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Torah in Motion
Pesach 5785

From the Mishnah to Maggid

Part 3: Why is the Seder So Disorderly?

1) Shemot 13:8
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And you shall explain to your child on that day, ‘It is because of what the LORD did for me
when [ went free from Egypt.’

2) R. Naftali Maskil le-Eitan (1829-1897), Maamar Yesod Mosad
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The obligation of telling the story of leaving Egypt is from the verse of “and you shall tell your
child, etc.” which is a clear command to tell and relate to children even if they don’t ask, and
since this verse is the source and root for the positive commandment of telling the Exodus story,
therefore the editor of the Seder arranged the Haggadah in its footsteps—its derivations and
topics are organized according to the order of the words in this verse. Behold there are six
divisions: (1) ve-higadeta le-vincha; (2) bayom hahu; (3) leimor; (4) ba-avur zeh; (5) asah
hashem li; (6) be-tzeiti mi-mitzrayim. And according to this short supposition, the reason [for the
ordering] of the Seder is already apparent. One can’t shift its parts around, so as not to depart
from the sequence of the verse.

3) Rachel Sharansky Danziger, “My Own Private Haggadah,” Tablet Magazine (2020)

By pulling us out of the story, the abrupt jumps from tangent to tangent in the Haggadah ...
invite us to involve ourselves in making sense of the story. Though the Haggadah instructs us to
say “we were slaves” in the first person, for example, it doesn’t allow us to lose our actual “I” in
a sweeping narrative that will make that fictional “we” feel natural. ... [T]he Haggadah doesn’t
even give us the benefit of a discernible story arc. Since we must rely on ourselves to give the
evening any form of coherence, we are forced to draw upon resources that lie beyond the bounds
of the text itself, such as our familiarity with the Exodus story in the books of Exodus and
Deuteronomy, and, even more importantly, our own concerns, experiences, and ideas. This
process forces us to act as authors and interpreters and recreate the Exodus story in our own
image. By the end we can no longer simply place the story of the Exodus on a shelf and move on
to Sleeping Beauty. We poured too much of ourselves into it to ever fully let it go. ...



Perhaps when the authors of the Haggadah told us to see ourselves as if we came out of Egypt,
they meant something more than envisioning ourselves wearing tunics, marching out of Egypt
with matzos in our sacks. Perhaps they meant that we should take this opportunity to experience
what it means to become the authors of our own story. By liberating us from the mindset of a
passive audience, the Haggadah frees us to taste self-determination, in an echo of the very event
which it so circuitously explores.

4) Yosef Lindell, “The Seder is Anything but Orderly,” The Lehrhaus (2021)

The disorganized Haggadah may not have the markings of a great novel, but perhaps it was
never meant to be easy, its meaning delivered on a silver platter. With its non-sequiturs and
cryptic passages, the Haggadah looks a lot like any page of the Talmud. So perhaps you can’t
just read the Haggadah. Instead, you learn it. The freewheeling, disjointed Haggadah creates a
Seder that mimics the dynamics of a beit midrash. It is no accident that its central portion is

a midrash, the sine qua non of the Oral Torah.

Thus, spirited discussion becomes central to the Seder. Around the Seder table, we must learn the
Haggadah together. Its words are the beginning, not the end, of the conversation. Maggid is
lively: full of questions, answers, and divrei torah the children learned in school. We interrupt,
talk over one another, discuss the meaning of passages, or perhaps even demonstrate the plagues
with plastic frogs. The Haggadah says that “whoever tells more about the Exodus is
praiseworthy,” and the Sages of Bnei Brak led by example: going strong all night until their
students reminded them to recite the morning Shema. Learning Torah in partnership is a heady,
engrossing, and sometimes disorganized experience.

5) Ritva (13th-14th century), “ve-et amaleinu”
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And our labor, these are the children. For they are the toil of man—A person works very hard to
raise them and to teach them the way of the world and Torah. And also works in order to leave
them money after he dies.

6) Pirush Kadmon (unknown author from the time of the Rishonim), “ve-et amaleinu”
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And our labor, these are the children. Children are called our labor, as it is written: “A person is
born for labor” (Iyov 5:7), and that’s what it says: “Every male child...” (Shemot 1:22).



7) The Birds’ Head Haggadah (c. 1300)




9) Vanessa Ochs, The Passover Haggadah: A Biography (2020)

How many other sacred texts could tolerate being branded
by a product, by corporate sponsorship? Would we tolerate,
much less embrace, a Kleenex Lamentations, or the Lens-
Crafters Book of Mormon? Could another sacred text come
with tear-out inserts: shopping checklists and advertisements
for farfel, gefilte fish balls, macaroons, and candied, jellied
slices of “fruit”? Surely, Leviticus could not withstand a
centerfold of coupons for an ox of the sacrifice of well-
being; the goat for the people’s sin offering; 20 percent off
turtledoves and frankincense, two-for-one on pigeons.

10) Mishnah Pesachim 10:4-5
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He begins with shame and concludes with praise; and expounds from “A wandering Aramean
was my father” (Deuteronomy 26:5-8) until he completes the whole section.
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In every generation a man is obligated to regard himself as though he personally had gone forth
from Egypt, because it is said, “And you shall tell your son on that day, saying: ‘It is because of
that which the Lord did for me when I came forth out of Egypt” (Exodus 13:8). Therefore it is
our duty to thank, praise, laud, glorify, raise up, beautify, bless, extol, and adore Him who made
all these miracles for our fathers and ourselves; He brought us forth from slavery into freedom,
from sorrow into joy, from mourning into festivity, from darkness into great light, and from
servitude into redemption. Let us say before him, Hallelujah!

11) Devarim 26:5-10
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You shall then recite as follows before the LORD your God: “My father was a fugitive Aramean.
He went down to Egypt with meager numbers and sojourned there; but there he became a great
and very populous nation. The Egyptians dealt harshly with us and oppressed us; they imposed
heavy labor upon us. We cried to the LORD, the God of our fathers, and the LORD heard our
plea and saw our plight, our misery, and our oppression. The LORD freed us from Egypt by a
mighty hand, by an outstretched arm and awesome power, and by signs and portents. He brought
us to this place and gave us this land, a land flowing with milk and honey. Wherefore I now
bring the first fruits of the soil which You, O LORD, have given me.” You shall leave it before
the LORD your God and bow low before the LORD your God.

12) Psalm 78:2-5, 41-58
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I will expound a theme, hold forth on the lessons of the past, things we have heard and known,
that our fathers have told us. We will not withhold them from their children, telling the coming
generation the praises of the LORD and His might, and the wonders He performed. He
established a decree in Jacob, ordained a teaching in Israel, charging our fathers to make them
known to their children, that a future generation might know—children yet to be born—and in
turn tell their children.
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Again and again they tested God, vexed the Holy One of Israel. They did not remember His
strength, or the day He redeemed them from the foe; how He displayed His signs in Egypt, His
wonders in the plain of Zoan. He turned their rivers into blood; He made their waters
undrinkable. He inflicted upon them swarms of insects to devour them, frogs to destroy them. He
gave their crops over to grubs, their produce to locusts. He killed their vines with hail, their
sycamores with frost. He gave their beasts over to hail, their cattle to lightning bolts. He inflicted
His burning anger upon them, wrath, indignation, trouble, a band of deadly messengers. He
cleared a path for His anger; He did not stop short of slaying them, but gave them over to
pestilence. He struck every first-born in Egypt, the first fruits of their vigor in the tents of Ham.
He set His people moving like sheep, drove them like a flock in the wilderness. He led them in
safety; they were unafraid; as for their enemies, the sea covered them. He brought them to His
holy realm, the mountain His right hand had acquired. He expelled nations before them, settled
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the tribes of Israel in their tents, allotting them their portion by the line. Yet they defiantly tested
God Most High, and did not observe His decrees. They fell away, disloyal like their fathers; they
played false like a treacherous bow. They vexed Him with their high places; they incensed Him
with their idols.

13) Psalm 105:1-6, 26-38
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Praise the LORD:; call on His name; proclaim His deeds among the peoples. Sing praises to Him;
speak of all His wondrous acts. Exult in His holy name; let all who seek the LORD rejoice. Turn
to the LORD, to His might; seek His presence constantly. Remember the wonders He has done,
His portents and the judgments He has pronounced, O offspring of Abraham, His servant, O
descendants of Jacob, His chosen ones.
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He sent His servant Moses, and Aaron, whom He had chosen. They performed His signs among
them, His wonders, against the land of Ham. He sent darkness; it was very dark; did they not
defy His word? He turned their waters into blood and killed their fish. Their land teemed with
frogs, even the rooms of their king. Swarms of insects came at His command, lice, throughout
their country. He gave them hail for rain, and flaming fire in their land. He struck their vines and
fig trees, broke down the trees of their country. Locusts came at His command, grasshoppers
without number. They devoured every green thing in the land; they consumed the produce of the
soil. He struck down every first-born in the land, the first fruit of their vigor. He led Israel out
with silver and gold; none among their tribes faltered. Egypt rejoiced when they left, for dread of
Israel had fallen upon them.

14) R. Hai Gaon (10th-11th century), Teshuvat Ha-Geonim
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And R. Hai said: that which R. Tzemach Av said that we don’t say a bracha of “ligmor” [on
Hallel] on the night of Pesach [is because] we aren’t reading it, but we are singing it. As we
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learned: “Rabban Gamliel used to say...” etc. and in the end: “Therefore we are obligated to give
thanks and praise ... and say in front of Him Halleluyah.” This is what is taught in our Mishnah
and it is the custom of all of Israel. Therefore, if one makes a blessing [on Hallel], we silence
him.

15) Joshua Cahan, “Storytelling at the Seder: Lesaper, Lehaggid, and the Purpose of the
Haggadah,” Sources Journal (2023)

[The Haggadah] does not tell a tale that progresses from disgrace to praise, but one that includes
only these two elements: we were in a place of disgrace and God redeemed us. And the point of
this explanation is not the story itself but the lesson it teaches: God came for us in our time of
need and did wondrous, astonishing, supernatural things on our behalf to bring us to freedom and
make a place for us in the world. What we must do in the present is be thankful for those acts,
acknowledging that they were done not just for our ancestors, but for us. Our devotion to God,
which we show by performing the Passover ritual, celebrating the festival, and observing all of
God’s laws, flows directly from that awareness.



