Chad Gadya and the Closing Messages of the Seder
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There are ten strong things in the world: Rock is strong, but iron breaks it. Iron is strong, but fire melts it. Fire is strong, but water extinguishes it.
Water is strong, but the clouds carry it. The clouds are strong, but the wind drives them. The wind is strong, but man withstands it. Man is strong, but
fear weakens him. Fear is strong, but wine removes it. Wine is strong, but sleep overcomes it. Sleep is strong, but death stands over it. What is
stronger than death? Acts of generosity (tzedaka), for it is written, “Tzedaka delivers from death” [Prov. 10:2]. (translation in the Rabbi Sacks Haggadah)
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Rabbi Jonathan Sacks Haggadah: Essays — One Little Goat [text on Sefaria]

... This strange and haunting song, like many other elements of the seder, is simple on the surface but suggestive of hidden depths. ...

It exemplifies the statement made by Hillel, who once saw a skull floating on the water and said: “Because you drowned others, they drowned you,
and those who drowned you will themselves eventually be drowned” (Mishna Avot 2:7).

The theme is the destructive cycle of vengeance and retaliation. On one interpretation the kid is Israel. The “father” who bought it for two small coins
is God, who redeemed Israel from Egypt through His two representatives, Moses and Aaron. The cat is Assyria, which conquered the northern
kingdom of Israel. The dog is Babylonia, which defeated the southern kingdom of Judah. The stick is Persia, which replaced Babylonia as the
imperial power in the sixth century bce. The fire is the Greeks, who defeated the Persians in the days of Alexander the Great. The water is Rome,
which superseded ancient Greece. The ox is Islam, which defeated the Romans in Palestine in the seventh century. The slaughterer is Christianity —
specifically the Crusaders, who fought Islam in Palestine and elsewhere, murdering Jews on the way. The angel of death is the Ottoman Empire,
which controlled Palestine until the First World War. The song concludes with an expression of faith that “this too shall pass” and the Jewish people
will return to its land. So it has been in our days.

Alternatively, the song may have been suggested by the statement of Rabbi Yehudah bar llai in the Talmud (Bava Batra 10a) ...

More deeply, though, the song harks back to the beginning of creation and forward to the end of history. A midrash says that when God was about to
create mankind, He consulted with the angels:

The ministering angels split into contending groups. Some said, “Let him be created!” while others said, “Let him not be created!” That is why
it is written, “Mercy and truth collided, righteousness and peace engaged in a clash” [Ps. 85:11].

Mercy said, “Let him be created, for he will do merciful deeds.” Truth said, “Let him not be created, for he will be full of falsehood.”

Righteousness said, “Let him be created, for he will do righteous deeds.” Peace said, “Let him not be created, for he will never cease
quarreling.”

What did the Holy One, blessed be He, do? He took truth and threw it to the ground. (Genesis Raba 8:5)

This remarkable midrash turns the fundamental problem of faith upside down. The question is not “Given the nature of the world, how can God
exist?” but rather, “Given the nature of God, how can the world exist?” How could God, who creates in love, bring into being a creature, man, who
destroys in hate? How, having made the universe, could God create the one being capable of destroying it?

The midrash offers an answer: God took truth and threw it to the ground, saying, “Let truth grow from the earth” (Ps. 85:12). Human beings cannot
stand exposure to too much truth. Reality is too awesome for us to see it steadily and whole. Therefore God proposes that man suffice with truth as
it is on earth, not as it is in heaven. We see fragments of the Divine Presence, not more. Were we to see God face to face, we would cry, as did the
Israelites at Sinai, “But now, why should we die? This great fire will consume us, and we will die if we hear the voice of the Lord our God any longer.
For what mortal man has ever heard the voice of the living God speaking out of fire, as we have, and survived?” (Deut. 5:25-26). We catch glimpses
of truth, fugitive and fleeting insights and no more; but it suffices.

Thus God answered the protest of truth. But what of the claim of peace? Since Cain and Abel the human story has been one of conflict, sibling
rivalry, war, and bloodshed. Nor does it end. The Babylonians defeat the Assyrians, the Persians conquer the Babylonians, the Greeks overcome
the Persians, and so it goes. Will there ever be a world of peace? The very silence of the midrash on this question suggests its own answer. The
creation of man by God was an act of faith. An ancient rabbinic teaching interprets the phrase in Moses’ final address, “God of faith” (Deut. 32:4), to



mean God who had faith in the world He was about to create. More than we have faith in God, God has faith in us — that one day we will learn the
lesson of peace, that war never solved any conflict in the long run; that in victory the victor too is defeated; that in conquering others we diminish
ourselves; that only in and through peace do we honor the image of God that is mankind.

Sir Henry Sumner Maine once said: “War appears to be as old as mankind, but peace is a modern invention” (“International Law: Its Origins and
Sources”). In one respect he was wrong: the prophets of Israel were the first people in history, by many centuries, to conceive of peace as an ideal.
No vision has echoed more eloquently than the words of Isaiah — today inscribed on a plaque opposite the United Nations building — “They will beat
their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks. Nation will not take up sword against nation, nor will they train for war anymore”
(Is. 2:4). The vision of the prophets was of a world at peace, when, again in Isaiah’s words:

He will destroy on this mount the shroud That is drawn over the faces of all the peoples
And the sheet that is spread Over all the nations. He will destroy death forever. (ibid. 25:7-8)

So, having earlier expressed the Jewish hope, “Next year in Jerusalem rebuilt,” we end the seder night with the universal hope that the angel of
death will one day be defeated by the long-overdue realization that God is life; that worshipping God means sanctifying life; that God’s greatest
command is “Choose life” (Deut. 30:19); that we bring God into the world by reciting a blessing over life.

| find it almost unbearably moving that a people that has known so much suffering can summon the moral courage to end this evening of Jewish
history on a supreme note of hope, and write it into the hearts of its children in the form of a nursery rhyme, a song. For what we give our children on
this night of nights is something more and greater than the bread of oppression and the taste of Jewish tears. It is a faith that in this world, with all its
violence and cruelty, we can create moments of redemption, signals of transcendence, acts of transfiguring grace. No people has risked and
suffered more for a more slender hope, but no hope has lifted a people higher and led it, time and again, to greatness. So we end the night with a
prayer and a conviction. The prayer: “God of life, help us win a victory over the forces of death.” And the conviction? That by refusing to accept the
world that is, together we can start to make the world that ought to be.



