Perhaps it was a volcanic
eruption, or a sandstorm, or a massive invasion of carnivorous fireflies, or whatever.

My question is whether Avraham could distinguish the dream from the reality; did Avraham know that he
was imposing meaning on a naturally explicable order, or did he believe that Sodom had literally been
destroyed by an eruption of Divine justice into an ordinarily self-contained universe?

Here’s why this matters. Many of us actively resist seeing tsunamis as different in theological kind from
gentle beachside breakers. If miracles can be recognized only when physical explanations are impossible,
then it would be miraculous for us ever to recognize a miracle. (This argument was made by Isaac Breuer.)
We cannot relate to an Avraham who thought G-d’s anger meant that physical effects could proceed from
exclusively metaphysical causes. But we should have no difficulty relating to an Avraham with experience
of volcanoes but who had never before seen them as ignited by angels.

Every age develops its own naturalistic explanation of the plagues, and at least for Maimonideans, such
explanations hold no religious terrors. But regarding another element of the Exodus narrative, there is an
enormous nafka mina depending on whether one see an event as natural or not. I refer to G-d’s hardening
of Pharaoh’s heart.

Here is a naturalistic explanation, from Steven Spielberg (Prince of Egypt): Pharaoh’s late father had often
called his adolescent son weak, and contrasted his mental toughness invidiously with that of Mosheh, the
adopted son whose personality was far more suited to the throne. So the confrontation with Mosheh was
really about proving his father wrong, and the more disastrously things went, the more determined he was
to persevere.

Spielberg’s approach to this issue is anticipated by Shadal, who writes (7:3):
“NYI9 27 IR YRR INI¢
17T AN YN TN N DTN DY 'YW DXIY7 D L 1ivnwnd avnw (DNKRI72an01 D7an1) DRYRIN AT W97 1WON
(179 nawn 70 072NN w).nalwnn
NYI5N NAIYNN T NYIN D KINEL,TA NXI 12T 12 901N RIW7 IXIPA KIN X ,NTN WIN'DN 2ANdI 0T 12D 777 Ywn
INIYN NN X7 2IW' DX QXY AN 11197 ' 172D RINENINK D20 07 901 X ,TA71 I'vW9 DXV7 NN X7
NY1 D DNXPN NAT Y ;MY
N'7X ,Unn 011 'N7-K W1y DT N'n K7W "an0 YT w197 2”2 TWoKI
NIYKNIN NQ'ON KIN D ,0N TYN 7-XN 7R 100" D'UYNN '7DW K7XLI27 IR DURD XY nyI9 D
7w 197y "W [XD ]D1,117 N1AIN 'M72 DNA'OW DTN D'WYNN DN 7-KN 7R WTPN 1901 D'ONI'MN D'YUYNN ' 9'0IN "XI
7-XN 7R oNI' 27V ,N'MNNI T 12T KIN D9 NIMIX NN INIRY NX Y19
“I will harden Pharaoh’s heart” -
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It is possible to explain as do the medieval (Rambam, Ramban, and others) that the matter is in
accordance with its literal meaning, that because of the vastness of Pharaoh’s crimes it was reasonable
to deny him the paths of repentance (See Rambam Laws of Repentance Chapter 6).

Rashi of blessed memory already wrote this, but in his succinct language he added something attractive
and worthy, namely that the denial of the paths of repentance to Pharaoh, was not solely owing to the
vastness of his sins, rather there was an additional reason, namely that it was revealed before Him may
He be blessed that even if he would repent, his repentance would be incomplete — see Rashi’s succinct
words for they are pleasing.

It is also possible to explain in accordance with Ramban’s opinion that there was not here any Divine
punishment or actual miracle, rather Pharaoh himself hardened his heart, but all actions can be
ascribed to G-s in some fashion, because He is the Prime Cause.

I add that the actions which are ascribed to G-d in the Holy Books are those strange actions whose
causes are not explicable to us, and similarly here the stiffneckedness of Pharaoh after he has seen a
number of signs and wonders is something strange and astounding, so therefore it is ascribed to G-d . . .

Shadal and Spielberg (and perhaps Nachmanides) solve the theological problem of how G-d can interfere
with free will: He does not. Exodus is a story of human choice. I believe it was Hume who said that we all
believe in free will before we act, and determinism after. That we can explain compellingly why Pharaoh
made a particular choice does not mean that he could not have chosen otherwise, or would not have
chosen otherwise at least once if given infinite do-overs.

But can the religious sensibility to the Exodus survive this solution? Shadal’s Divinity is truly a “god of the
gaps,” invoked only when science fails. Many before me have pointed out that the gaps are narrowing in
modernity, so this is not a good survival tactic for religious belief. Moreover, many things are trivial but
inexplicable, and I have no interest in ascribing to G-d the fact that my new ATM card matched the
numbers in the weekly Powerball drawing (especially as I had not bought a ticket).

The medieval philosopher and exegete Yosef Ibn Caspi raises a different theological difficulty with the
Exodus narrative. How can Moshe repeatedly decline the Divine mission, and why does it seem that G-d
changes His plans in response to Moshe’s advice and lack of consent?

Ibn Caspi’s answer is that prophets are certain they have heard G-d’s word, but often unsure they have
understood it right. What the Torah presents as dialogues between G-d and Mosheh are actually Moshe’s
deliberations as to the actual intent of what he’s been told.

Like Maimonides on miracles, and Spielberg on Pharaoh (lehavdil), Ibn Caspi takes a story that is
apparently about Divine intervention and psychologizes it, so the drama takes place fully within a human
consciousness. But Ibn Caspi does not fully naturalize the story; there is still the moment of prophetic
encounter which precedes deliberation, the mere sight of the unburning bush.

But unlike Avraham at Sodom, it is clear that Moshe is aware that every physical phenomenon is subject
to scientific explanation. He turns aside to see “this great sight.” Why is the flame not consuming the
bush? What makes him a prophet is his capacity to see it as a 72172 nxn, a great sight, even while and after
he seeks to explain it.

It is not a lack of faith to believe that everything physical can be explained physically, and everything
psychological can be explained psychologically (nor is it a lack of maturity to believe otherwise, so long as
one is willing to see the data). Maintaining a religious sensibility requires only that we be able to wonder
when something wondrous happens, and be able to hang on to that wonder even after we have explained
it.
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The Peculiarities of the Pesah

by Eliav Grossman
January 14, 2016

The Korban Pesah is listed among the Kodshim Kalim, or “light sacrifices,” a category of sacrifices whose
rules are relatively lenient and unconstrictive. Such sacrifices are largely shelamim, sacrifices whose meat
is shared between the offerer of the sacrifice and the kohanim. The meat may be consumed for two days
after the sacrifice was offered, which is the most generous window of time associated with any of the
sacrifices. Moreover, Kodshim Kalim may be eaten anywhere in Jerusalem; unlike other sacrifices, their
consumption is not restricted to the confines of the Temple. Finally, Kodshim Kalim can be eaten by
anyone, whether a Kohen or Israelite. The laws of Kodshim Kalim are thus broadly characterized as
expansive and generous, allowing sacrifices to be eaten leisurely among many people.

Though the Korban Pesah is numbered among Kodshim Kalim, many of its features undermine the
characterization of Kodshim Kalim sketched above. One may not consume the Pesah for two days after it
is offered; rather, it must be eaten only on the night of the 15th of Nisan, immediately after it is
slaughtered. Additionally, while any spot within Jerusalem is theoretically appropriate for eating the
Pesah, in reality the Korban Pesah must be eaten within the very restricted space of the group that
convenes to eat it. The Pesah may not be removed from the house in which the havurah gathers to eat.
Finally, while all Israelites are obligated to partake in the Korban Pesah, each individual Pesah sacrifice
cannot be eaten by anyone. Instead, only those individuals who signed up as participants for a particular
Pesah may partake. The Korban Pesah, then, in fact features law that tightly restrict when, where, and
who may eat the sacrifice. The Korban Pesah’s laws seem to belie its status as a member of the Kodshim
Kalim category.

What, then, accounts for the peculiarities of the Pesah? Pesahim 96a records:
.ITITAN MY 201 9Ipwnn 7Y DY I'N NINATA "2 901 11 KIN....
Rav Yosef taught: There were 3 altars there; on the lintel, and on the two doorposts.

The first Pesah sacrifice, which occurred in Egypt just before the exodus, included a requirement to smear
sacrificial blood across the lintel and doorposts of the house in which the sacrifice was brought. Rav Yosef
understands this smearing as equivalent to the n1'n1 o1 usually performed upon the altars in the Temple.
For Rav Yosef, the home is transformed into a Temple on Pesah night; the doors become the altar.

I think that this idea may explain the Korban Pesah’s anomalous features. The Pesah must be eaten
within the walls of the home. This, perhaps, is reflective of the home’s transformation into the Mikdash:
just as many sacrifices must be eaten within the Temple walls, the Pesah must be eaten within the walls of
the home. That the Pesah can be eaten only by those who registered with a particular group may also
reflect the home’s special status as a temporary Temple. For many sacrifices only a special cadre, namely
Kohanim may partake of the meat. The Pesah may accord a priest-like status to all those who eat it, such
that they may do so only by registering themselves as members of a special group in advance.

Philo of Alexandria articulates this position, writing:

In this festival many myriads of victims_from noon till eventide are offered by the whole people, old and
young alike, raised for that particular day to the dignity of the priesthood...On this day every
dwellinghouse is invested with the outward semblance and dignity of a temple. The victim is then
slaughtered and dressed for the festal meal which befits the occasion. (Special Laws 2: 145, 148).
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On the night of Pesah, the home becomes the locus of ritual service. Though much more could surely be
said about this unique phenomenon, it suffices to suggest it as at least a partial explanation for the
Korban Pesah’s outstanding features.

Eliav Grossman (SBM 2013) majored in Religion and Philosophy at Columbia College. He is currently
studying at Cambridge University.
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On the Mechanics of Skipping

by Pnina Grossman
February 3, 2017

Parshat Bo is where the Jewish people are given their first commandments as a new nation. They are
commanded about the noo |a1j7 — the Passover Offering — that they must bring in Egypt for the first time.
During this time, G-d will be carrying out the last of the 10 Plagues in Egypt, but the blood that was to be
spread on the doorposts of Jewish houses would also serve as their protection:
N7 N'RYRD D! K71 NNV NIN NI NTITAN *AY 7y1 qii7Ynny DT NK AR BYATNK 9317 Nin: 12|
19217 DMA77X
(a2:2' nv)
For when the LORD goes through to smite the Egyptians, He will see the blood on the lintel and the two
doorposts, and the LORD will PaSaCH the door and not let the Destroyer enter and smite your home.
(Exodus 12:23)

While the word noo is often translated as “pass over”, its translation in this context is not clear to many of
the commentators. Rashi explains the word as either “to have mercy on” or “to skip.” R. Amnon Bazak (as
heard in a class in Machon Herzog) ties the two terms together with the observation that skipping involves
not only the object that is passed over, but also an object that is landed on. Here also, the Jewish houses
are not being passed over, they are being landed on. The Midrash in na1 ninw seems to support this idea.
On the words “DTn N ARAIL,” it says “78 W' NK qIat K7W ,NMNWNN AN NN92A Tay 71>15” “If one could say
such things, [G-d] will stand in the doorway and push out the Destroyer, so that it cannot strike Israel”.

This interpretation completely shifts the role G-d plays in this plague, as well as how He relates to the
Jewish people. Instead of G-d’s main role being to go through Egypt as a destructive force, avoiding
Jewish houses to not cause damage, He is, instead the protector of the Jewish people from the destructive
force that is present throughout Egypt on this night. “To have mercy on” here is not a passive act of
sparing Jewish households, it is an active stand on G-d’s part to choose and protect the Jewish people.

With the talk of skipping, it is unsurprising that 7xynw' '2771 kn'%'n links this point with the j7109 in 1w
D'wN:
MiYAANTIY YO7N DDV AT K DTN TIT i
T (navwnw)
Hark! My beloved! There he comes, leaping over mountains, Bounding over hills.
(Song of Songs 2:8)

The Midrash comments here “D™inn 7w 27T X2 0T NIN TIT 717 ANKAY , 0¥ 7RIW 12 M 9V A7TR R "apne
...~ “That G-d skipped on the houses of Israel in Egypt, as it says ‘Hark! My beloved! There he comes,
leaping over mountains...”” In addition to bringing up the two ideas of G-d taking mercy on the Jews in
Egypt and skipping on their houses, the Midrash ties the idea of |iTon, hurriedness, to this part of 7w

0 v'wi. This idea is mentioned in nmw as well, when it talks about how the Jews have to eat the noo |21,
but here, the verse is used to talk about the hurriedness of the n1ow. Once again, we see G-d’s investment
in this new developing relationship as He tells us: xa.

Pnina Grossman (SBM 2012) is a Sharon native and a current student at the City College of New York
studying Mechanical Engineering.
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Did Egyptian Daughters Die During the Plague of the Firstborn?
by Davida Kollmar
January 19, 2018

As an oldest child whose father is also a firstborn, I always wondered why he had to fast on Erev Pesach
for Taanit Bekhorot and I didn’t. It is commonly assumed that the reason why firstborn men fast is to
commemorate the fact that they were saved during Makkat Bechorot and were not killed along with the
Egyptian firstborn. So does the common practice of women not to fast indicate that the firstborn Egyptian
women were saved?

Shemot 11:4 and 12:29 tell us that every Mitzri 1102 dies during the plague. 1132 is masculine, but this by
itself is not sufficient evidence, as the Torah often uses the masculine when not specifying gender.

Rav Ovadiah Yosef in Yechaveh Daat 3:25 discusses whether women should fast on Taanit Bekhorot. He
quotes opinions both ways and cites Midrashic proof for both sides, beginning with the side that says
women should fast:

:Cam'o N”' nWI9 NI NINY) WITAN N2 DNAIOYW XL
,INN NINIDA NP 17'9RY — 0N '7AX2 03X N'WXT 01I¥N2 22 7D 7
27V XD 210 1D INIX XN 1A NNIY DY KD NTEAI0 017219 017 X¥NIY ;Y19 DA n'Nan yin
:XN'N (27 n'o 1’0 WD) DAY N1 1D ,N2TA DN 0'RI7N D'WATA O7IX
7Y 7R MDA 7Y ONEDMIXA MDA NN KINY DY 7Y — D7 0'AN Y
0V WY 'WIT'Na ANDI
[21 .INA N2 NNIDA DAY MNIRY XNP'09N 7V DTN WATAN 771N1,NIAP1 K71 DNI2T DNID KX 12001 K7W [NON ynwn
.In{'7 N2 ninwa XiIn
It seems that they hold like the Midrash (Shemot Rabbah 18:3):
And he smote every firstborn in Egypt, the first-of-their-strength in the tents of Cham — [the redundancy
of firstborn and first-of-their-strength teaches] that even the firstborn women died, except for Bityah the
daughter of Pharaoh, because she had a good advocate, Moshe, as it says: And she saw him, that he was
good.
But other Midrashim disagree, because in Shemot Rabbah (15:12) it says,
An unblemished male sheep — [the Pesach sacrifice is male] because he killed the firstborn of Egypt and
took pity on the firstborn of Israel.
Rashash writes in his novellae there:
This implies that only male firstborns were killed and not females, and this Midrash disagrees with the
Psikta that says that female firstborns also died, and also with the Shemot Rabbah below.

In summary, some Midrashim say that the daughters were killed, and others that say they were not.
Neither position cites direct or compelling evidence. Are there deeper reasons for saying that the women
were killed, or that they were not?

Let us assume that each of the Ten Plagues were Middah KeNeged Middah, in some way poetic or actual
justice. Makkat Bekhorot is nonetheless unique in that the reason for the plague is stated in the Torah:
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T Shemot 4:21-23 ’
Hashem said to Mosheh, When you go to return to Egypt, see all of the wonders that I put in your hands
and do them before Pharaoh. I will harden his heart and he will not send out the nation.
And you should say to Pharaoh, “Thus said Hashem, ‘My firstborn child is Israel.
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And I say to you: Send out My child and he will serve Me! If you will refuse to send him out, behold I will
kill your child, your firstborn."”

The firstborns of Egypt are killed because Egypt oppressed the firstborns of Hashem. But what does it
mean to be Hashem’s firstborn? Rashi gives two explanations:

0IYD INT ,ININK 1122 2K X (Nd VD D'7'NN) 10D ,N7ITA [IY7 — "d2 1A
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My firstborn child — [firstborn] is an expression of greatness, as it says (Tehillim 89:28): “And I will
make him a firstborn” (since physical birth order cannot be changed, this proves that bekhor can refer to
acquired greatness.) This is the Pshat.
The Drash is: Here Hashem put his stamp of approval on the sale of the firstborn-ness that Yaakov
bought from Esav.

I suggest that Rashi’s two explanations tie in to the dispute about whether the daughters were included in
the plague of the firstborn.

According to his Midrashic explanation, the term 1132 here is used in a technical legal sense, meaning the
child who inherited land and who performed priestly services. It seems likely that women were excluded
from the plague. However, according to Rashi’s Pshat explanation, women would be included in the
plague, because G-d referred to the entire Jewish people as His firstborn.

Davida Kollmar (SBM 2014, 2016, 2017, WWBM 2018) is the outgoing Program Administrator for
CMTL and an adjunct at the Katz School of Yeshiva University.
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Marah and the Torah of the Desert
by Rabbi Jon Kelsen

The latter verses of the piyyut (liturgical) poem Dayennu proclaim:
Had He drowned our enemies in the sea but not provided our needs in the desert for forty years,
Dayennu...
Had He provided our needs in the desert for forty years, but not fed us the manna, Dayennu...
Had He brought us to Sinai but not given us the Torah, Dayennu...

The piyyut indicates that each of these steps (along with the others mentioned in the rest of the stanzas)
were of themselves sufficiently beneficial to warrant thanksgiving, independent of the subsequent (and
prior?) steps. The poet claims that the experience of being sustained in the desert, for example, even
without receiving the Torah at Har Sinai, was significant and sufficient. While it is certainly true that
gratitude for kindnesses performed need not be contingent upon receipt of further kindnesses, I would
argue that the poet might also be implying something more. To wit, Dayyenu teaches that each of these
steps constitutes a sort of micro-redemption of its own, while simultaneously playing a critical role in the
construction of the larger redemption of Sefer Shemot.

As a case in point, I would like to focus here on the narratives of Shemot 15:22-27, situated within the
broader setting of chapters 15-17 of the book. The reader of the biblical text might have predicted that,
following the splitting of the sea, the text would move immediately to the next major moment, Sinai (with
perhaps brief mention of the names of various sites of encampment along the route). Instead, however,
between the splitting of the sea (Shemot 15:21) and Ma’amad Har Sinai (Ibid. 19 forward), the Torah
records a series of incidents from Bnai Yisrael’s first few weeks post-redemption. As they begin their
travels through the desert, we are told, the people encounter several obstacles, most of which are centered
around their need for water and food (as well as the battle with Amalek and the arrival of Yitro). The
location of these narratives, and the amount of detail provided in them, signal that they play an important
role, moving the grand arch of the Shemot narrative forward. This prompts the reader to ask, what
function do these narratives play? What would we be missing if the text did not include them?

While much has and could be said about these verses, I would like to advance one particular argument. In
the reading I propose, these verses function as an axis, a transition from Egypt to Har Sinai. While that is
obviously so in geographical terms, the text indicates that it is also so existentially. Marah and Eilim lie
betwixt and between the spatio-spiritual spaces of Egypt and Sinai, between exile and sacred space. They
are the transition in the narrative from a focus of freedom from slavery, to freedom to Torah, Sinai, and
eventually Mishkan.
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22 And Moses led Israel onward from the Red Sea, and they went out into the wilderness of Shur; and
they went three days in the wilderness, and found no water. 23 And when they came to Marah, they
could not drink of the waters of Marah, for they were bitter. Therefore the name of it was called Marah.
24 And the people murmured against Moses, saying: 'What shall we drink?' 25 And he cried unto the
LORD; and the LORD showed him a tree, and he cast it into the waters, and the waters were made
sweet. There He made for them a statute and an ordinance, and there He proved them; 26 and He said:
'If thou wilt diligently hearken to the voice of the LORD thy God, and wilt do that which is right in His
eyes, and wilt give ear to His commandments, and keep all His statutes, I will put none of the diseases
upon thee, which I have put upon the Egyptians; for I am the LORD that healeth thee.' {S} 27 And they

34


http://www.torahleadership.org/categories/marah_and_torah_of_the_desert.pdf

came to Elim, where were twelve springs of water, and three score and ten palm-trees; and they
encamped there by the waters. (translation JPS: 1917)

After finally being redeemed from servitude and passing through the great waters of the Sea of Reeds,
Israel enters the nearby desert of Shur' and arrive at Marah. During their first three days of travel, the
Israelites cannot find any water at all; upon arriving at Marah, they are dismayed to discover that though
there is water there, it is too bitter to drink.? In this sense, Marah represents a continuation of avdut
Mitzrayim, as the encounter with the bitter waters is reminiscent of the bitterness of the enslavement, as
described in Shemot 1:14:
11192 DN 1ITAY TWR DNTAY 72 NIX NTYA N TAY 7511 012731 N2 YR nTava Dn'n R N ()
“And they [i.e. the Egyptians] embittered (va-yi'mararu) their [i.e. the Israelites’] lives with harsh labor
at mortars and brick...”

The experience at Marah continues that of Egypt. Thus, though the Israelites have left Egypt the place,
Egypt qua the encounter with bitterness continues. 3

This quasi return to Egypt is especially traumatic as it comes after a three day journey into the desert.
While three day journeys are common in the Bible (e.g. Bereshit 22:4, B'midbar 10:33),* here there is an
additional, ironic overtone to the sum. As R. Alex Israel points out,5 earlier in Shemot, Moshe asks
Pharaoh for the (temporary) release of the Israelites from their bondage in order to travel three days into
the desert, where they will enact a holiday in service of God (Shemot 5:3). Given this association, how
bitter indeed it is to find our travelers thirsting at Marah three days into wilderness!

While the bitterness of Marah therefore sends the Israelites and the reader back to the servitude in Egypt,
it (and the next stop, Eilim) also reference the redemption from that servitude, the former of which
climaxes earlier in the chapter, in the Song of the Sea. Several semantic linkages serve to establish this
connection:

Marah/Eilim Song of the Sea
v. 23 v. 21
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! The reader here is reminded of the first mention of this place in the Chumash, in Bereshit 16:7:
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Here Hagar, fleeing from Sarah, is found at a spring of water in the dessert, ‘on the way to Shur.” In that context, the term ma’ayan
(spring) puns off of the innui (suffering) Hagar (originally from Egypt) experiences at the hand of her mistress Sarah. Similarly, the
ma’ayonot in Eilim refer back to the innui the Israelite slaves (or gerim) experience in at the hands of their Egyptian masters
(Shemot 1:11). Though there is no water shortage in this passage from Bereshit 15, in its sequel (Ibid. 21:1-21) the protagonists do
encounter a dire lack of water before they are miraculously shown a well. Cf. Bereshit 20:1.
Shur is mentioned again in I Shmuel 15:7, in the context of Saul’s routing of the Amalek (“and Saul smote Amalek, from Havilah all
the way to Shur, which is close to Egypt”), recalling Moses’ battle against Amalek in Shemot 17. Perhaps there is to be found an
additional reference to the Shemot narratives, in Shmuel’s rebuke of Saul: “Does God desire ‘olot and zevachim (forms of sacrifice)
as much as obeying God? Behold, obeying is better than a sacrifice, and heeding (God) better than fats of eilim (rams).” (I Shmuel
15:22).
? Inter alia, one wonders whether Naomi’s self-renaming as “xan/Mara” (Rut 1:20) might play off of the Marah of Shemot. If, as
some have suggested, the name of her daughter-in-law n.1.0./Rut derives from the root n.1.0. , meaning overflowing or abundantly
watered (compare Ps. 23:5), then the change from Naomi (from the root n.y.1., meaning pleasant) to her new name Mara might
connote the contrasting sense of ‘lack of water.” As she continues in verse 21,” I went full, but God has returned me empty.”
3 This is not the only time Egypt appears in the desert narratives. Note for example Shemot 32:25:

DN'MPA NXAYY? NNR NYID 1D KIN Y19 1D DYN DR NYN XY
In the midst of the construction of the golden calf, Pharaoh (ny1o) rises again!

4 Umberto Cassutto, A Commentary on the Book of Shemot (Magnes:1967), pg 183. See there for more references to three day
journeys, drawn from both biblical and extra-biblical sources.
5 See his The Slave Mentality, accessible at http://www.vbm-torah.org/pesach/ai-slave.htm.

35



And when they came to Marah, they could not
drink of the waters of Marah, for they were
bitter.

And Miriam sang unto (va-ta’an) them: Sing ye
to the LORD, for He is highly exalted...

V. 25
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and the LORD showed him a tree, and he cast it
into the waters (va-yorehu), and the waters were
made sweet

V. 4
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Pharaoh's chariots and his host hath He cast
(yarah) into the sea, and his chosen captains are
sunk in the Red Sea.

v. 26
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and He said: 'If thou wilt diligently hearken to
the voice of the LORD thy God, I will put none of
the diseases (machalah) upon thee, which I have
put upon the Egyptians

V. 20
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And Miriam the prophetess, the sister of Aaron,
took a timbrel in her hand; and all the women
went out after her with timbrels and with
dances.

v. 27
D'INN D'YAYI DM NA'Y NIWY DY DYI NN KA
:0mn oY N
And they came to Eilim, where were twelve
springs (ayenot) of water, and three score and
ten palm-trees (t'marim); and they encamped
there by the waters.

V. 11
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v. 15
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Who is like unto Thee, O Lord, among the
mighty(ba-eilim)? ...
Then were the chiefs of Edom affrighted; the
mighty men of Moab (eilei Moav), trembling
taketh hold upon them; all the inhabitants of
Canaan are melted away.

The semantic links between the Marah/Eilim passage and the enslavement in Egypt and redemption at
the sea highlight conceptual connections between these moments. As noted above, the bitterness of the
waters of Marah , reminiscent of the bitterness of the slavery, is exacerbated as an anti-climax to the
redemption at the water of the sea. Yet, unlike the extended period of enslavement in Egypt, the
redemption at Marah is quick to come. The waters are quickly made drinkable, and the sweetness of Eilim
(via the dates/ tmarim) quickly supersedes the mayim ha-marim of Marah.

Crucially, the micro-redemption of Marah and Eilim also pivots the book as a whole forward, anticipating

the next major moment in Sefer Shemot, Sinai:
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And He (God) said, I will be with you; and this will be the sign that I have indeed sent you: when you
bring the people of out Egypt, you will worship God at this mountain. (Shemot 3: 12)

® The semantic connection between v. 4 and v.15 was noted by Bernard P. Robinson, Symbolism in Exod. 15:22-27, published in
Revue Biblique No. 3 (July 1987), pg. 383. In researching this piece I discovered that Robinson preceded me in noting most of the

other semantic connections in the chart as well.
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In the most overt anticipation of Sinai, there is a revelation at Marah which conveys a divine injunction,
with a promise of reward for fulfillment thereof.” Additionally, however, there are more subtle allusions to
that sacred mountain here as well. As noted by Rashbam, the verb va’yorehu in v. 25 (which above we
connected with 15:4) derives from the root n.n.', meaning ‘to instruct,’” the same root as in the word
‘Torah.” While Rashbam might intend that God is instructing Moshe as to how to use the ‘etz in
sweetening the water,? it is also possible that the text is deliberately framing that instruction as a type of
Matan Torah.® Eilim is marked here as a place of revelation, a proto-sinaitic site.'® Its name, meaning “the
mighty” or “the strong,” contrasts with the bitterness of Marah both in terms of the abundance of food and
water, and metaphorically as a site of spiritual strength on the part of Israel.*

Additionally, v.277 depicts Israel camping at the twelve springs and seventy date-palms of Eilim.
D'NN 7V DY 1IN DINN D'YAYI DN D'V DWY DY DWE NN N

The convergence of a campsite with the numbers twelve and seventy foreshadows a later site in Shemot,
chapter 24: 1,4:
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And to Moshe He said, Come up to God—you...and the seventy elders of Israel...
And Moshe wrote all the words of God, and arose early and built an altar at the foot on the mount,
with twelve pillars for the twelve tribes of Israel.

This connection is already made by Rashi on v. 27:
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Twelve springs of water—they appeared in proportion to the twelve tribes And three score and ten
palm-trees—in proportion to the seventy elders

According to Rashi, the oasis of Eilim foreshadows the future encampment of the twelve tribes and
seventy elders™ at the foot of Sinai.

Thus, while indeed Marah functions as a sequel to the enslavement, the second encounter with Egypt, it
and Eilim simultaneously function as prequels to Matan Torah. They constitute, in short, the Sinai before
Sinai.

What is the Torah given at this pre-Sinaitic site? While the answer is the subject of an instructive
interpretive debate, in this context I find the analysis of Nachmanides to be the most compelling;:
N2 2109 10 P19 NNV |"an)
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7 This promise is expressed in the common formula of “If you heed My voice, then...,” anticipating the usage of this formula again in
Shemot 19. In our context, the ‘reward’ is that the Israelites will not be afflicted with the “machalah of Egypt.” In other words, Israel
can either proceed to Sinai, or revert back to Egypt. I thank X for this insight.

8 Cf. Robinson, pg. 383, where he notes three additional accounts where God’s salvation of Israel is effected by the throwing of
something (II Melachim 2:19-22; 4:38-41; 6:1-7). Interestingly, none of these other passages utilizes the root n.1.; in fact, the latter
passage from II Melachim provides an instructive contrast:
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Here we find the hiphi’l conjuction of the root n.x.1, meaning to show, rather than n.1.. The contrast highlights our claim that the
usage of the latter root in Shemot 15 is deliberate.

9 Several commentators see the ‘etz as a reference to Torah, as in Proverbs 3:18, “It (wisdom, Torah) is an ‘etz chayyim, a tree of life,
to all who grasp it...” See, for example, Maharsha, Chidushei Aggadot, Bava Kamma 79a.

'° Cf. TB BK 82a, which sees in this passage the source for the practice of publicly reading from the Torah every three days.

* Robinson references Isaiah 11:16-12:3, where reference to the Shemot from Egypt as well as a parallel to Shemot 15:2 (kiozi
v’zimrat Kah”) are followed by a call to draw from the “springs of salvation.” In his reading, this provides support for the contention
that the springs of Elim have metaphorical connotations of salvation in addition to the literal salvation from the water shortages in
Marah.

' See Rashi here. R. David Silber also points out that twelve children and seventy souls descended into Egypt in Bereshit 46:27.
Perhaps this represents again a full circle, with all who have descended into Egypt emerging again.

37



,0'T7'NI D'WIN Y2 DN™7ANA DY YIXNIE,D1I{PTN NXYA ANINNYTILINYY DX WK AINKY7 ,002 I'N'Y,0'09WNI1 .00 T
X771 NAWIN 72 1YY WK 077190 NNNND 1N R7W 10 NINDINT, QT 0N 11007 NINN2A D'RAN DY DITY NI
..lgwnn:

In line with the plain meaning of Scripture, when the Israelites began coming into the great and
dreadful wilderness...’thirsty ground where there was no water (Dev. 8:15), Moses established customs
for them concerning how to regulate their lives and affairs until they come to a land inhabited (Ibid.
16:35). A custom is called a chok...Custom is also called Mishpat...It may mean that Moses instructed
them in the ways of the wilderness, namely, to be ready to suffer hunger and thirst and to pray to G-d,
and not to murmur. He taught them ordinances whereby they should live, to love one another, to follow
the counsel of the elders, to be discreet in their tents with regards to women and children, to deal in a
peaceful manner with the strangers that come into the camp to sell them various objects. He also
imparted moral instructions... (translation by Charles Chavel, Ramban Commentary on the Torah:
Shemot [Shilo:1973], pg. 209-210).

For Ramban, the Torah of Marah is different than the Torah of Sinai proper. The former is a Torah
specific to life in the desert, an instruction on how to live in that space, with its primal challenges. Only by
being in the desert, by experiencing scarcity, lack of rootedness and the consequent temptations for
despair, strife, pettiness, and abuse, can Israel cultivate a sense of dependence on God and develop the
traits of moderation, mutual respect, and modesty.'

Further thirst for water, hunger for food, and struggle with weariness and with Amalek all await Bnai
Yisrael as they proceed on their desert journey from Eilim to Sinai. Though chapters 15 through 17 of
Shemot seem to be mere digressions from the core moments of the book of redemption, they are in reality
a segue in the strong sense of the term, the path Israel must travel to get from their past and to meet their
future. Between Egypt and Sinai, one must travel the desert, starting with Marah and, it is always hoped,
Eilim.

Had He brought us to the desert, and not to Sinai—Dayennu.

Rabbi Jon Kelsen (SBM 2002) is the Rosh Kollel of the Drisha Kollel and is a faculty member at Drisha,
Yeshivat Chovevei Torah, and the Pardes Institute.

3 Cf. the comments of Ramban on Shemot 16:4 and Devarim 8:2.
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Destinations and Transformations
by Rabbi Dr. Ira Bedzow
March 29, 2018

The Torah reading for the seventh day of Pesach begins, “It came to pass when Pharaoh let the people go,
that God did not lead them [by] way of the land of the Philistines for it was near, because God said, ‘Lest
the people reconsider when they see war and return to Egypt.” But God led the people around [by] way of
the desert [to] the Yam Suf and the children of Israel were armed when they went up out of Egypt.”

Both Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Yehoshua interpret the expression, “God led the people around [by] way of
the desert [to] the Yam Suf,” not as a way to explain the circuitous route the Israelites took, but rather to
mean that God led the people to three different “destinations” (i.e. the “way,” “the desert,” and the “Yam
Suf”). (Mechilta d’'Rebbi Yishmael 3:18) However, they conceive of the purposes of traveling to these
destinations very differently.

Rabbi Eliezer understands these destinations as trials, which were meant to remove the psychological and
religious obstacles that hindered the Israelites’ ability to serve God fully. For Rabbi Eliezer, the “way” was
meant to make them weary, “the desert” was meant to purify them, and the “Yam Suf” was meant to try
them.

For Rabbi Yehoshua, on the other hand, these destinations were opportunities for God to show the
Israelites His love for them and His requirements for them. For Rabbi Yehoshua, God led the people to
the “way,” which was the Torah, “the desert,” where God gave them the manna, and the “Yam Suf,” where
He performed miracles for them.

Given their different interpretations of the purposes for these three “destinations,” one can also see that
they understand the verse to detail different timelines. For Rabbi Eliezer, the three destinations are in
order (and are in line with the verses that follow) — the Jews travel along the way to Esam, at the edge of
the desert, then through the desert to the Yam Suf. For Rabbi Yehoshua, the three destinations are in
reverse order; the Israelites will ultimately be led to receiving the Torah, yet first they will experience the
miracles at the Yam Suf and receive the manna in the desert.

The differences between Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Yehoshua point to the different ways in which they
conceive of how the Israelite’s travels transform them from being a people who might return to Egypt to a
people who were armed when they went up out of Egypt.

According to Rabbi Eliezer, individual and communal transformation begins with an internal
re-evaluation after experiences no longer reconcile with preconceptions. When the Israelites left Egypt,
they lacked complete faith in God’s plan. Even at the edge of the Yam Suf, the Israelites still question
Moshe, asking, “Is it because there are no graves in Egypt that you have taken us to die in the desert?” To
which Moshe can only respond, “Don’t be afraid! Stand firm and see Hashem’s salvation that He will
wreak for you today!” Losing the faux security of Egypt and enduring the hardship of actually leaving were
therefore necessary to remove from themselves the perception that they were servants of the Egyptians to
become servants of Hashem. Only after the trial at the Yam Suf, when the Israelites had witnessed the
deaths of the Egyptians on the seashore, do the people fear Hashem and believe in Hashem and in Moshe,
His servant.

According to Rabbi Yehoshua, the Yam Suf should not be seen as the culmination of the Israelites’
transformation, but rather only its beginning. Rabbi Yehoshua’s view is supported by the fact that after
crossing the Yam Suf, in the desert of Sin (between Elim and Sinai), the Israelites complain before getting
the manna, “If only we had died by the hand of Hashem in the land of Egypt, when we sat by pots of meat,
when we ate bread to our fill! For you have brought us out into this desert, to starve this entire
congregation to death.”
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It is not that communal or individual transformation does not begin with an experience of internal
dissonance — rather, internal dissonance is only a potential precursor to transformation, there must still
be a vision or a goal as to whom one wants ultimately to become. Therefore, according to Rabbi
Yehoshua, at the Yam Suf the Israelites first began to understand (and exclaim through song) the
relationship they were to have with Hashem. In the desert of Sin, they learned that Hashem not only gives
manna from Heaven but demands that the Israelites follow His teaching, and ultimately at Har Sinai the
Israelites fully accepted their responsibility, saying “We will do and we will listen!” They became armed
when they went up out of Egypt and received the Torah. Only then was the option of returning to
Egypt no longer a consideration, since they were given a new direction towards which to go and provided
the means to get there successfully.

In Rabbi Yehoshua’s view, the connection between Pesach and Shavuos becomes even clearer — it is not
that Pesach is a first step to be followed by Shavuos. The surety that the Exodus of Egypt will not falter is
in matan Toraseinu. Only in adopting a new direction (rather than simply running away) can one truly
appreciate the cherus of Pesach.

Rabbi Dr. Ira Bedzow (SBM 2003) is the Director of the Biomedical Ethics and Humanities Program at
New York Medical College and Senior Scholar of the Aspen Center for Social Values.
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Theology of Miracles
by Ariel Kelman
February 10, 2017

The default understanding of miracles should be that they are supernatural. After all, that’s what
distinguishes a Miracle from a lucky event. While this topic has received much attention, particularly
through the lenses of Rambam and Ramban; throughout my religious education miracles have often been
presented from a naturalistic perspective — as events consistent with natural cause-and-effect that simply
seemed incredibly unlikely at the time they occurred. Why the tendency toward naturalistic explanations?

Given the success of modern science, religion — when it engages with modern science, as I believe it
should — occasionally reacts to the increased scope and success of scientific theories by adopting a posture
that credits God with creation of the laws of nature, but removes Him from its daily workings. Sure, on a
metaphysical level, Hashem’s will to keep the world going may be necessary — but miraculous
interventions!? That would go against empirical science — a big no-no for a modern Jew.

According to this view, adopting a naturalistic understanding of miracles implies a ‘greater’ God than if
He performed miracles — the naturalist contends that His work is so perfect that it doesn’t need any
tweaking.

Yet the naturalistic approach misses out on something crucial. At rock bottom, there can be no difference
between a “small” miracle and a “large” one — if the causal order has been broken, what difference does it
make? So if there is any Divine intervention in the world, then we must acknowledge that it cannot be part
of the natural order — in fact, that is almost true by definition.

It cannot be denied that the world does seem to operate like clockwork — and even the Torah occasionally
emphasizes the natural side of a miracle. As Shadal points out (Shmot 14:21), what was the need for a
nightly wind if the entire splitting of the sea was miraculous? Still,the phrase nimm nnin nn'7 omni
n7xnwni should put to rest any doubt about whether the splitting of the sea did violate the ‘laws of nature’.

So how are we to view ancient miracles? It seems to me that the “peshat” of a miracle is just that — a
non-natural occurrence. And given that I do not see a compelling way to negate this idea in a religiously
consistent manner, I'd be loathe to give that up.

But the real challenge presented by this issue is more fundamental. If we had all been witness to an
obviously supernatural miracle, it’s fairly unlikely we’d be tempted to naturalize them. But while, for
example, the Six Day War was a tremendous and ‘miraculous’ victory, it is not a demonstration of the
obvious nature-breaking power of God. The religious zionist sees God’s hand at work as a result of being a
religious zionist, rather than an atheist coming to God through the miracle. The inherent nature of the
victory is not enough to inspire absolute confidence in God’s ultimate power, as n'xn n'xx' did, both for
our ancestors and the Egyptians.

When we formulate a religious outlook and tackle the idea of miracles, we should be clear about what a
miracle means. I don’t think that Biblical accounts of miracles can be explained naturalistically, and see
insufficient reason for doing so; but as with every issue, argument will enrich our understanding.
Hopefully these ideas stimulate a deeper discussion, crucial to forming a rich perspective on the
theological topics we encounter while reading and learning Torah.

Ariel Kelman (SBM 2016) is currently studying engineering at University of Toronto.
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Thanksgiving Night
by Judah Kerbel
2016

I. The Thanksgiving Meal

My family has a longstanding custom to read part of Sefer Shemot, the original source of the story of the
exodus, on at least one of the nights of the Seder. Among the many stages of the Seder, one of the central
mitzvot is, of course, to tell the story of the exodus, based on the verse Nt 112v2 1K? XINN DI 227 NTANIY
“DMN¥AN 'MR¥A "7 ‘N nwy - “And you shall tell your son on that day, saying, “this is because of that which the
Lord did to me when I came forth out of Egypt” (Exodus 13:8). It would make sense, then, to read the
original story, the primary source. Instead, we read the passage 'ax TaIx "X, my father was a wandering
Aramean, from Sefer Devarim which is read when the bikkurim (first fruits) are brought to Jerusalem.
Why, then, do we include virtually none of the pesukim from Shemot and instead read from Devarim
during maggid?

Before we answer this question, I want to first discuss the central purpose of the Seder itself: to express
our gratitude to God for taking us out of Egypt. The Mishnah (Pesachim 116a) tells us that when we tell
the story of yetziat Mitzrayim, nawa n"oni N1 7'nnn - we begin with disgrace and finish with praise. We
have at least two sections in maggid specifically devoted to this, based on the opinions of Rav and
Shmuel.** What’s the significance of beginning with disgrace? Why can’t we just say our praise and eat?
The answer to this lies in the difference between telling the story on the Seder night versus the daily
mention of yetziat Mitzrayim. One reason suggested by Rav Chaim (Soloveitchik) of Brisk is on the Seder
night, we recall the process of redemption. The process is an integral means of understanding the result.
In order to fully appreciate the point at which we have arrived, we have to understand our
roots. Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik (“the Rav”), provides a related insight. When we merely mention that
the exodus happened, that does not drive us to feel deep gratitude. However, when we tell the story in
greater depth, that naturally brings us to praise God. Towards the end of the maggid section, we
say “12'97” - “therefore - we are obligated to praise” - the word “therefore” denotes the causal relationship
between God’s redeeming us and the praise thereafter. The Gemara has a story in which Rav Nachman
asks his servant, “a slave whose master frees him and gives him money, what should he say?” The servant
replies, “He should thank him and praise him!” Our instinct when we re-experience this transformation is
to praise God.

Further, the Rav (Harerei Kedem, Siman 83) explains that yetziat Mitzrayim is a secondary feat to the
giving of the Torah. It is just a sign (nIx), as the purpose of the exodus is to bring us to the receiving of the
Torah. As we see in Dayenu, yetziat Mitzrayim is only the beginning of the journey towards Torah.
Nevertheless, one must express thanks at each step of the process, and even this partial step is worthy of
full thanks and praise. In fact, we wait to begin counting the Omer, leading up to Shavuot, until the second
day of Pesach in order to devote full attention to this partial step of the exodus. How do we express our
praise? Maggid is in and of itself the expression of praise. The obligation of telling the story is
equated with the obligation to praise.

Now, we can begin to explain the purpose of reading the passage of the bikkurim. We mentioned that the
Mishnabh tells us that we “begin with disgrace and finish with praise.” Right after that, though, the
Mishnah tells us to expound upon the passage of “my father was a wandering Aramean,” until finishing
the entire passage. The Rav (Harerei Kedem, Siman 87) suggests that it would seem that the two items in
the Mishnah (“begin with disgrace...” and “my father was a wandering Aramean”) are two separate items.

'4 Pesachim 116a. According to Rav, disgrace refers to 1'niax 'n N1t AT 1aw n'7'nnn (in the beginning, our ancestors were idol
worshippers), and the praise that ends that section is 7x w7 Innvan 1w N2 (blessed is the One who keeps his promise for Israel).
According to Shmuel, disgrace refers to n*1¥na ny197 11*'n 012y (we were slaves to Pharaoh in Egypt), and we finish with nipnn yn2
NIN M.
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But really, they are interrelated. It’s true, we say the two passages mandated by Rav and Shmuel,
respectively, and we have a third section that is the bikkurim. But this third passage also begins with
disgrace and ends with praise! In fact, while the first two passages do not quote an entire Torah passage,
this third passage comprises an entire passage, quoted from the Torah, that begins with disgrace and ends
with praise. It begins by explaining how we ended up in Egypt, we were oppressed by the Egyptians, we
cried out to God, and God took us out of Egypt. It begins with our humiliation and ends with praise, and
as such, is the paradigmatic Torah passage that encompasses this idea. Therefore, the Rav says, the entire
concept of beginning with disgrace and ending with praise is learned from this parasha. A general
principle derived from this passage is that the obligation to give praise means one needs to
begin by recalling the disgrace, and only then can we fully express praise. When one fulfills
the Torah obligation to bring bikkurim, one fulfills that obligation by also fulfilling the obligation of
expressing praise, beginning with the nina. And as we have an obligation on the Seder night to express
praise, we learn from the bikkurim that we do this by beginning with our disgrace.

Of course, to Americans, the meal itself resembles Thanksgiving Day meals - both in the sense of the
amount of time spent preparing for it and in the abundance of food itself! There is actually what to be said
for the resemblance, as Rav Yosef Zvi Rimon (Leil HaSeder - Kinor David, p. 184) explains that the
reason why we eat during in the middle of Hallel is because the meal itself is part of Hallel, it is a
thanksgiving meal.

To summarize: On Pesach night, we have an obligation to tell the story of the exodus. We do this, says
the Gemara, by first recalling our disgrace and then finishing by praising God. According to the Rav, the
central goal and obligation of the Seder is found in the obligation to praise God; it is the natural reaction
to having experienced liberation. But, in order to achieve that goal, one first has to recall the trials and
tribulations at our lowest points, and the entire process of redemption, in order to appreciate the point at
which we have arrived (Rav Chaim of Brisk). The parasha of 'ax TaIx max, my father was a wandering
Aramean, encapsulates this entire concept. It is a compact passage from the Torah that begins with
disgrace and finishes with praise, and it is from there, argues the Rav, that we learn the entire concept
that beginning with disgrace and ending with praise is the model for expressing praise itself. It might be
that this the exodus is just the beginning of the process, culminating with the giving of the Torah, the
main objective - and yet this partial kindness deserves its own expression of praise. And finally, eating the
meal itself is an action of praise, sandwiched in the middle of Hallel.

II. Other reasons for the inclusion of X TaIX MX

Since I began with this question of why we say these verses instead of selections from Shemot, I thought I
would provide a short list of other reasons that I found.

I.  This passage is, in its entirety, praise, which is the obligation of the seder itself (Rav Soloveitchik,
Harerei Kedem, Explanations on the Haggdah, p. 219).
II.  The story in Shemot is told from the third person perspective, while the bikkurim passage is told
from the first person perspective, and our obligation on Pesach is to see ourselves as if we left
Egypt (Rav Yitzchak Mirsky, Haggadat Hegyonei Halakha, p. 83).
III.  From a practical perspective, this passage allows us to give the entire story in a reasonable
amount of time (Rav Rimon, Haggadah shel Pesach ‘Shirat Miriam,’ p. 177).
IV. It provides a model summary for the way in which we tell the story of leaving Egypt.
V.  Inthe context of bringing one’s own first fruits, it provides a model for expressing both individual
gratitude and collective gratitude.
VI.  With the entire process of redemption outlined, it serves as a template for all salvation we have
experienced in Jewish history.
VII.  Just as bikkurim are a “first” (first fruits), we learn to appreciate the roots from which we came
(Rav Rimon, Kinnor David, p. 272).
VIII.  Bikkurim are brought in Eretz Yisrael - when we are in a state of tranquility, we must still
recognize our purpose in life and to express our gratitude.
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Judah Kerbel (SBM 2015) is in his fourth year at RIETS and his third year at the Bernard Revel
Graduate School, concentrating in medieval Jewish history.
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Maggid and the Missing Why
by Dina Kritz
April 21, 2016

In the middle of Maggid, after discussing how to discuss the story of yetziat Mitzrayim, we finally begin
telling the story itself, although in a very condensed form. We recite the same summary of events that
farmers recited long ago while bringing their first crops to the Beit HaMikdash and expressing gratitude
to G-d for their food. Instead of reading the first twelve chapters of Sefer Shemot, in which we find the
story of the Exodus, we read a few verses which give a very basic outline of G-d’s actions. There are a
number of key elements missing from this version of the Pesach story, but above all is the reason for our
redemption. As we recall twice a day at the very end of Shema, G-d declares that he took us out for a
specific purpose:

(Xn:10 12TNR) D'P'7R7 DD7 NI'NY7 DY YIXN DONX 'MIKXIN WK

I took you out of Egypt to be your G-d (Numbers 15:41)

We were saved from slavery so that we could be free to worship G-d. Even before learning the procedures
for leaving Egypt and for celebrating our freedom every year, we received the commandment to live our
lives by a Jewish calendar. The very dramatic story of the Egyptian firstborn sons dying and the Jewish
people hurrying to freedom is sandwiched between instructions regarding how to celebrate Pesach and
how to eat the Korban Pesach, immediately followed by the commandment to dedicate each Jewish
firstborn son and animal to G-d.

However, our text at the Seder leaves out most of these commandments. We are reminded that we must
tell the story of yetziat Mitztrayim every day, and that we must eat (or symbolize) the Pesach, Matzah,
and Marror. According to the Haggadah, G-d freed us from slavery because He promised to always
protect us, and because His covenant with Avraham guaranteed that we would be taken out of Egypt and
brought to Israel.

The Seder night is not about recalling our daily religious responsibilities, other than the obligation to
remember our freedom every day. Rather, it is about praising G-d for redeeming us. When we finish
recalling the exodus and its related commandments, as well as our own freedom, we launch into songs of
praise before concluding Maggid. “Not only did the Holy One, Blessed is He,” we declare, “redeem our
forefathers, but He redeemed us with them as well...therefore, it our duty to thank, praise, glorify, exalt,
honor, bless... [Him].”

Offering thanks and shira (songs of praise) to G-d is its own obligation. The Talmud teaches us
(Sanhedrin 94a) that King Chizkiyahu'’s only flaw was that he did not sing praises to G-d after being saved
from the Assyrians. Indeed, Rabbi Tanchum teaches in the name of Bar Kapra that had Chizkiyahu offered
shira, he would have become the Messiah. We cannot simply accept that miracles happen; we must thank
the One Who performed the miracles for us. Our Seder version of the Pesach story is much shorter, but it
gets the main points: G-d heard us crying out and took us out of Egypt with an outstretched hand. We
must demonstrate to G-d that we understand what He did for us and that we understand what it means
that He is our G-d before we get down to the rest of the commandments.

At the beginning of Maggid, we remind ourselves that every Jew in the world is obligated to spend this
night telling the story of our freedom:
D¥N NX'¥A 1907 17V NIYA NIAD DY DWTI' 1172 D'IPT 1172 01i1) 172 02N 1172 17'9K1
And even if we were all wise, understanding, elders, and versed in the knowledge of the Torah, we
would still be obligated to tell the story of the exodus from Egypt.

The goal of the Seder is not to become well-versed in this part of the Torah, but to remember and reflect
on what G-d did for us. Only after we express our gratitude and awe can we be fully prepared to worship
G-d. Perhaps one explanation (of many) for our use of the farmer’s summary of yetziat Mitzrayim is that
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instead of reciting the plain facts of Shemot, we are telling the version of the story intended to be told by a
person who sees G-d’s outstretched hand up close and expresses gratitude for it. At the Seder, we are in
the moment, focusing on the fact that G-d saved us. Like our ancestors, celebrating the “why” comes later,
on Shavuot, but also every day.

Dina Kritz (SBM 15) is an SAR Beit Midrash fellow.

46



A Literal Religious Translation of Shir HaShirim

2009

If we assume that Shir HaShirim is in fact intended to be an allegory, this would mean that the allegorical
meaning is the p'shat of the sefer. However, to write allegorically means writing with two levels of
meaning in mind, that of the literal understanding, and the desired non-literal message. The allegory is
created by the relationship between the literal meaning and the allegorical meaning. Without first
understanding the mashal, any interpretation of the nimshal is not true to the text. So, for example, if the
allegory of Shir Hashirim is about the relationship between God and Israel, then the characters,
Shepherdess and her beloved, actually refer (I'fi pshuto) to Israel and God. However, the text on the literal
level must still be meaningful and coherent in order for the second level meaning, rightly called the true
meaning, to be abstracted from it (isn't that what allegory is after all). If it were the case that the text has
no literal meaning, then we would not be dealing with an allegorical text, but rather with a coded text. The
Shepherdess would not simply refer to Israel, but, in contradistinction to other times it is

used, the word itself would actually mean Israel. If this were to be the case, any object could have been
used, and the story itself need not have been coherent, and there would be absolutely no reason to
translate it literally (as in the normal usage of the words), as doing so would simply be getting it wrong.
However, I think that we have traditionally held that Shir Hashirim is an allegory, and therefore, needs to
be understood in relationship to the literal meaning.

Rabbi Elliot Stern, based on Rabbi Aryeh Klapper

In this edition, to our knowledge the first literal translation of Shir HaShirim that makes the religious
allegory explicit, changes in speaker are visually represented in the English text. The male speaks in bold,
the female in plaintext, and the chorus in italics. Many terms for animals in the text are double entendre
for the allegory, for example nij7\xay, or within the allegory, for example nin — the translation of the
former is always the animal, and of the latter is eclectic.
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The Song of all Songs
Written by Shlomoh

Let Him kiss me with the kisses of His mouth
For Your intimacies are better than wine.
Your oils are the best fragrance,

and oils perfume Your Name;

Therefore the maidens love You.

“Attract me!”

“We will run after you”.

“The King brought me into His rooms!”
“We will rejoice ecstatically in you,
celebrate your intimacy above wine”.
“They love You deservedly.”

I am blackened but pleasing,
daughters of Jerusalem,

like the tents of Kedar,

like the tapestries of Shlomoh.
Don’t look at my blackness,

at how the sun has tanned me!

My mother’s sons

treated me with burning contempt,
they made me a vineyard guard;
My own vineyard.I have not tended.

“Tell me, the One my soul loves,

where do You graze,

where do You relax at noon?

Why should I be like a vulture

among Your friends’ flocks?”

“If you can’t understand on your own,

most beautiful of women,

you must follow in the footsteps of the flocks,
and herd your goats

near the tents of the herders.”

“To a mare of Pharaoh’s chariots,
I compare you, my companion.
Your cheeks are adorned by rows of jewels,
your neck with necklaces.

We will make you rows of gold,
with points of silver.”

While the king reclined,

my nard sent forth its fragrance.

“My Love is a bundle of myrrh to me —
He will lie between my breasts!

My Love is a cluster of henna to me,

in the vineyards of Goatspring!”.
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“Behold, you are beautiful, my companion,
Behold, you are beautiful,

your eyes are devastating.”

“Behold, You are beautiful, my Intimate,

also pleasant,

and our bedding is fresh.

The beams of our house are cedars,

our rafters are cypress.”
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“T am the rose of the Sharon plain,
the lily of the valleys”
“Like a lily among brambles,
So is my companion among the lasses”.
“Like an apple among the forest trees,
so is my Intimate among the lads.
I have yearned to sit in His shade,
with His fruit sweet on my palate.
May He bring me to the celebration house,
with His banner of love above me!”
(Support me with tree trunks,
let me lie against the apple trees!
For I am sick with love.)
“His left hand under my head,
with His right hand hugging me.”
“I demand your oath, lasses of Jerusalem,
by the deer or the rams of the field,
not to awaken or arouse the love
until she desires.”

The voice of my Intimate — behold it comes, skipping
over the hills, bounding over the valleys. My
Intimate is like a deer, or like a young ram. There it
stands behind our wall,

overlooking the windows,

shining through the crevices.

My Intimate prompted me:

“Arise, my companion, and go!

For behold the winter has passed,

the rain has shifted and departed.

The buds are visible in the land; the time of
singing has come;

and the voice of the dove is heard in our land.
The fig has put forth its early fruit,

and the ripening grapes are redolent.

Arise, my companion, my beauty, and go!”

“My dove in the clefts of the rock,
in the lee of the stairs,

show me your appearance,
project your voice to me!
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For your voice is precious,
and your appearance pleasing.”

Grab foxes for us,

the little foxes that damage vineyards,

for our vineyard is ripening.

My Intimate for me, and I for my Intimate,

Who grazes among the lilies.

“Until the day blows away, until the shadows flee -
wander, my Intimate, be like the deer

or the young hart

on the hills of Beter.”
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While lying down in the nghts,

I have sought the One my soul loves;

I have sought Him, but I have not found Him.
Let me arise and wander the city;

in the squares and streets

I will seek Him Whom my soul loves;

I have sought Him, but I have not found Him.
The watchmen wandering the city found me:
“The One Whom my soul loves, have you seen Him?”
I had almost passed them by

when I found the One Whom my soul loves.

I grabbed Him! I will not loose Him,

not until I bring Him to my mother’s house,

to the room of my conception.

“I demand your oath, lasses of Jerusalem,

by the deer or the rams of the field,

not to awaken or arouse the love

until she desires.”

“Who is this

ascending from the wilderness

like columns of smoke,

perfumed with myrrh and frankincense,
with all the merchant’s powders?”
Here is the bed of Shlomoh,

with sixty warriors surrounding it,

of the warriors of Israel.

All grasp swords and are trained in war;
each has his sword on his thigh,

fearing the terrors of the night.

Shlomoh made himself a palanquin
from the trees of Lebanon.

He made its pillars of silver,

its back of gold,

its seat of royal purple.

Inside it was inlaid with love

from the lasses of Jerusalem.

“Go out, lasses of Zion,
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and see King Shlomoh,

wearing the crown his mother crowned him
with on his wedding day,

on the day his heart rejoiced!”
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“Behold, you are beautiful, my companion,
behold you are beautiful,

your eyes are devastating

behind your veil.

Your hair is like a flock of goats
cascading from Mount Gilead.

Your teeth are like a flock of shorn ewes
just emerged from the wash,

all bearing twins, with none childless.
Your lips are like a crimson thread,

and your throat is attractive,

your cheeks are like a pomegranate rind
behind your veil.

Your neck is like the Tower of David,
built with turrets, a

thousand shields hanging from it,

all the conquests of the warriors.

Your two breasts are like two fawns,
twins of a doe,

that graze among the lilies.”

“Before the day blows away,

and the shadows flee,

I will take myself to the Mount of Myrrh,

and the hills of levonah”

“All of you is beautiful, my companion,
and there is no flaw in you”.

“With me from Lebanon, my bride,

you will come with me from Lebanon.

You will gaze from the height of loyalty,
from the heights of Snir and Chermon,
from the lairs of lions,

from the hills of leopards.

You have taken my heart, my sister my bride,
you have taken my heart with one of your
eyes, with one necklace from your neck.
How beautiful your intimacies are,

my sister my bride;

how much better than wine your intimacies,
and the fragrance of your oils than any
perfumes. Your lips drip nafth, bride,
honey and milk lie under your tongue,

and the fragrance of your clothes

is like the fragrance of Lebanon.”

“A locked garden is my sister my bride,
a locked mound, a sealed spring.
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Your branches are an orchard of
pomegranates,

with sweet fruits for dessert,

also henna and nard.

Nard, karkom, kaneh, and cinnamon,
with twigs of levonah. myrrh and ahalot,
with all the best perfumes.

A spring feeding many gardens,

an effervescent fountain,

flowing down from Lebanon.”

“Awake, O North wind, and come to Yemen! Blow,
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and the perfumes of my garden will flow! Let my 1227 "TIT N
Intimate come to His garden, JvTAn M9 N
and let Him eat its sweet fruits.”

“I have come to my garden, 127 'MNX2
my sister my bride! N7 'MNK

I have gathered my perfumed myrrh,
eaten my honey forest,

drunk my wine and milk;

the kind that lovers eat,

that intimates drink and get drunk on. “

I was asleep, with my heart aroused;

the sound of my Intimate pounding:

“Open for me, my sister my companion

my dove my perfect,

for my head is full of dew,

my locks with night rains.”

“I’'ve taken off my robe: should I put it back
on? I’ve washed my feet: should I dirty them
again?” My Intimate let go of the keyhole,
but my insides churned for him.

I arose to open for my Intimate,

my hands dripping myrrh,

my fingers with flowing myrrh,

on the palmplate of the lock.

I opened for my Intimate!

But my Intimate was vanished and gone.

My life to hear Him speak!

I sought Him but could not find Him,

I called Him but He did not reply.

The watchmen wandering the city found me;
they struck me and wounded me;

they removed my veil from me,

the guardians of the walls.

“I demand your oath, daughters of
Jerusalem:

If you find my Intimate,

you must tell Him that I am sick with love
“How perfect your intimacy is,

most perfect of women;
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how perfect beyond words your intimacy,
that you have imposed this oath upon us.”
My Intimate is bright and flushed,

a banner for myriads.

His head is purest gold,

His locks are piled on each other,

black as the raven.

His eyes are like doves on streams of water,
rinsing in milk,

perched on stones.

His cheeks are like spice-furrows,

with towers of perfume;

His lips like lilies,

wafting flowing myrrh.

His arms are turned of gold,

set in beryl;

His abdomen smooth ivory

studded with sapphires.

His thighs are marble pillars,

JINYaYN NDOY
DITNI DY 'TIT

:N12n 7T

79 DN IUXI

D'7N7N MNP

:20IYD NNNY

D' 'P'OX 7V DD 1YY
27n2 nixNY

IN'M 7V N

DWIN NANYd I'nY
D'NZIN NI7TAN

DYIY I'NINYY

2V N NIvv)

anT T

Y'YIN1 0'R'Mmn

¥ NWY I'vn

:D"™'90 NO7WnN

YUY Ty v

79 1TX 7y D10

founded on pedestals of purest gold; [7272 INXN
His appearance like Lebanon, :0'TIND 1IN
select as cedars. D'pnnn DN
His palate is all sweetness, D' TNN 1721
and all of Him arouses desire; WA NTHTIT AT
this is my Intimate and this is my Companion, :D7wN' NN
lasses of Jerusalem.

Where has your Intimate gone, 7T 7N IR
most beautiful of women? D'YI1 NO'N
Toward where has your Intimate set His JTIT N9 NIX
course, that we may seek Him with you? Y YR
My Intimate has descended to His garden, 1227 T TIT
to the spice-furrows, owan NIANy?
to pasture in the gardens 0222 NIv1Y?
and graze among the lilies. :DIYIY VPY7I

I for my Intimate, and my Intimate for me,
Who grazes among the lilies.

You are beautiful, my companion,

as All-women’s-desire,

attractive as Jerusalem,

awesome as a bannered army.

Turn your eyes away from me,

for they have overpromised me;

your hair is like a flock of goats
cascading from Mt. Gilead.

Your teeth are like a flock of shorn ewes
just emerged from the wash,

all bearing twins, with none miscarrying.
Your cheeks are like a pomegranate rind
behind your veil.

Sixty of my women are queens,
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and eighty concubines,

and maidens beyond number.

But my dove, my perfect one, is unique —
unique to her mother,

brilliant to her birthmother;

Daughters praise her when they see her, and
queens and concubines exalt her!

Who is this who looks out like the morning
star,

beautiful as the moon,

brilliant as the sun,

awesome as a bannered army?

I descended to a chestnut garden,
to see the buds of the wadis,

to see if the grape had flowered,

if the pomegranates had fruited.

I could not know

that my soul had placed me

in the chariot of my nation’s Ruler.
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Return, O return, woman of Completion;
return, O return, and we will feast our eyes
on you.

What, will you feast your eyes

on the woman of Completion

as if she were a dancer in the camps!
How beautiful your footsteps in your boots,
O daughter of a ruler;

the sheathes of your thighs

like rings carved by an artisan.

Your navel is a clear goblet,

with nothing lacking in its blend;

your belly is a mound of wheat

enclosed in lilies.

Your two breasts

are like two foals,

twin deer.

Your neck is like the ivory tower,

your eyes calculating pools

near the public gate;

your nose is like the tower of Lebanon,
overlooking the approach to Damascus.
Your head upon you like Carmel,

and the fringes of your head like royal
purple; a king imprisoned in their flow.
How beautiful you have made this

and how pleasant;

love with all delights.

This — your figure rising like a palm,
and your breasts like clusters of dates.
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I said — I will climb the palm,

I will grasp its finger-stalks;

Let your breasts, please, be like clusters of
grapes, and the scent of your face like apples,
and your palate like fine wine,

deserving my intimacy,

animating sleeping lips.

I for my Intimate, and His passion upon me.

“Come, my Intimate,

let us go out to the field,

let us lodge in the villages.

We will go eagerly to the vineyards,

we will see if the grapevine has flowered,
the grapes budded, the pomegranates
Jruiting; there I will present my intimacy to
You.

The mandrakes have given off their scent,
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and at our doorstep all sweet fruit; TIT
new and old, 17 Moy
my Intimate,

I have stored up for You.”

If You could only be like a brother to me, 7 NRD AN '
who nursed my mother’s breasts with me; X Y
then if I found You outside I would kiss You, YN YINQ INXNX
still they would not disdain me. (71T X7 DA
I would take charge of You, JANIX
bring you to my mother’s house; "MK N YR NN
You would teach me! NN
I would kiss Your lips with spiced wine, NN "N YR
with the juice of my pomegranates. N0 o'oyn
(His left hand beneath my head, 'YK NNN 17RNY
with His right hand hugging me.) Npann nme
I have demanded your oath, DONKX 'MYavn
daughters of Jerusalem, 07w’ N2
lest you awaken or arouse the love N2NKN DX NIYN ANl NN N
until she desires. 0 :YONNv Ty
Who is this nNT™M

ascending from the wilderness,
leaning on her Intimate?
I aroused you under the apple tree,
there where your mother labored with you,
there where your birthmother labored for
you.
“Stamp me like a seal on Your heart,
like a seal on Your arm,
because love is strong as death,
Jjealousy unyielding as the grave.
Its embers
are fiery embers
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Jrom the flame of God.”

Mighty waters could not quench the love,
and rivers could not sweep it away,
though if a man gave

all the wealth of his house

Jor love,

they would surely disdain him.

“We have a little sister,

who has no breasts.

What will we do for our sister

on the day she is spoken for?”

If she is a wall,

we will bind upon her a silver rampart;
but if she is a door,

we will bar her with a cedar plank.

“I am a wall, and my breasts are like
towers”; then I became in His eyes a source
of peace.

Shlomoh had a vineyard in the Field of
Plenty; he gave the vineyard to the
watchmen.

Each would get a thousand of silver for its
Sruits.

“My vineyard is before me;

the thousand are for you, Shlomoh,

and two hundred for those who guard its
Sruit.”

She who dwells in gardens,

whose friends heed her voice,

tell me your will.

“Flee, my Intimate,

make yourselflike a deer

or like an antelope fawn

on spice mountains.”
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Ruling Desires and Desiring Rules
by Betsy Morgan
April 14, 2017

On Shabbat Chol ha’Moed it is customary to read Shir ha’Shirim, a megillah of blooming flowers and
blossoming love between two lovers. The are they/aren’t they protagonists are understood to represent
God and the Jewish people. Throughout the megillah their metaphors and similes of passion never
culminate in a final moment. Indeed, it ends with the Dod running away again.

What is the story of love meant to teach us about our relationship with God? The dialogue is limited to
exchanges of compliments, but no conversation. Is this an ideal relationship? The most salient features of
the megillah are passion and appreciation, but the megillah also serves an additional purpose in teaching
about equality.

The presence of desire in a relationship creates an opportunity for unequal power dynamic. This is first
expressed in the Torah in the aftermath of eating from the tree of knowledge. A punishment of Chava is “
2-7¢nt )N, NHYR Y7817, that she will desire her husband, and he will rule her. Her desire creates
a vulnerability that results in an imbalanced relationship. In this archetypical relationship in the Torah,
there is a strain of closeness and distance, desire and inequality.

This idea appears again in Bereshit in the aftermath of Kayin killing his brother Hevel. God tells Kayin in
regards to sin “ia-7¢nn nnK| ;Inpen ! X1 ;Y21 NXUN NN9Y ,2'0'N K7 DX] ,NRY ,2'0'A-DX Ki'7D”, is it not so
that if you are good you will overcome it, because sin is crouching at your doorstep, it de51res you and you
rule over it. Like a virus needs a host, sin desires the sinner, and thus Kayin can rule over it.

The final time this language is used in Tanach is in Shir ha’Shirim “injn *v1,'7i77 %7, I am to my
beloved and he desires me. Here is a reversal from Bereshit. First, a person is speaking, whereas God was
the speaker of both instances in Bereshit. The affected parties are the active ones, aware of their situation
and standing. Second, in Shir ha’Shirim, the man desires the woman, the opposite from Chava and Adam.
We would expect that this would make him the vulnerable party, at the woman’s mercy to rule over him.
However, she is declaring herself to him, making herself equally vulnerable to him. Using her power, she
abolishes the power imbalance. They are equal.

Tracing this concept of desire and power gives Shir ha’Shirim a culmination of a larger story, showing how
two entities can be vulnerable and equal. God desires us to be His people, as evidenced in the Exodus
story from Egypt and throughout our journey in the desert. At Har Sinai we are declared His nation and
are sustained in the desert until delivered to Israel. We desire God to be our God, and demonstrate this
through the fulfillment of mitzvot and learning His Torah. Pesach is a time when we review the roots of
our relationship with God, and renew it by teaching our history to our families at the Seder. The story in
Shir ha’Shirim never really ends, because we are still playing the parts in this relationship through the
choices we make every day.

Betsy Morgan (SBM 2013, 2014) is a Senior at Drexel University studying Materials Science and
Engineering.
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Did Women Do Shechitah in Medieval Ashkenaz? Part 1
March 29, 2018

Was this observed in practice in the Middle Ages? Did women serve as ritual slaughterers for members
for their families and for others? The answer is positive: Female ritual slaughterers were to be found in
most of the Jewish diasporas. Thus, the Tosaphists testified that: “It is an everyday matter for us to rely
upon a woman or a servant for slaughtering and removing the veins”.

Avraham Grossman, Pious and Rebellious

In the beginning there was a beraita, which went something like this:

D'TAY 17'9X D'W1 17'9X ,yNN 11y 72y 0N o0
Everyone is believed regarding the elimination of chametz, even women even slaves.

Possibly the sentence included one more phrase:

D10 I7'9X
even minors

This beraita found its way into both the Bavli and the Yerushalmi. We'll pick it up as it is cited on
Pesachim 4a by the amora Rav Nachman bar Yitzchak (d. 356).

:PNX' 12 NN 20N ntam 1ya
2172 IMPTN 'R IX 71T2 IMPTN — WY NY2IXA 1N1AN7 N 1Dwnn
2107w 1201 Ko 'Rn?
2'RN - 'RN7 'NNOXR7 .A7YT RN AT
:PNX' 12 NN1 27 107 NN
NN
.00 17'9X D'TAY 17'9X D'WI 17'9X ,YNN 1Y 72V 0NN 790
They queried Rav Nachman bar Yitzchak:
One who rents a house to his fellow on 14 Nissan — is it presumed chametz-inspected, or not?
What practical difference is there?! Ask him!?
Assume he is not there to be asked. Do we trouble the renter to inspect it himself?!
Rav Nachman bar Yitzchak said to them:
We have learned the answer to your query in a beraita:
Everyone is believed regarding the elimination of chametz, even women even slaves even children.

While Rav Nachman bar Yitzchak presents the beraita as an answer to the query, it actually seems to
disprove both sides of the either/or. If the house is presumed inspected, we don’t need corroboration, so
what would it mean to “believe” anyone? If the house is presumed not-inspected, why can we believe
anyone other than ordinarily valid witnesses?!

The Talmud first explains why one might presume that the house was inspected, and then introduces the
difficulty.

LT IMPTNT DIYA IX? 2'I0'NN XNYL 'RN
,YNAN N1 7¥R DN DN2N 700 0pT
NN
DIPINA NPT [N NN - A 12 D 17'9X ,NND NNYA NNIAN NNENNY 1an
?

1290 INKRPT DIYN XN IRY RN T 1 ?2Nnni
T2 IMPTRT - 'R X7R 1200 NIR RWWN 7T 0T DR T0R
21017 'wam "Wy nyaRa 'ITa NETNa 0an 7o', "oimna n" iRn
12172 INPTR 'RT N2 VIYON X7 - 10 INK K7 KD L,INT DMK DIWN - 'RN RN

1290 INKRPT DIYN XN IRY RN T 1?2 Nnni
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Why are they believed? Isn’t it because the house is presumed inspected,
because this beraita holds that all are considered chaverim regarding chametz-inspection,
as we learned in a beraita:
A chaver who dies and left a storehouse of grain, even if they became liable to tithing on that day — they
are presumed to have been tithed.
?
Why (do you presume that all houses are presumed inspected)?! Maybe we only make such a
presumption in cases like ours, where it is corroborated by the testimony of these?!
(That can’t be, because) What substance could the testimony of such people have?!
So it must be that there is a general presumption of inspection.
But if that is so, why does the beraita frame its rule around the credibility of people, rather than around
presumptions regarding houses?!
So it must be that the statements matter, which means that without any such statement, the renter
would have to reinspect, and therefore the beraita proves that we don’t make the presumption!?

Some background is needed here. At some periods and places of the Rabbinic era, there was a sharp and
fraught social division between chaverim and amei ha’aretz. Chaverim were the Torah-educated and
punctiliously observant elite; amei ha'aretz ate dairy out, mocked anyone who tried to be shomer negiah,
and thought that “eruv” was the Hebrew word for “loophole”. They also ate grains that had not been
tithed, and therefore could not be trusted to certify that food had been tithed. On the other hand, one
could eat any grain that had ever been owned by a chaver, on the assumption that a chaver would tithe
his produce immediately upon acquisition.

Here’s the rub: During the three annual pilgrimage-holidays, when the groups were brought together en
masse in religious contexts, the rabbis declared that nman 78w %5 = all Jews could be considered
chaverim, so that tithe-kashrut would not catalyze further social division. The Talmud here suggests that
our beraita holds that all Jews are also considered chaverim regarding chametz inspection on the 14" of
Nissan, and therefore any house rented on 14 Nissan is presumed inspected.

At this point the Talmud asks: If the house is presumed inspected, why would you need to believe
anyone’s testimony?! Why would the statements of such people have halakhic weight!?

So it must be that their statements don’t matter. But then why does the Mishnah frame its rule around
their credibility?!

LT INPTN )7 NN'R D71IVY7 X7
NPT N IARPLLPTA KT (7 PTRINAT - [1'P0Y 'RNA KON
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No — really all houses are presumed inspected,
but here we are discussing a case where the renter has a valid basis for presuming that the rental was
not inspected, and one of these says that it was inspected.
(This isn’t too obvious a case to include in a beraita, because) What might I have thought? That the
rabbis would still not believe them,
so the beraita teaches us that because inspection is only rabbinically required, since Biblically verbal
nullification is sufficient — the rabbis believed them about Rabbinic prohibitions.

The Talmud’s final solution to the either/or is to make an okimta — the Mishnah is dealing with an
unusual case, with facts not mentioned in the text that undermine the presumption of inspectedness.
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Credibility is necessary in such a case, but because inspection is only Rabbinically necessary, credibility
can be extended beyond the usual unsuspects.

We can now formulate the Talmud’s conclusion as follows:

The beraita believes that all Jews are considered chaverim regarding chametz-inspection on 14 Nissan.
Therefore:

1. All houses rented from any Jew on 14 Nissan are presumed inspected.
2. All Jews may be believed if they claim that a house has been adequately inspected.

The Talmud does not explain whether the second principle is caused by the first. Do we all Jews have
credibility because they are all chaverim? Credibility is extended because the whole issue is derabannan,
but perhaps the general extension of chaver-status happens only because the issue was derabannan.

We also must discuss to whom this credibility is extended. The beraita says explicitly that women, slaves,
and children are believed. It is difficult to see the status of chaver being extended to slaves and children
(although it is certainly extended to women in some cases).

It therefore seems that the beraita has two separate rationales. First, it has a default setting that all
houses are considered inspected because chaver-status is extended. Second, if that presumption breaks
down, we can extend credibility because the whole issue is derabannan.

But if the chaver and derabannan rationales are independent of each other, then the entire Talmudic
discussion was pointless. The Talmud should simply have said: Why are these believed? Because the
issue is derabannan. Nothing else was needed or relevant. Perhaps the Talmud concludes that R.
Nachman bar Yitzchak erred in citing this beraita as a response to the query. But this seems forced.

The less radical solution to this problem is to say that the presumption of inspectedness was put in place
only because the issue was derabannan. The presumption is weakened when we know that the landlord
did not do an inspection personally, but not so weakened that it cannot be restored by testimony from
children.

The more radical solution is to argue that women, slaves, and children are never discussed in this sugya.
Rather, the issue is exclusively amei ha’aretz. (According to a beraita on Pesachim 49b, codified in
Shulchan Arukh CM 34:17, amei ha'aretz are not valid witnesses, although the educational bar to escaping
that status is very low.) Chaver-status regarding chametz-inspection is initially limited to
self-certification, and then extended to allow them to certify others when necessary, because after all the
whole issue is derabanan.

The obvious weakness of the radical approach is that it does not explain in the end why slaves and
children are believed. There is no manuscript basis for arguing that the clause about women, slaves, and
children is not original to the text. And yet, children do not appear in the Yerushalmi version, an amora
probably emends the Yerushalmi version to exclude women, and some rishonim argue that the logic of the
sugya does not relate to either women or slaves.

Why does any of this matter? Because the sugya as it stands seems to say that women have halakhic
credibility only about derabannans, and possibly only when they are supported by a legal presumption. In
medieval Ashkenaz, that conclusion contradicted common sense and everyday experience.

How did the rishonim address that contradiction? What is the proper relationship between Talmud Torah
and experience? How strong an intellectual or halakhic bias should we have toward interpretations and
positions that comport with our sense of the world, even if they don’t comport as well with our
understanding of texts? Can Halakhic texts be reliable historical sources? Stay tuned!
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May Women Get Their Hair Cut on Chol Hamoed?

March 24, 2010
May women get their hair cut on Tvimn 7in?
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Men are forbidden to shave on chol hamoed, so as to ensure that they shave before the first Yom Tov.
According to Shulchan Arukh 546:5, however, women may do all cosmetic necessities on chol hamoed.
This general statement is followed by a list of specifics relating to makeup, hair arrangement, and hair
removal, with the last being “she may draw a knife across her forehead”; this may refer to shaving
eyebrows, but the use of “knife” rather than “razor” is anomalous, so there is a possibility that it refers to
trimming bangs.

Shulchan Arukh is rooted in Mishnah Moed Kattan 8b and a beraita on Talmud Bavli Moed Kattan gb,
with one key difference being that the beraita’s language may imply that it is offering a comprehensive list
of permitted cosmetics, whereas the Shulchan Arukh seems clearly to be providing only examples. This
may be a function of the other key differences, which are the inclusion of removal of underarm hair and
the permission of drawing a knife across the forehead; the first comes from Rambam rather than directly
from the Talmud that was in front of Beit Yosef, although it seems clear that the latter at least was in
Rosh’s Talmud, and the former may have been in Rambam’s. Regardless, no one’s Talmud text listed
everything that Shulchan Arukh permitted.

Shulchan Arukh, therefore, is compelled to read the list in the Talmud as noncomprehensive, and has no
basis for assuming that his list is comprehensive. Furthermore, it seems reasonable to assume that the
cosmetic techniques of his time differed somewhat from those of the Talmud, and that he had no interest
in banning the new techniques.

Nonetheless, it seems reasonable to argue that had he believed haircutting and headshaving to be
permissible, that would have made the list. This diyuk (deduction on the basis of close reading) is the
basis for forbidding women’s haircutting on chol hamoed. Mishnah Berurah, for example, writes:
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Our purpose here is to decide whether this reading, and the authorities behind it, are dispositive. Let’s
look first at Pri Megadim.
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Pri Megadim suggests that the list of permitted activities specifically excludes headshaving, but concedes
that he doesn’t understand why the prohibition should apply to women; after all, we should discourage
women from shaving their heads before Yom Tov, rather than encouraging them.

At first glance, Pri Megadim does indeed seem to support the prohibition. However, more careful
examination shows that he forbids headshaving but never mentions haircutting. Why not? There are three
possibilities:

a) He sees haircutting as identical with headshaving, and therefore feels no need to mention it

b) He does not consider haircutting relevant to women

¢) He specifically intends to permit haircutting.

Of these, c) seems implausible, as if haircutting is permitted, the diyuk that headshaving is forbidden is
undermined; and a) seems implausible, as if haircutting actually improves women’s appearance, and is
forbidden, there is no mystery as to why the decree applies to them, with headshaving included within the
decree as the equivalent of a bad haircut. That leaves b) — but is it really plausible that Pri Megadim could
not imagine women simply cutting their hair? The answer to that is yes, as per the following Rosh.
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While the comparison to demonesses seems out of place, and in its original context does not seem
intended to flatter, Rosh clearly states that women simply do not cut their hair, and therefore failure to
mention that case proves nothing one way or the other.

One might nonetheless argue that since Pri Megadim applies the decree against headshaving to women, it
naturally extends to cover haircutting as well. But this would be a misconception, I believe. The Halakhah
according to Pri Megadim, rather, is that the decree banning cosmetic procedures on chol hamoed never
applies to women. It is precisely because headshaving detracts from their appearance that it can be
applied to them, even though, as he concedes, it does so purely mechanically. Thus I suggest, contrary to
Mishnah Berurah, that there is at the least no evidence that Pri Megadim bans haircutting for women on
chol hamoed.

We move on, then, to the Gra
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Unlike Pri Megadim, Gra explicitly forbids haircutting. His evidence is the same diyuk. However, Gra
apparently sees the decree against haircutting as directly applicable to women; in other words, he knows
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of and forbids cosmetic haircutting for women on chol hamoed. The questions remaining are the strength
of his evidence and whether there are explicitly contrary authorities.

A primary point here is that Gra is not primarily engaged in psak — rather, he is engaged to justify
Shulchan Arukh’s permission to shave underarm hair. He suggests that Shulchan Arukh reached this
conclusion by process of elimination: the Talmud Yerushalmi permits 2y'w n'7'01, and this cannot refer to
head hair owing to the decree, and pubic hair is mentioned separately, so only underarm hair is left.

Gra knows that Shulchan Arukh is only citing Rambam in this regard, however. This makes his claim that
'y n'7'01 refers only to body hair weak, as while he cites Ashkenazic authorities who interpreted the
phrase in that way regarding Sheloshim, Rambam himself permits women to cut their hair during
shloshim.

Tosafot Moed Kattan 18a does explicitly ban haircutting during Sheloshim, although it is hard to
understand why the issue is discussed there in Tosafot, which is focused on nailcutting. But Tosfot
Yevamot 43a seems to permit, and in general the discussion there demonstrates that Wy'w n'7'01 is used to
include haircutting.

But while Gra’s evidence is weak, his authority stands. But here we turn to Arukh haShulchan:
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Arukh HaShulchan seems to state that by definition the decree cannot apply to women, even with regard
to cosmetic activities they could have completed before yom tov. While he never mentions haircutting, it
seems clear that he would permit it, and that he argues fundamentally with Gra.

Finally we turn to Ritva.
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Ritva supports Arukh HaShulchan against Gra, let alone Magen Avrohom, by saying that the decree
intentionally excluded women from its ambit. It follows that Gra is a shitat yachid (minority position).
Furthermore, a rule of psak is that the authority of precedent is greatly diminished when new evidence is
presented that was not available to the original decisors, and to my knowledge the Ritva was not available
to the Gaon. Accordingly, b'mechilat kvod the Gra and with trepidation, it seems to me that at least bish’at
hadchak women may have haircuts on chol hamoed.

May women have their hair cut on chol hamoed? On a technical halakhic level, I argue in the companion
shiur to this dvar Torah that the answer is yes. What I want to do here is discuss four metahalakhic
questions relative to this specific issue.

The first — and this is perhaps the safest topic we can choose to discuss this generally explosive question —
is what sort of attitude we should have toward gender distinctions in Halakhah. Here I must acknowledge
that this framing — which assumes that gender distinctions constitute a discrete category, toward which a
consistent attitude is appropriate — is borrowed from American constitutional law’s notion that various
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distinctions can be subjected to loose, intermediate, or strict scrutiny. But I think it offers a valuable tool
to poskim, and I specifically favor subjecting potential Jew-Gentile distinctions in interpersonal halakhot
to strict scrutiny.

This cannot, however, be the case with regard to gender in Halakhah — there are simply too many areas in
which the distinction is deeply ingrained, and others in which such distinctions flow inexorably from
physical differences. But there is nonetheless room for some form of scrutiny, especially when potential
rulings seem to assume psychological or intellectual differences between men and women.

The second question is whether we ought to evaluate potential gender distinctions primarily in terms of
their outcomes or rather in terms of their reasoning. What are we to do if the best way to reach the
solution we see as most compatible with justice and with properly recognizing the tzelem Elokim in every
human being is to utilize a legal rationale that seems sexist or even misogynist?

For example: Some understandings of the exegetical basis for the exclusion of women from the obligation
to procreate can easily be criticized as sexist: “It is the way of men to conquer, but not the way of women”.
To counter this critique, a posek might seek to play up the positions that see women as rabbinically
obligated. But a primary effect of the exemption is to prevent women from being halakhically coerced into
procreative sex, and generally to give them halakahic control of their sexuality, and this effect can be
undone by the position that they are rabbinically obligated.

The third question is the extent to which we are willing to concede that past halakhot simply cannot be
extended to current circumstances — the differences are just too great. This issue presents differently with
regard to d’oraita law, where we are committed to the position that the Torah’s Author foresaw all future
circumstances and legislated accordingly, and d’rabbanan law, where we have no such theological
commitment. Thus, for example, Rav Moshe Feinstein takes the position that doing otherwise prohibited
labor via preset electric timers often falls into a category of “appropriate to forbid but not actually
forbidden”, on the ground that the Talmudic Rabbis were unaware of electricity and therefore could not
have legislated regarding it.

The fourth question is the extent to which we are willing to undo past authoritative rulings, especially
those of Rav Yosef Karo in Shulchan Arukh, on the basis of our considerably larger-than-his library of the
works of the rishonim and of variant manuscripts of all rabbinic texts. The potentially destructive effects
of allowing such overturning can be seen in halakhic civil law, where plaintiffs can succeed only if the
defendant has no plausible defense. A primary task of halakhic civil jurisprudence, therefore, is to
eliminate positions from the discussion, and this the Shulchan Arukh accomplished admirably; the
standard rule is that positions not mentioned in the Shulchan Arukh are halakhically irrelevant in civil
matters. And yet, it is hard to allow rulings that no longer accord with the weight of textual evidence to
stand, especially when they seem to us to have deleterious consequences.

Let me give very brief answers to these questions, in reverse order, in the expectation that there will be
many occasions to discuss them in more detail and depth in the future.

4) We should resist the temptation to establish a bright line in this area and argue that the Halakhah must
be determined either by pure historical/interpretational truth, as we understand it, or else by pure
halakhic process establishing irreversible precedent. Rather, we should take the nuanced position that
precedent generates significant but not infinite inertia, varying with its antiquity and the weight of the
authorities who establish it, which can be overcome by some compelling combinations of contrary
evidence, practical need, and moral intuition.

In the case of women’s haircuts on chol hamoed, the weight of precedent seemed to me extremely weak
and the contrary evidence quite strong. I did not see a real issue of morality involved, and practical need
would be a function of specific cases only.

3) I think there are actually three positions possible here:
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a) Laws should be seen as inevitably extending to whatever new circumstances seem to present
the same issues.

b) Laws can only extend to circumstances that could plausibly be seen as having been conceived
of when the law was made

¢) Laws may or may not be extended to cover new circumstances at the discretion of
contemporary decisors, subject to the willingness of the community to follow them when they
exercise that discretion. In such cases, it should be evident, what are formally judicial decisions
are in practice legislative acts.

I favor the last approach. In the case of women’s haircutting, the question then became whether we should
extend the decree made regarding men to women. It seemed to me that this was probably extending the
wrong rabbinic ray, that we should instead extend the exceptions for cosmetic bodyshaving and tweezing
etc. to this case

2) Here again we should avoid bright-line answers. There are times, circumstances, and issues in which it
is appropriate to focus on symbols; I cannot think of any non-extreme case, for example, in which I would
pasken based on the sometime principle that “women’s wisdom is only with the shuttle” — maybe to be
matir an agunah. But as a general rule it is wiser to focus on results, although one must always recognize
that the results of a halakhic ruling are not just the immediate case, but also all cases for which that case
will become precedent.

In our case, it is not clear to me that the presumption that women’s happiness often depends on their
sense of their own appearance is sexist, although taking the extreme formulation of Arukh haShulchan
that “their entire happiness is in their adornments” literally rather than hyperbolically might be sexist.
But I take it hyperbolically, and therefore am comfortable using Arukh haShulchan’s consequent ruling as
precedent.

1) I suggest that the standard should be that the proposed distinction has a purpose plausibly defensible in
non-sexist terms and the proposed distinction should plausibly relate to genuine differences in the
religious, political, social or other experience of men and women. In this case, the desire to make women’s
yom tov experience happier is certainly defensible in non-sexist terms, and I suggest that it plausible
relates plausibly to the different norms and expectations governing male and female hair grooming and
growth in our society.

Accordingly, I see no barrier to ruling permissively on this question.
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Advanced Brisk for Beginners: Rav Chayim Soloveitchik on the Obligation
to Eliminate Chametz
March 30, 2012

One of my old ambitions was to put out an English version of Rabbeinu Chayim Halevi al HoRambam
that made the beauty of Brisker lomdus accessible to those with no yeshiva background — the ArtScroll
Rav Chayyim. That’s unlikely to happen at this stage (and perhaps ArtScroll has already found an author),
but I thank Ethan Hauser for sending me back to Rav Chayyim this week, and here’s a very rough, and
much less accessible, version of what might have been:)

1. Rambam in Laws of Chametz and Matzah 1:3

One does not get lashes for violating lo yeiraeh and lo yimatzei*® unless one acquired chametz on Pesach
or else caused something to become chametz, so that one does an action in order to violate, but if one had
chametz prior to Pesach, and was not mevaer® it, but rather left it under one’s authority, even though he
violated the two DO NOTs mentioned above, he is not liable to lashes under Biblical law, because he did
not do an action in order to violate (lo asah bo maaseh).

A. How can Rambam claim that one gets lashes for violating lo yeiraeh and lo yimatzei under any
circumstances?! The Talmud on Pesachim 95a says explicitly that these DO NOTs are consider to
be nitak to the DO (laaseh) of tashbisu, and the rule is that any DO NOT that is nitak to a DO is
not subject to lashes!?

a. Other versions of Pesachim 95a make no mention of the issue of nitak laaseh, and rather
declare these DO NOT'’s to be DO NOT’s not involving actions, perfectly in accordance
with Rambam. However, this only transfers the question from Rambam to the Talmud —
why does the Talmud in these versions not consider them nitak laaseh? And if one wishes
to suggest that the Talmud in these versions picks on of two possible reasons, that just
transfers the question back to Rambam!

b. There are at least three formulations of the rule that one does not get lashes for a DO
NOT she’ein bo maaseh: that it applies to

i.  any DO NOT that can ever be violated without action;
ii.  only to DO NOT’s that can never be violated without action
ili.  toany DO NOT when it is violated without an action.
Rambam here seems to adopt position 3.

B. There are in theory at least two ways to approach the question of how lo yeiraeh/yimatzei cannot
be considered nitak laaseh.
a. One might understand nitak as implying “undoable”, and then define these DO NOTs in
such a way that they cannot be undone.

i The classic nitak laaseh is the prohibition against leaving sacrifices that may be
eaten for specific time periods uneaten at the end of those periods — lo totiru
mimenu ad boker. This is nitak to the DO of burning the leftover meat.

This suggests that the prohibition is defined by the end condition, namely that
the meat is unconsumed, rather than by the state, i.e. that the meat existed after
the time that it should have been consumed.

Perhaps the DO NOTs of chametz are defined differently, not by the end
condition of chametz existing that should have been destroyed, but rather by the
person possessing chametz during a time in which he should not have. In this
case the subsequent elimination of the chametz (tashbisu) prevents further
transgression, but cannot undo the past.

20 “Lo yeiraeh” and “lo yimatzei” are a mostly combined pair of prohibitions against maintaining certain kinds of relationships with
chametz on Pesach.
* This term is defined below.
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All agree that tashbisu cannot be fulfilled after Pesach, which suggests that the
formulation above is correct, i.e. that the prohibition is not defined by the end
state, as if that were so, why should there not be a permanent DO of eliminating
it? But this is far from an absolute proof.
ii. ~ The DO of tashbisu is defined in a way that prevents it from undoing the DO
NOTs.
Rav Chayyim adopts method 2. He begins by connecting our problem to
another problem raised regarding tashbisu.

2. Tur OC 445 writes:

To derive benefit from the ashes of Chametz (that a Jew possessed in violation of lo yeiraeh/yimatzei, and
subsequently burned in fulfillment of tashbisu) — that depends on the dispute between Rabbi Yehudah

and the Rabbis:

According to Rabbi Yehudah’s position that biur chametz (which we will treat as the fulfillment of
tashbisu, at least with regard to chametz that has already violated the DO NOTs) requires burning, the
ashes are permitted, as we generally hold that “All things (from which one is forbidden to derive benefit)
that must be burnt — their ashes are permitted”,

Whereas according to the Rabbis’ position that tashbisu can be fulfilled by a variety of means (such as
scattering it to the winds), even if one burnt the chametz, the ashes are forbidden, as ““All things (from
which one is forbidden to derive benefit) that must be buried — their ashes are forbidden”.

A. Rabbi Akiva Eiger attacks Tur as follows:

a.

Tosafot write that the reason for the rule above regarding those that must be
burnt/buried is that there is a mitzvah to burn those that must be burnt, so that once they
are burn they are considered naaseit mitzvatan (literally “their mitzvah has been done),
whereas there is no mitzvah to bury those that must be buried, rather one must do so to
remove the spiritual obstacle they pose (as people will likely end up deriving benefit from
them so long as they remain accessible.

But Rabbi Yehudah and the Rabbis agree that tashbisu is a mitzvah to dispose of the
chametz, not merely a precaution; they only disagree about which methods of disposal are
valid. Therefore, even the rabbis should believe that chametz that has been burnt in
fulfillment of tashbisu — even if tashbisu can be fulfilled by means other than burning — is
naaseit mitzvatol, and should be permitted.

B. Rav Chayyim suggests, in response and opposition to Rabbi Eiger, that

a.

the dispute between Rabbi Yehudah and the Rabbis is not only about the appropriate
modality of tashbisu, but rather is a fundamental dispute about the nature of the
prohibition.
According to Rabbi Yehudah, the mitzvah inheres in the chametz-object, that one must
burn it, whereas according to the Rabbis the mitzvah is to ensure that the person no
longer has chametz
the rule that ashes are naaseit mitzvatan applies only when the relevant mitzvah inheres
in the object
Therefore Tur is correct in saying that the Rabbis would not permit the ashes of burnt
chametz
i.  Rav Chayyim offers no justification for his claim that the dispute between Rabbi
Yehudah and the Rabbis is fundamental. I suggest that his intuitive ground Is
that according to the Rabbis, it seems evident that fulfilling tashbisu does not
prevent one in theory from violating lo yeiraeh/yimatzei with regard to the very
same object of chametz — if one threw it to the winds, and then ate a surviving
crumb one found days later, why would that not be prohibited? All the more so if
someone else ate it.
ii.  This incidentally gives one a boundary condition of “burning” according to Rabbi
Yehudah, more sharply a way of distinguishing it.
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The chametz must be burnt to the point at which, if it had been burnt before
Pesach, a Jew would have been permitted to possess it on Pesach.
C. Rav Chayyim now resolves the difficulty with Rambam as follows:

a. A DO NOT can considered nitak laaseh only if the DO has a positive purpose, rather than
being simply a positive formulation of a negative purpose.

b. According to the Rabbis, tashbisu is simply a positive formulation of the negative
purpose, i.e. that a person not possess chametz in violation of lo yeiraeh/yimatzei.

c. Therefore, according to the Rabbis lo yeiraeh/yimatzei are not nitak to the aseh of
tashbisu.

d. The Talmudic discussion on Pesachim 95 functions within the position of Rabbi Yehudah,
and therefore concludes that lo yeiraeh/yimatzei are nitak to the aseh of tashbisu. But
Rambam rules in accordance with the Rabbis, and therefore justifiably rejects that
statement.

i.  Rav Chayyim asserts that there is independent internal evidence that Pesachim
95 functions within the position of Rabbi Yehudah.
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May One Start the Seder Before Dark?
April 3, 2009

May one begin the seder meal before darkness if one has already accepted Yom Tov? My intent here is not
to provide a ruling, but rather to provide a model reading of a Tosafot and raise the question of how that
should play out halakhically. (My thanks are due to Rabbi Ethan Tucker for his own analysis and for
sending me to the analysis of Rav Ovadiah Yosef Shlita in Chazon Ovadiah 1:1.)

Tosafot’s question is straightforward: Once the Mishnah has listed a starting point for the prohibition
against eating on Passover Eve, why must it mention the endpoint of “after darkness”? No other endpoint
is reasonable, as the apparent purpose of the prohibition, enabling us to eat the Yom Tov meal with
appetite, would be undercut if we ended the prohibition earlier, and there is no reason to delay the Yom
Tov meal at all? He adds that this cannot simply be a stylistic flourish, as the parallel text regarding
Shabbat and other Yamim Tovim does not mention the end time.

Tosafot then cites the Ri MiKorbil’s response. He suggests that the requirement of waiting until darkness
is unique to Passover Eve, owing to the mitzvah of eating matzah, because, as he cites a Tosefta to
demonstrate, the mitzvoth of consuming the Pesach, matzah, and maror all begin after darkness. He then
roots this Tosefta via Midrash Halakhah, noting that the Pesach is explicitly required to be eaten “on that
night”, and the laws of matzah and maror by means of Midrash Halakhah are parallel to those of the
Pesach. However, on Yom Tov and Shabbat Eves one may start the meal while it is still day, as we learn in
Berakhot that one may pray the Shabbat amidah and say Shabbat Kiddush while it is still day.

RY MiKorbil is of course aware that the Beraita in Pesachim forbids eating on Shabbat and Yom Tov Ever
after minchah. Accordingly his position must be that on those evenings the prohibition is only against
eating anything other than the Shabbat/Yom Tov meal, whereas on Pesach one may not eat even the Yom
Tov meal until darkness.

Tosafot then cites Rabbeinu Yechiel. The content of his contribution is that when the Talmud asked why
the Mishnah refers specifically to Passover Eve, it could not have answered that this was because
regarding Passover Eve there was a need to mention the endpoint, “until darkness”, as that endpoint was
already taught in Zevachim regarding the Pesach, and here is merely mentions it briefly and in passing.

How does Rabbeinu Yechiel relate to the line of Tosafot’s argument? While literarily he follows RY
MiKorbil, his comments formally relate directly to the Talmud. He also seems incompatible with Tosafot’s
opening question, as Tosafot assumed that “until darkness” was obvious for all Yamim Tovim and
Shabbat, whereas he assumes that “until darkness” teaches a rule specific to Passover. It is therefore
plausible to read him as responding to a potential problem reading the Talmud that arises specifically out
of RiMiKorbil’s suggestion, as follows: RY MiKorbil suggested that “until darkness” applies exclusively to
Passover Eve. If so, why can’t the Talmud resolve its opening question simply by stating that while the
prohibitions beginning point is common to all festivals, its end point is unique to Passover? This problem
does not arise prior to RY MiKorbil, at which point the assumption was that “until darkness” conveyed no
significant halakhic information.

In this reading, Rabbeinu Yechiel’s structural role is to refute a possible objection to RY MiKorbil before it
is raised.

Tosafot then cites Rabbeinu Yehudah as providing a resolution. In the standard Vilna Shas edition, the
content of his resolution is as follows. There is a need to mention the endpoint “until darkness” regarding
Passover Eve specifically even if there is no halakhic difference between Passover Eve and other Yom Tov
Eves with regard to the prohibition against eating, as one might have thought that Passover would be
more lenient, as one would expect the Pesach to follow the general pattern that one may begin eating
sacrifices on the day they are slaughtered, rather than waiting for the following evening.
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The question is — a resolution to what? There are two literary possibilities:

A) The attack Rabbeinu Yechiel sought to forestall, in which case, following the argument above, he would
be providing an alternate defense for RY MiKorbil,

B) Tosafot’s opening question, in which case he would be providing an alternative to RY MiKorbil.

However, substantively it seems that A is impossible. Rabbeinu Yechiel tries to explain why the Talmud
could not answer that the Mishnah in Pesachim distinguished Passover from other Yamim Tovim for the
sake of “until darkness”, but Rabbeinu Yehudah’s opening premise is that there is no such distinction, so
the question doesn’t arise!

Therefore B must be correct. In that case, Rabbeinu Yehudah is saying that while one might have thought,
like RY MiKorbil, that “until darkness” is taught regarding Passover Eve specifically because it references
a stringency that applies specifically to Passover Eve, the real reason is to prevent us from distinguishing
Passover Eve for leniency.

Tosafot concludes by citing a Yerushalmi in support of Rabbeinu Yehudah. The Yerushalmi in fact
explicitly requires waiting to eat from Minchah-time “until darkness” on all Yom Tov and Shabbat Eves,
and thus supports Rabbeinu Yehudah'’s halakhic position.

However, the Yerushalmi seems to undercut Rabbeinu Yehudah’s literary position! Rabbeinu Yehudah
argued that it was necessary to teach “until darkness” regarding Passover specifically, but it turns out that
“until darkness” is taught about every Yom Tov!

But actually, the Yerushalmi undermines the entire Tosafot. Every previous element of the Tosafot is
intended to explain why it was necessary to teach “until darkness” specifically regarding Passover! The
Yerushalmi fits better with Rabbeinu Yehudah than with either RY MiKorbil or with Rabbeinu Yechiel,
however, as at least is supports the claim that whatever the reason “until darkness” is taught in the
Mishnah specifically regarding Passover, it is not because there is a halakhic difference between Passover
and other Eves.

At the close of Tosafot, then, we have no reason to believe that anyone thinks that one may eat before
darkness on Passover Eve even if one is beginning the Seder.

However, Rav Ovadiah Yosef points out that Dikdukei Soferim records an alternate text of the Tosafot,
which also seems to have been in front of Maharshal when he wrote his commentary Chokhmat Shlomoh
on Tosafot, which reads as follows:
And Rabbeinu Yehudah resolved it by saying
that it comes to teach us that even though the Pesach is slaughtered while it is still day, it cannot be
eaten while it is still day like other sacrifices.

The Yerushalmi is then introduced by “but” rather than by “and similarly”.

In this version, there is no explicit evidence as to whether Rabbeinu Yehudah equates Passover with other
Yamim Tovim lechumra, i.e. banning early Yom Tov meals, or lekula, i.e. allowing early Yom Tov meals.
Whichever text he refers to — the Mishnah in Pesachim, the Mishnah in Zevachim, or the Tosefta — is not
coming to teach us that Pesach has a stringency, in opposition to other Yamim Tovim, but rather that it
does not have a leniency, in opposition to other sacrifices — other Yamim Tovim are simply irrelevant to
the text under discussion.

What is the role of the Yerushalmi in this version? The Yerushalmi cannot be opposed to Rabbeinu
Yehudah substantively, as by virtue of applying the same language of “until darkness” to Yamim Tovim
that the two Mishnahs apply to Passover, it must perforce agree that the law is the same for all, whatever
the law turns out to be. So on that understanding it can only be making a literary point, namely that all
attempts to explain why it is necessary to teach “until darkness” specifically regarding Passover are
incorrect, as in fact “until darkness” is taught about all Yamim Tovim. But this is uncompelling, as the
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attempts may be explaining not why “until darkness” is said about Passover specifically, but rather why it
is said about Passover additionally, why there is a separate text to tell us about Passover what we already
knew about other Yamim Tovim.

The Yerushalmi thus can be understood as opposing Rabbeinu Yehudah only as follows: Rabbeinu
Yehudah suggested that the words “until darkness”were taught by Passover, despite their apparent
obviousness, because they taught us that the Pesach does not have the leniency of other sacrifices. But
sacrifice-eating times are not relevant to Shabbat and Yom Tov, and yet a beraita uses the same language
regarding them!

On this reading there is no evidence in the Tosafot whatever as to whether Rabbeinu Yehudah equates
Passover with other Yamim Tovim lechumra or rather lekula.

Tosafot Rabbeinu Yehudah HaChassid (presumably the Rabbeinu Yehudah of our Tosafot) to Berakhot

27a does not cite the Yerushalmi (or Rabbeinu Yechiel), but instead follows the RY MiKorbil by saying:

" 'R D71V'71,0'WUTP INY IND DI TIYan 7281 1'K ,01' TIyan NOD NU'NYY 9"YNY [1'YNYUKRYT JWNNWYN 1DTN XY 1n'I
2K ,N90IN Y7 77n?"

“However, perhaps it only mentioned “from the time of darkness” to teach us that even though the
Pesach is slaughtered while it is still day, it is not eaten while it is still day like other sacrifices, and thus
in reality one should not distinguish with regard to the time added onto Shabbat or Yom Tov, as we
have said.”.

Here the final comma is critical - does he mean to argue

A) “as ‘we’ previously said, one should not distinguish between Passover and other Yamim Tovim”,
or rather

B) “one should not, as we previously said, distinguish between Passover and other Yamim tovim”?

The difficulty with A is that RY MiKorbil is the only position previously mentioned on the issue of whether
Passover should be different from all other nights, and thus there is no “previously said” that one should
not distinguish.

If one adopts B, then the last line comes to reject RY MiKorbil’s distinction, apparently without making
clear whether the rejection leads us to equate all Yamim Tovim lechumra or rather lekula.

However: In this version the language that Rabbeinu Yehudah explains as relevant only to sacrifices is
qwnnwn rather than ywnnw Tv. That language is taken from the Tosefta that RY MiKorbil uses to support
his claim that one cannot start early on Pesach, not from the Mishnah. One might therefore argue that in
this version Rabbeinu Yehudabh is taking on not the RY MiKorbil’s explanation of the Mishnah, but rather
his claim that the Seder cannot be started earlier, and therefore he must conclude that all Yom Tov meals
can be begun early. This reading is apparently endorsed by Rav Ovadiah.

However, it seems to me unlikely that RY MiKorbil’s position was predicated on the Tosefta. As our
Tosafot makes clear, he sees the Tosefta as simply recording a ruling derived from the verse “and they
must eat the flesh (of the Pesach sacrifice) on that night”, and that verse is used to that effect on Pesachim
41b. I therefore see it as unlikely that Rabbeinu Yehudah would reject RY MiKorbil and allow eating the
Pesach early simply because the Tosefta could be read otherwise.

Bottom line, then, there is no compelling evidence as to which way Rabbeinu Yehudah held. The issue
may therefore come down to which position it seems more likely that a scholar in his time and place
would have held. There is an I think legitimate bias toward saying that an ambiguous position should be
read as reflecting a position attested elsewhere; the position equating Pesach with other Yamim Tovim
lechumra is cited in the name of “yesh min haGeonim” in Rashba Pesachim, whereas the position
equating them lekula is so far as I know viable only here.
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Stress and the Exodus: Thoughts on Chipazon
2011

The standard seder text begins with the recitation of X2y xnn"% xn, “This is the bread of oni that our
ancestors ate in the land of Egypt”. The use of “this”, equivalent the the Hebrew nr, suggests that one is
pointing at a matzah, and the literary issue is that no context has been set. An anthropologist visiting the
seder would reasonably conclude that the Jews ate matzah throughout their stay in Egypt, rather than
specifically during the Exodus.

In Rambam’s Haggadah, however, the text begins nri¥nn axx' 17'n1a. '"n7n1' is a translation of the Biblical
[Iton, and seems to mean something like “hurry under stress”. This makes the opening a straightforward
reference to Devarim 16:3:
DI' X DTN [YN7 DX YINA NRY! [ITONQ D Y 0N7 NiXN 1'7V 70XN D' Tyaw ynn 117y 728N XY
7N M 70 DMI¥N YIND JNRY:
You must not eat chametz over it — for seven days you shall eat over it matzot, bread of oni, because it
was in chipazon that you departed the Land of Egypt, so that you will remember the day of your
departure from the Land of Egypt all the days of your life.

It is possible that the absence of this opening is an error in our texts, although if so the error precedes
Rambam, as our text is found in the Siddur of Rav Amram Gaon. But (see on this Rav Kasher’s nn7w nTan
) the problem here, as in many Biblical texts, is determining the referents of the prepositional phrases.
Devarim 16:2 and 3 put together read as follows:

NIXN 1'7Y 7ORN D' NYAW YN 1'7V 708N K7 :0W 1DY DY 7177 1N2 WX DI YRALRY )'N7-K 177 N0 NNATI

7N M 7D DMI¥N YIRN NRY OI' X 12T [VA7 DNIXN YIRA DXY [IT9NA D 2y DNY:
You will sacrifice a Pesach to Hashem your G-d, flock and cattle, in the place where Hashem your G-d
will choose to have His Presence dwell there.
You must not eat chametz over it —
for seven days you shall eat over it matzot, bread of oni,
because it was in chipazon that you departed the Land of Egypt,
so that you will remember the day of your departure from the Land of Egypt all the days of your life”

Grammatically, the term chipazon may relate either specifically to the command to eat

matzah and not chametz, or else to the Pesach sacrifice. The evidence that it relates to the Pesach sacrifice
is Shmot 12:11:
1777 NIN NOD |ITONA INK DN7OXI DOTA D771 D2'™7A72 DO'7V2 DMAN DX'ANN INX 172KN NdJI:
Thus you must eat it — your loins girded, your shoes on your feet, and your staffs in your hands. And
you must eat it in chipazon — it is a Pesach to Hashem.

This seems to indicate that the eating of unleavened bread is certainly not an essential component of
chipazon, and this might lead someone to object that Rambam’s Haggadah makes an unwarranted
connection, and remove the opening.

Why should this matter, though? Isn’t eating unleavened bread is in any case part of the recollection of the
“stressed haste” with which we left Egypt? Not necessarily — Mishnah Pesachim 9:5 tells us that while the
Pesach of Egypt was eaten in chipazon, subsequent Pesachs, should not be, perhaps even must not be. The
immediate evidence for this halakhic position, as brought in Mekhilta, is “’you must eat it in chipazon™ —
it, but not others”. This seems to indicate that while the entire Pesach ritual recalls the chipazon with
which we left Egypt, it is not intended to recreate that chipazon. If matzah were in fact a recreation of
chipazon, then, it would be inappropriate to eat them with the Pesach. That we eat matzah at the Seder is
therefore evidence that matzah is not associated with chipazon, and therefore Rambam’s text is
problematic.
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Why should the Torah not wish the chipazon to be recreated? One possibility is the controversy as to who,
exactly, was in a “stressed hurry” to have the Jews leave Egypt. Various midrashim suggest that it was the
Jews, the Egyptians, and/or Hashem! If we take the last approach, which is many ways the most
interesting, chipazon may be a reference to the idea that redemption from Egypt was urgently necessary,
and came prematurely, because the Jews would otherwise have descended into “the 50th gate of tum’ah”
and become permanently unworthy of redemption. Perhaps this is not an aspect of the Exodus that we
wish to recall at the Seder, at least not at its outset, despite the principle that “we begin with shame”.

Another reason to not recreate chipazon may be the description of Ultimate Redemption in Yeshayahu
52:12:
7K' 'N'7-X DDDONNI 7177 03'197 170 1 127N K7 NOINAIIRXD [IT9NA X7 'D:
For you will not depart in chipazon, and you will not go in the manner of fleeing, because Hashem goes
before you, and one One who gathers you is the G-d of Israel.

This verse, as noted by many midrashim (but not Radak), seems to see the chipazon with which we left
Egypt as a flaw in that redemption. Perhaps the Pesach is supposed to look both forward and back, and we
do not recreate those aspects of the Pesach that did not foreshadow ultimate redemption.

These two rationales are intriguingly combined in a fascinating Midrash Sekhel Tov on the Song of the Sea
(attached but not translated). Exodus 15:12-19 is written in a grammatical form that obscures present and
past, but there seems to be a perhaps anachronistic mention of the Temple as an ultimate goal, and the
verses can be read as suggesting that the inhabitants of Canaan have already been struck dumb by the
passage of the Children of Israel among them. The verse Sekhel Tov focuses on is 15:13, “You have guided
with Your chessed this nation which You have redeemed; You have directed them with Your strength to
Your holy dwelling-place”. “Your chessed” suggests that this was undeserved — but when had Hashem
redeemed the Jews, let alone taken them to His holy dwelling-place? Sekhel Tov posits that Hashem took
the Jews to the Temple Mount (on the wings of eagles: see Shmot 19:4) on the night of Passover, where
they brought and ate the Pesach sacrifice, and then returned them to Egypt in time for the Plague of the
FirstBorn. While Hashem was in chipazon lest they return too late, in His chessed He did not hurry them.

In this reading, we did not leave Egypt with chipazon at all, although we did eat the Pesach while G-d
waited, patiently, but kebyakhol stressed. And so it would certainly be inappropriate to begin the Seder by
saying that we left Egypt in chipazon, and that the matzah recalls that.

In a Chassidic mode, we might suggest that the underlying message of this reading of the poetry of Exodus
is that redemption can only happen to those who have already experienced it — the Jews could not leave
Egypt unless they had a true understanding not only of what they were leaving, but where they were
going. Thus in the narrative of Exodus it is clear that true redemption cannot occur until Sinai, and
perhaps not even then, until the message of Torah has been fully understood as well as heard. This is a
useful cautionary note with regard to contemporary dreams of redemption, but may we merit that
complete understanding speedily and in our days, and strive toward it regardless.
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