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For most people with any connection to Judaism, Seder night is one of the most
meaningful and memorable parts of their Jewish life. The evocative parts of the
Seder vary from person to person. For many it is the eating of special foods; for
others it is their child reciting mah nishtanah; for some it is the mere fact of being
together with relatives they rarely see or simply staying up till two in the
morning feeling exhausted and slightly drunk. It is safe to say, however, that, for
the great majority of Jews, the recitation of the Maggid is not one of them.

This is an odd state of affairs. According to most authorities, the recitation of the
yetziat mitzrayim is a mitzvah d’oraitah and all agree that it is a central focus of
the Seder. Nevertheless, every year, hundreds of thousands of Jews simply tune
out when they reach the words arami oved avi, unable to understand what is
going on and becoming increasingly impatient for the food to arrive. The more
learned try their best to enrich proceedings by citing different explanations,
hiddushim, and even gematriot, on the Haggadah text. However, this only
succeeds in drawing the attention of those assembled to what is written in the
book in front of them rather than the exodus story itself. It is safe to say - odd
though it is on reflection - that far more time is spent discussing the ‘deeper
meaning’ of the famous four sons midrash than the events of three and a half
thousand years ago when our forefathers left Egypt.

The reason for this is quite simple: the text of the Maggid that is in front of us is
simply not a good rendition of yetziat mitzrayim. It is full of incomprehensible
‘explanations’ and apparently random interjections. It appears to emphasize
minor parts of the exodus story while completely ignoring central themes and
characters. Many parts seem to be out of their proper order and, taken as a
whole, it is disjointed and incoherent. Few Jews are willing to say this out loud,
but most seem to accept it as just one of the odder parts of our odd tradition.

From the year I started leading Sedarim, | struggled to use the Maggid in such a
way as to provide a meaningful experience to the others at the table. [ studied
and thought about the Maggid until I could explain with some degree of
confidence the logic of the different d’rashot, but by focussing on understanding
the text of Maggid itself, [ felt | was only getting further away from the real goal
of telling the exodus story. After half a decade, I gave up and switched to
following as best I could the directions of the Mishnah itself. I took the pesukim
from arami oved avi onwards and did my best to expound (v117%) them,
explaining as [ went the significance and implications of each word.



This method, however, proved less satisfactory than I originally hoped. Devarim
26:5-9 is a wonderfully concise and evocative account of the Jewish people’s
story from our humble origins as ‘wandering Arameans’ to the triumphant
arrival in the Land of Israel, but it is surprisingly hard to expound upon. ‘...with a
strong hand, and with an outstretched arm, and with great terror, and with signs,
and with wonders’ is without doubt a powerful text, but when you try to pin down
precisely what it means, you find, as with all great poetic language, that it means
many things, and yet not quite anything precisely. Turning to the great
commentators doesn’t help much; they seem to have arrived at much the same
conclusion and largely ignore the passage.

Disappointed with the results of my experiment, I acceded to the wishes of more
traditionally minded relatives and, in 5777, [ went back to using the traditional
Maggid text. I struggled through until I reached the words 27177 11. Bereft of any
explanation myself for what sword was being referred to, I asked the those
assembled if they had one, not, I should add, looking for a profound hiddush, but
for a basic idea of what the phrase ‘this is the sword’ was supposed to convey.
The sum total of Sedarim that those present had experienced was well in excess
of five hundred, but it was clear, not only that no one had an answer, but that this
was the first time any of them had thought to ask the question, which didn’t seem
to them terribly pertinent.

I resolved to find an answer to the question and, after the finishing the evening
meal on shevi’i shel Pesah, | quite by accident hit on the answer. The two d’rashot
7277 7 and 2777 17 are meant to be read as a couplet and they refer to Moshe’s plea
in his first meeting with Pharaoh:
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Contemplating the simplicity of my answer, I gradually realized that it entailed a
complete re-evaluation of what kind of text the Maggid was. Not for the first time,
[ learned that if something in Judaism seems to make no sense at all, it's because
you are looking at it from the wrong angle.

At the back of this volume, I have included a lengthy essay explaining in full my
theory of how the Maggid works, but I will here quickly recapitulate the main
points:

e The reason the Maggid does not seem to be an adequate retelling of the
exodus story is because it is not supposed to be a retelling of the exodus
story.

e The reason the Maggid’s d’rashot upon the fragments of the arami oved avi
passage do not seem to be adequate as explanations is because they are
not intended to function as explanations.



e The purpose of the Maggid is to map the verses in the arami oved avi
passage onto the much lengthier primary account of the exodus in Sefer
Shemot.

e The story of the exodus is divided by the Maggid into sections in the order
they appear in Shemot, with one exception for ease of narration.

e The purpose of the d’rashot in the Maggid is to provide a semantic or
linguistic link between each fragment of the arami oved passage and the
section of Shemot that it is linked to. Sometimes this can be done directly,
sometimes it can only be done in a roundabout fashion.

e The Maggid thus functions as a guide helping each father or leader of the
Seder to orally retell the exodus story as it appears in Shemot, using the
arami oved passage as a set of cliffsnotes or prompts.

e [ believe that the Maggid’s method, as well as constituting a virtuoso piece
of technical midrashic mastery, is intended to demonstrate that the whole
exodus story as it appears in Shemot is contained virtually within the
arami oved avi passage. This is analogous to Rav Sa’adya Gaon’s well
known belief that all 613 mitzvot are contained within the ten
commandments.

This Haggadah is my first attempt to convert my theory of the Maggid into
something you can use at your own Seder. What you will find within is the same
traditional text you that appears in any household Haggadah (minus one Lurianic
addition). However, when you reach the Maggid you will see, in addition, three
supplements designed to help you use it as a tool to tell the story of yetziat
mitzrayim:

e Text: Beneath each of the Maggid’s d’rashot, I have included all or part of
the passage of the Humash which the Maggid is directing you to.

e Story: A brief English rendition of the main points of this part of the story,
divided into bullet points.

e Comment: In this section, I have included various points of discussion
about the passage in question, drawing on the classic commentators, not
on the Haggadah, but on the Humash.

My recommendation is to review thoroughly the Text section of this Haggadah in
the run up to the Seder to make sure that you are properly familiar with the story
you are about to retell. The Story section is there to function as a crutch on the
night, helping you to keep up the pace and ensuring you don’t miss out anything
important. | suggest that you dip into the Comment section on an ad hoc basis
depending on how the night unfolds.

How you use this Haggadah, though, is up to you and not just for the obvious
reason that [ won’t be there to watch you using it. Haggadah B’rura is an
experiment. How it plays out and what it will look like in ten years’ time is not



known to me. My sincere hope is that it will contribute to a more meaningful
Seder experience for Jews in this period of our national ingathering.

This first edition of Haggadah B’rura is the result of hundreds of hours slipped in
here and there between work, childcare and washing up. As my various teachers
and employers will attest, attention to detail is not one of my strong points and I
shudder to think of the list of infelicities and errors I will find on Seder night
when I read this through without the aid of a pen. [ wish to thank all those who
have cast an eye on my work, as well as the creators of Sefaria for saving me
untold hours and even more mistakes through the magic of cut and paste. All
remaining errors are, as the phrase goes, my own.

Gavriel Nahlieli
Yerushalayim, 5778.
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e Ya'aqov returns to the land of Canaan with his four wives, twelve sons and daughter,
after twenty-one years working for his uncle Lavan in Aram.

e Lavan pursues him, claiming that Ya'aqov had stolen his property. However, God warns
Lavan not to harm Ya’agov in any way and the pair reconcile and make a covenant.

o Yosef, the first son of Ya’aqov’s favourite wife Rahel, is sold by his brothers into slavery.

e Yosef becomes a slave in Egypt, but eventually rises to become the second in command
of the country.

e Yosef's brothers go down to Egypt to buy food because of a famine in the land of
Canaan.

e After verifying that his brothers regret what they had done, Yosef reveals himself and

sends his brothers to bring their father, Ya’aqov.




Who sold Yosef?

Everyone knows that Yosef was sold into slavery by his brothers and this understanding
seems to be confirmed in numerous statements by Hazal. However, the verse in which Yosef
is sold seems to say something rather different.
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And Midianite men, traders, passed and they drew and lifted up Yosef from

the pit and they sold Yosefto the Ishmaelites for 20 of silver and they brought
Yosef to Egypt.

The simplest way of reading this verse in isolation is that, though the brothers had resolved
to sell Yosef, unbeknownst to them, some Midianites arrived and did the job before they had
the chance. There are three approaches to explaining this verse among the Pashtanim.

e Sa’adya Gaon, Ibn Ezra, Redak and Ralbag argue that ‘Midianite’ and ‘Ishmaelite’ are,
in fact, synonyms, based on the verse in Shof’tim (8:24), which states that the
Midianites wore gold earrings ‘because they were Ishmaelites’. Reading these words
as synonymous would render the sentence thus (both words being translated as
‘Arabs’):

And Arab men, traders, passed and they drew and lifted up Yosef from
the pit and they sold Yosefto the Arabs for 20 of silver and they brought
Yosef to Egypt.

On this reading, the subject of the verb (‘they’) must mean Yosef’s brothers. The
problem with this interpretation is that is cannot explain why ‘Midianite’ and
‘Ishmaelite should be used interchangeably, since this is confusing and the verse in
Shof’tim does not prove they are totally synonymous.

Ramban, Sforno and Rav Avraham son of Rambam, argue that while the terms
‘Midianite’ and ‘Ishmaelite’ describe separate groups of people, they were
nevertheless closely related and worked together. The Ishmaelites ran the camel train
delivering goods back and forth from Egypt, while the Midianites owned property
that the Ishmaelites transported. Yosef’s brothers knew the Midianites were passing,
but performed the actual sale with their agents, the [shmaelites. This approach
requires making a number of assumptions and an intricate reading of the key verse to
explain all the data.

Rashbam, Hizkuni and Rabeinu Bahya read the verse in the simplest way and explain
that, though Yosef’s brothers intended to sell him to the Ishmaelites, the actual act
was performed by passing Midianites. This also explains why Reuven was surprised
to find the pit empty. The problem is that when Yosef confronts his brothers, he
states, ‘[ am Yosef your brother whom you sold to Egypt’. Rabeinu Bahya and
Rashbam explain that they are considered responsible as they initiated proceedings.
Rashbam and Hizkuni also offer the possibility that the brothers were aware of the
Midianites drawing Yosef from the pit and selling him, perhaps following an
arrangement not mentioned in the text. Shadal, a 19t century commentator from
Italy, suggests that Yosef was in a confused state, or even unconscious, and believed
that he had been sold by his brothers, though in fact this was not the case.
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e Upon hearing the news that Yosef is safe, Ya'aqov gathers his family to go down
to Egypt.

e Ya’aqov stops in Be'er Sheva and offers sacrifices ‘to the God of his father
Yitzhaq'.

e God appears to Ya'aqov in a dream. He tells him not to be afraid to go to Egypt,

that He will go down with Ya’aqov and bring him up from there.




What was Ya’aqov afraid of?

God says to Ya’aqov, ‘do not be afraid of going down to Egypt’. We can infer that
Ya’aqov was afraid of something, but we are not told what. The source of Ya’aqov’s
fear has to be worked out from the words of God’s answer in which he tells him not
to be afraid ‘for I will make you there a great nation’. Various explanations have been
offered:

e Ya'aqov was worried that by leaving Eretz Yisrael for Egypt he would
transgress the command given to ‘his father Yitzchak’. God tells him that he is
permitted to do so. (Redak)

Ya’aqov was afraid that his children would be assimilated into Egyptian
culture. In response, God told him that he would make them a ‘great nation’
that is to say distinct from the Egyptians. (Sforno, Netziv)

Ya’aqov was afraid that the promise made to Avraham that his descendants
would be slaves would now come to pass. God comforts him by telling him
that the prophecy of them becoming a great nation would also come to pass
(Hizkuni)

Who are Ya’aqov’s ‘daughters’?

The Torah tells us that Ya’aqov went to Egypt along with his ‘daughters’ and the
‘daughters of his sons’. However, in the subsequent list of the 70 who went to Egypt
the only daughter is Dinah and the only granddaughter is Serah the daughter of
Asher. Possible answers to this problem include:

e There were other daughters and granddaughters who were not mentioned in
the list, since it is unlikely that only 2 out of 66 births would be female.
However, it remains to be explained why Dinah and Serah are included in the
list of 70. This consideration is probably the basis for the midrashic tradition
that each brother was born with a female twin that he married.

The words ‘daughters’ and ‘daughters of his sons’ include Ya’aqov’s
daughters-in-law and those of his sons who are not listed by name. (Redak)
Ramban and Hizkuni argue that this is just a quirk of biblical Hebrew which
sometimes uses a plural noun to refer to an individual, for example, ‘The sons
of Dan, Hushim’ (Bereishit 46:23) or ‘the sons of Palu, Eliav’ (Bemidbar: 26:8)
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e Yosef instructs his brothers to tell Pharaoh that they are herders, in order that
Pharaoh should settle them in Goshen.

¢ Yosef presents five of his brothers to Pharaoh and Pharaoh tells him to settle them
in Goshen and to make them officers over his livestock.

e Yosef settles the brothers in Goshen and provides them with food.

Why was there more pasture in Egypt?

Yosef’s brothers tell Pharaoh that they cannot remain in the land of Canaan because ‘there is
no pasture for your servant’s flock, for heavy is the famine in the land of Canaan’. However,
there was also a famine in Egypt. Why should there be more grass in one than the other?
Ramban suggests that because there was no leftover food stored up in the land of Canaan,
the people had resorted to eating the grass, leaving none leftover for the animals.

Why were shepherds an abomination to Egypt?

As part of his plan to have them settled separately in Goshen, Yosef tells his brothers to
inform Pharaoh that they are shepherds. Since the Egyptians consider shepherds to be an
abomination, they would want Ya'aqov’s sons to live separately. What did the Egyptians
consider to be abominable about shepherds?

e Rashi says that the Egyptians worshipped sheep (and therefore, perhaps, considered
it distasteful for them to be raised for slaughter or milking).
Ibn Ezra claims that the ancient Egyptians were vegetarians and wouldn’t allow
meat consumption in their midst. Rashbam and Redak claim that specifically Tzon
(i.e. sheep and goats) were considered forbidden for consumption. Hence shepherds
who raised animals for slaughter were considered an abomination.
Hizkuni follows Rashi and claims that the Egyptians worshipped the constellation
Aries (the Lamb). He argues that the term ‘abomination’ is being used here, as it is
frequently in the Tanach, as pseudonym for deity. This is a bit difficult here because
it would apparently mean that the shepherds themselves were considered a deity by
the Egyptians.
Bekhor Shor argues, contrary to Ibn Ezra et al., that shepherds were given great
honour in Egypt on account of their being responsible for raising sheep who were
worshipped as deities. This is why Pharaoh told Yosef to settle his brothers in the
‘the best of the land’. Because the profession of shepherding was closely associated
with idol worship, shepherds were therefore ‘an abomination of Egypt’ from the
perspective of Yosef, or that of the Torah itself.

Why did Yosef want to settle his brothers in Goshen?

Ralbag lists many reasons. (1) Because, as shepherds, it was a place they could live
comfortably; (2) because it was the best part of the country; (3) because he wanted them to
be united in one place so they would not (later) suffer as much as if they were spread out
among the Egyptians; (4) there were fewer negative spiritual influences there than in the
rest of Egypt, either because the Egyptians in Goshen were not idol worshippers or because
the region was sparsely inhabited.
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The number 70 includes Ya’aqov’s wives, his sons and daughter, his male grandchildren

and one female grandchild. It does not include his sons’ wives, nor his grandchildren’s

wives.

The list provided in Bereishit 46:8-28 only comes to 69. There are several explanations for
how the number 70 arrived at:

The 70t person is Yocheved, daughter of Levi, who was conceived, but not born,

before arriving in Egypt. (Rashi, Hizkuni)
70 is a round number; the actual number was 69 (Ibn Ezra)

Ya'aqov is included in the number 70 (Ibn Ezra, Rashbam) [The problem is how can
Ya’aqov be counted among 23py> 77 *Rx°?]
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When the children of Israel came to Egypt they did not assimilate, but rather became a

distinct national entity with their own language, mores, and names.
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After the death of Yosef's generation, the children of Israel swiftly multiplied.

Rashbam translates the verse in a way that would explain the massive population growth that
must have occurred before the exodus. 179 refers to high fertility rates, 1X72™ to low rates of
infant death during childbirth, 127°1 to low rates of infant mortality and 1¥¥™ to high life
expectancy, which would allow for long periods in in which Israelites could bear children. If, in a

group with a starting population of 70 males, every male in each generation had 2.5 male
children who survived to adulthood, then there would be more than 600,000 males within 10
generations. Parallels to such population growth can found among the New England colonists of
the 16th and 17t centuries and in sub-Saharan Africa today.
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The Haggadah tells us, based on Sefer Yehezkel, that, after growing numerous, but prior
to enslavement, the children of Israel fell into sin. Sefer Yehezge/would appear to

indicate that their sin was idolatry (see /bn Ezra, Shemot 2:23).
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A new Pharaoh arises who ‘did not know (of?) Yosef' and he declares to the Egyptians
that the numerousness of the children of Israel makes it necessary to enslave them lest
they multiply further and side with Egypt’s enemies in the event of a future war.

The enslavement begins with the Egyptians considering the children of Israel negatively

(237 1ANR WwAN).

Why was Pharaoh worried that the children of Israel would leave the land?

If Pharaoh was worried that the children of Israel were too numerous, why was he
concerned about the possibility of them going ‘up from the land’?
e Rashbam suggests that Pharaoh was worried about the land becoming
depopulated.

e Sa’adya Gaon, Rashi and Rabeinu Bahya follow a midrashic explanation
according to which Pharaoh was expressing in a roundabout way his concern
that the children of Israel would force the Egyptians out of the land.

Ramban suggests that Pharaoh’s concern was that they would join Egypt’s
enemies in looting the land and then leave with Egypt’s wealth.
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The Egyptians place taskmasters over the children of Israel ‘in order to afflict them’ and
they build storage cities for Pharaoh. However, the more the Egyptians afflict the

children of Israel, the more they multiply.
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The Egyptians respond by intensifying the labour of the children of Israel.

Ramban explains the process of worsening oppression as follows. At first, Pharaoh
placed a form of collective corvée (tax paid in kind) on the children of Israel,
appointing 2°o»n "W to select Israelites to perform a fixed quota of construction work.
When this did not succeed in decreasing the Israelite rate of reproduction, he gave a

general order allowing any Egyptian to take any Israelite for any form of servile
work, overworking them with deliberate cruelty. In addition, the children of Israel
were now required to produce the bricks and mortar for the building projects, with
only straw being provided for them.
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After Pharaoh dies, the children of Israel cry out and their cry goes up to God.

The connection between the death of the Pharaoh and the children of Israel crying out is not
clear.
e Ramban and Hizkuni argue that while the first Pharaoh was alive they retained hope
that slavery would be a temporary decree limited to the lifespan of that king. Once a

new king had come to the throne it became clear that it was permanent.
Rabbeinu Bahya suggests that they were afraid that an even worse king would rise to
the throne and intensify their suffering.
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God hears the cry of the children of Israel and remembers the covenant he made with

their forefathers.

The Torah tells us that God’s decision to redeem the children of Israel was a result of hearing
their cry, seeing their suffering, and remembering his covenant with the forefathers. Many
commentators infer that all this was necessary because they were still not worthy of being
redeemed. Ramban and Rabeinu Bahya write that this was so even though the appointed time

for their redemption had arrived, whereas Ralbag writes that the combination of the covenant
with the avot and the prayer of the children of Israel led God to bring out the children of Israel
before the appointed time.
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God saw the suffering of the children of Israel and the effect that it was having on their

ability to reproduce.

The interruption of conjugal life.

The Haggadah comments that the suffering which God saw was specifically the effect
that slavery had on the ability of married couples to engage in normal conjugal
activity. This is the only outstanding example of the Haggadah stating something
that has no obvious support in a biblical text. Possible explanations include.

e The verbs ‘to know’ (¥ 7°) [from the verse in Shemot] and ‘to oppress’ (7711 v)?
[from the verse in Devarim] both have an alternative (or, in the first case,
euphemistic) usage in the Tanach in which they refer to sexual congress. The
Haggadah is therefore finding a hidden allusion to something pertaining to
reproduction. (Raavan).

By contrast, the verb (77 1Y) is also used in Rabbinic literature to refer to the
withholding of sexual intercourse (Ritva, Avudraham, Rashbatz, Shibalei
halLeqet)

The use of the two verbs, ‘to see’ and ‘to know’ in the verse from Shemot
imply knowledge of some hidden form of suffering, i.e. in a couples’ private
affairs (See Rabbeinu Bahya, Hizkuni, Ibn Ezra).

God was bound to bring the descendants of Avraham, Yitzhaq and Ya’aqov to
the land of Israel. If the suffering had become so intense that their
descendants were no longer able to reproduce then that would necessitate
immediate action.

1 In modern Hebrew, the root has the meaning of ‘to rape’, but it does not have the
exclusive connotation of coerced intercourse in the Tanach.
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e Pharaoh instructs the ‘Hebrew midwives’ to kill all male Hebrew newborns.

e Because the midwives ‘feared God’, they do not execute this order and excuse themselves by
claiming that the Hebrew women always gave birth before a midwife could arrive.

e Pharaoh responds by giving a general order to throw all male children into the river.

e Amram, a grandson of Levi, and Yocheved have a male child. After three months of hiding
him she places him in a waterproofed wicker box and puts it into the bulrushes at the side of
the river.

e Pharaoh’s daughter finds the baby and identifies him as a Hebrew. His older sister, Miriam,
who is watching from a distance, suggests that she can find a Hebrew woman to nurse him

and brings the baby to Yocheved.

Who were the midwives?
The vast majority of commentators accept that the midwives, Shifra and Puah, are alternative names
for Moshe’s mother and sister, Yocheved and Miriam. However, there remains the question of why
there are only two midwives for the entire Hebrew population. Answers to this problem include:
e Shifra and Puah were official representatives in charge of all the Hebrew midwives. (Hizkuni,
Ibn Ezra)
e  Shifra and Puah were the midwives in the Egyptian capital. After Pharaoh saw that he was
unable to implement his plan in the capital, he did not attempt to carry it out nationwide.

Who were the Hebrews?

In this passage, the children of [srael are referred to exclusively as ‘Hebrews’ (n12y\a>»12y). The term
is used occasionally in the Tanakh, particularly in Shemot and Sefer Shmuel. The first incident of it
being used is in Bereishit 14:13 where Avraham is referred to as ‘Avram the Hebrew’ when learning
that Lot has been kidnapped by the four Kings who made war on Sodom. There are two possible
etymologies for the term. The first is that it refers to the descendants of Ever (12y), the great grandson
of Shem and the sixth-generation ancestor of Avraham. This is based on Bereishit 10:21, where Shem
is identified as ‘the father of all the sons of Ever’, that is, presumably, the Hebrews. The second is that
it is based on the verb ‘to cross’ (72 ¥) and refers to people who have crossed from one place to
another, that is a foreign or migrant people. This may be based on the fact that Avraham crossed over
the river Euphrates from his homeland to Canaan, or that the children of Israel crossed the boundary
into Egypt and then subsequently to Canaan.

As arule, the term is used when the verse is narrating from the perspective of those who view the
Israelites as a foreign people, either the natives of Canaan in the time of Avraham, the Egyptians, or
the Philistines. The term ‘children of Israel’, by contrast, is used when speaking from the perspective
of the Israelites or that of God. This might indicate that the term Hebrew is an ethnic identifier, as
opposed to a religious one, similar to the term Semite (that is, descendant of Shem) in modern
English. When speaking to Pharaoh, Moshe sometimes calls HASHEM the ‘the God of the Hebrews’,
thereby identifying Him as the national God of a particular people, as opposed to identifying the
children of Israel by their worship of a particular God (YisraEL). This perspective may be that of
Onkelos, who translate the term as *k77, ‘Jews’, a national, rather than religious term. Like the term
Semite, it may be that ‘Hebrew could be used both to refer specifically to the children of Israel and
also to a wider racial or linguistic group of which they were a part. Sforno and Ibn Ezra, however, take
the opposite approach, arguing that ‘Hebrew’ denotes those who followed the religious perspective of
Ever, that is those who believed in one God.
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e Moshe grows up in Pharaoh’s court. One day he goes out to look at the Hebrew slaves and
kills an Egyptian who is beating a Hebrew.

e When Moshe learns that the news has spread, he flees to Midian where he marries Yitro’s
daughter, Tzipporah, who bears him a son.

e One day, Moshe is shepherding Yitro's flock when he sees a bush that is burning, but not
being consumed. From the bush, God speaks to Moshe, telling him that he will be His

emissary to save the children of Israel.

‘And this is your sign that I have sent you’

When God tells Moshe his mission, Moshe is sceptical that he is capable or worthy of going
to Pharaoh or freeing the children of Israel. God tells him that he will succeed ‘For I will be
with you, and this is your sign that I have sent you, when you bring out the children of Israel,
you will worship [the] God on this mountain’. On first glance, this looks like God is telling
Moshe that the sign that he is worthy will be the subsequent revelation on Sinai, but this
seems illogical since this can only happen after Moshe has already performed his mission.
There are two basic ways of interpreting this verse.

e  Ramban argues that Moshe was worried about two things: (i) that Pharaoh would refuse to send
out the children of Israel, and (ii) that though the children of Israel would willingly leave
servitude they would not follow Moshe to conquer the land of Israel. God’s answer addresses
both concerns. (i) ‘I will be with you’ in overpowering Pharaoh and (ii) ‘“This will be the sign’
after the exodus that proves Moshe is a true prophet and that the children of Israel should obey
his commands thereafter. Rambam argues similarly (Hilchot Yesodei haTorah 8:2) that the
various miracles Moshe performed in Egypt were only temporary signs of his authority, but that
the absolute truth of his prophecy, and those of subsequent prophets, would only be confirmed
at Sinai.

Rashi, Rashbam, and Ibn Ezra interpret ‘this is your sign’ as referring to the burning bush itself,
which is sufficient evidence that God can achieve miracles. According to Rashi and Ibn Ezra, the
rest of the sentence explains God’s reason for bringing out the children of Israel, namely that
they should come to Sinai. Ibn Ezra understands this as the purpose of bringing them out, while
Rashi views it as the meritorious cause of their being brought out. According to Rashbam, the
rest of the verse is a suggestion for what Moshe should argue when facing Pharaoh, namely that
the children of Israel need to leave Egypt to serve God on the mountain.

Moshe’s early life
When Moshe receives his prophecy at the burning bush, he is already around 80 years old. The Torah
provides only a few details about his life up to this point, but they are important in understanding why
he was chosen to save the children of Israel (see esp. Sforno).
Being raised at Pharaoh’s court gave him the opportunity to develop the dignity and cultural
tools to negotiate with Pharaoh that an ordinary Hebrew would have lacked.
Killing the Egyptian demonstrated Moshe’s intense nationalist instincts which he would need
to lead the children of Israel for 40 years in the wilderness and plead on their behalf.
In trying to make peace between the two arguing Hebrews, Moshe demonstrated his concern
not only for protecting Hebrews from others, but for promoting internal harmony.
Moshe showed his concern that justice should be done, aside from his nationalist instincts, in
assisting Yitro’s daughters at the well.
Before returning to Egypt, Moshe had matured and raised his own family, preparing him for
leadership.
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e  Moshe asks which name of God he should use when announcing his mission to the children of Israel.
God tells him to tell them that ‘HASHEM the God of your fathers, the God of Avraham, the God of
Yitzhaq, and the God of Ya’aqov sent me’.

e God gives Moshe three signs to convince the children of Israel: (i) turning his staff into a snake, (ii)
turning the flesh of his hand leprous and (iii) turning water into blood.

e Moshe argues that his speaking abilities are not adequate for the mission, so God tells him that his

brother, Aharon, will speak on his behalf.

What is God’s name?

Moshe asks God what he should say when the children of Israel ask him for the name of the God of
their fathers who sent him. God gives two answers: (i) ‘I am what I am and you shall say “I am” sent
you’ and (ii) ‘HASHEM, the God of your fathers, the God of Avraham, the God of Yitzhaq, and the God of
Ya’aqov sent me to you, this is My Name forever, and this is My memorial for all generations’. There
are two approaches found in the Rishonim towards explaining why God gives two answers.

e  Rashbam and Hizkuni explain that the first answer is God’s proper name and the second (which
is assumed to be read as "11-7x) is his title, equivalent to saying ‘Charles’ and ‘King’ respectively.
Rabbeinu Bahya argues that the names are equivalent, or that the first is an explanation of the
second, since they are both derived from the verb root ‘to be’ (7> 77), 1 and > being often
interchangeable. Rashbam and Hizkuni give a ‘secret’ explanation according to which [7--73-8] is
God referring to himself in the first person and [7-1-7-"] is the equivalent used by us referring to
him in the third person. The two names based on the root ‘to be’ refer either to God’s eternality
(Sa’adya Gaon), His absolute, un-dependent state of being (Rambam), or His manifesting Himself
under the characteristic of mercy in which He performs open miracles that violate the normal
order of nature (Ramban). Ibn Ezra writes that the name HASHEM signifies the knowledge of
God achieved by prophets after extended meditation, which allows them to receive direct
emanations of ‘1% 15’ from God by means of which they can perform miracles.
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e Moshe and Aharon ask to be allowed to go three days into the wilderness to sacrifice to the
‘God of the Hebrews'.

e Pharaoh responds by saying the Hebrews need to work harder. He decrees that they will no
longer be provided with straw to make bricks, but will have to produce the same amount as
usual.

e The officers of the children on Israel complain to Moshe that he has only worsened their
situation.

e Moshe complains to God about being sent, since all he seems to have done is harm.

Lest he strike us with the plague or the sword

Moshe and Aharon plead with Pharaoh that they be allowed to go three days in the
wilderness to sacrifice to the God of the Hebrews, ‘lest he strike us with the plague or the
sword’. Since, presumably, Pharaoh was not likely to be moved by compassion for the slave
population, it needs to be explained why they thought this plea would be effective.

e Rashi claims that ‘lest he strike us’ is a polite euphemism for ‘lest he strike you’, which
Moshe used out of respect since he did not want to directly threaten a king.
Ibn Ezra, Sforno, and Hizkuni interpret ‘lest he strike us’ as including the entire
population of Egypt, both Egyptian and Hebrew. This would function both as a threat
and way of establishing a sense of common interest.
Bekhor Shor, cited by, Ralbag and Hizkuni offers the possibility that Moshe was
threatening Pharaoh with the economic loss of his slave population if he did not comply
with their demands: ‘it is better for you that we should go and return than that we
should die and you lose everything’.

Let us go three days into the wilderness

In his first meeting with Pharaoh, Moshe asks that the Hebrews be allowed to go three days
into the wilderness to ‘sacrifice to HASHEM our God’. On the face of it, this seems to be
simply a lie. Moshe had been told by God that the purpose of his mission was to free the
children of Israel permanently from slavery and bring them to the Land of Israel. He knew
they were never coming back. The Ibn Ezra points out that, strictly speaking, Moshe only
said they would go three days into the wilderness, not that they would ever come back, but
this argument is rather Jesuitical. Ralbag argues that it was necessary to ask for something
less than permanent liberation because Pharaoh would never agree to it. Ran rejects both
such lines of argument, pointing out that the miracles performed by God in Egypt should
have been sufficient and that, further, it is not fitting that in manifesting His power to the
world, Hashem should make use of any deception. Instead, Ran picks up upon a further
suggestion of Ibn Ezra and argues that the purpose of this subterfuge was to engineer a final
punishment of the Egyptians at the Yam Suf, so as to punish them appropriately for
drowning the Hebrew babies. Had Pharaoh known that the children of Israel had left
permanently, he would not have pursued them when they did not come back. By introducing
the fiction of a three-day trek into the wilderness, God ensured that the Egyptians would
travel to the Yam Suf and receive their just punishment.
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e After Moshe complains to God, God tells him that He was known to Avraham,
Yitzhaq and Ya’aqov as £/ Shaddai, but by ‘my name HASHEM | was not known
to them’ and that now the time has come to establish His covenant.

¢ God tells Moshe to tell the children of Israel that he is HASHEM and will take the
people out of Egypt, bring them to the land of Canaan, and be for them a God, so
that they will know that ‘| am HASHEM'.

e Moshe tells the children of Israel, but, in their miserable state, they do not listen.




)

‘My name HASHEM, 1 was not known to them’

Translated literally, God’s opening statement to Moshe here reads as follows. ‘I am
HASHEM. And I appeared to Avraham, to Yitzhaq, and to Ya’aqov as El Shaddai and
my name HASHEM 1 was not known to them.” This statement is difficult to parse on a
grammatical level and also presents a major interpretative problem because
numerous verses in Bereishit makes clear that the avot did know the name HASHEM.

The grammatical difficulty is usually solved by positing that the ablative 2 before £/
Shaddai also applies to the name HASHEM so the verse reads ‘and by my name
HASHEM 1 was not known to them’. Rashbam, however, punctuates the verse
differently, reading it with a pause in the middle and an extra implied 1: ‘And |
appeared to Avraham, to Yitzhaq, and to Ya’aqov as El Shaddai, but my [true] name is
HASHEM. And [thus] I was not known to them’. Both Ralbag and Rabeinu Bahya
explain the grammatical difficulty in the verse by arguing that it should be construed
as ‘and my name HASHEM is/was not known to them’, but that it is written ‘and my
name HASHEM I was not known to them’ because God’s total unity necessarily
entails that He and His name are indivisible.

Many solutions have been suggested for the second problem.

e Rav Sa’adya Gaon adds the implied word ‘alone’. God was known to the avot
as both El Shaddai and HASHEM, but not as HASHEM alone.
Rashi interprets the name El Shaddai as denoting the making of promises and
HASHEM as denoting the fulfilling of them. The avot received God’s promises,
but it is only now that the children of Israel will see them fulfilled.
Ibn Ezra and Sforno argue that El Shaddai represents a lower, more indirect
level, of divine providence than HASHEM. The avot received protection and
blessing, but did not witness miracles that transcended the order of nature.
Ramban and Rabeinu Bahya agree with Ibn Ezra, but add that the verse also
refers specifically to Moshe’s higher state of prophecy, an interpretation also
recorded by Rambam in Moreh Nevuhim. God was ‘seen’ by the avot in visions,
but ‘known’ by Moshe at a more profound level. Only through this highest
level of prophecy was he able to perform open miracles.

According to most of these interpretations, the verse is not talking about awareness
of any given name. Instead, the verse means that the avot were familiar with
HASHEM as a proper noun or signifier, but in its full significance as a description of
God’s essence. Ralbag interprets ‘not known to them’ as referring to the Children of
Israel, rather than the avot, and explains the verse as a declaration that even though
the children of Israel did not yet have a true understanding of His nature, God was
still activating his covenant.

Ibn Ezra quotes a Qaraite author who argued that, in fact, the avot did not know the
name HASHEM, and that when the term is used in Bereishit it is from the perspective
of Moshe. He also quotes a Rabi Merinos, who argued that ‘and my name HASHEM' is
a figure of speech connoting an oath, so that the verse means ‘and, indeed, on My
name, [ have not yet been known to them’.
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¢ God tells Moshe to instruct Aharon to throw down his staff at Pharaoh’s court where it will
turn into a crocodile (tannin).

e Pharaoh’s wise men and sorcerers also turn their staffs into crocodiles though magic, but
Aharon’s staff eats theirs.

e Pharaoh’s heart is strong and he does not listen.

The wise men and sorcerers

The Torah tells us that Pharaoh’s wise men and sorcerers were able to turn their staffs into
taninim by means of their o°v:7%. This word is unusual and Ibn Ezra suggests it may not be a
Hebrew word. There are two main approaches to explaining how Pharaoh’s courtiers were
able to perform the same miracle as Moshe.
e Rav Sa’adya Gaon and Ibn Ezra suggest that it was some sort of trick or optical illusion
and that in fact no real change had occured. This fits best with the interpretation
according to which the taninim were snakes, since these resemble staffs when they

are still. They could have moved their staffs in such a way that they resembled snakes,
or they could have trained snakes to resemble staffs by remaining still in their hands.
Ramban and Ran, by contrast, believe that they performed genuine magic by
manipulating the 7521 *>X%1 (angels of destruction/demons), which is efficacious, but
forbidden because it goes against their intended use.
Rabbeinu Bahya merges these two opinions. Pharaoh’s wise men were able to perform
genuine magic, but it was not of the same level as true miracles. Thus, Aharon and Moshe’s
staff was able to eat theirs. Sforno similarly explains that they were able to modify their staffs
to have the form of taninim, but only God can animate an animal by giving it a soul.
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e God tells Moshe to meet Pharaoh in the morning by the edge of the river with his staff and announce
to Pharaoh that he will turn the river into blood.

e Aharon stretches the staff over the waters of Egypt and turns them into blood.

e Pharaoh’s sorcerers also turn water into blood by magic. Pharaoh’s heart remains strong and he

refuses to listen.

Where did the sorcerers find water?

Since Aharon had already turned the waters of Egypt into blood, it has to be explained where

Pharaoh’s sorcerers found the water with which they performed their own tricks. Answers include:

e Aharon only turned the waters that were above the ground into blood. The Torah reports that

the Egyptians dug up subterranean water to drink and it was this that the sorcerers used. (Ibn
Ezra, Hizkuni, Ralbag)
The water in the rivers and lakes only remained as blood for a short time and the reason it was
undrinkable afterwards is because the water life died and rotted, rendering it poisonous. There
was thus plenty of (albeit undrinkable) water available for the sorcerers to use. (Hizkuni)
The waters of Egypt did not all turn to blood at once. Aharon turned the Nile to blood, which
then flowed into the other rivers, or, alternatively, he first struck the Nile with his staff and then
raised it to the sky to transform the other bodies of water. While this process was ongoing,
Pharaoh’s sorcerers took water that was in the process of turning into blood and merely
pretended that they were responsible through conjuring tricks. (Rabbeinu Bahya)
The plague did not affect Goshen where the Children of Israel lived, so the sorcerers got water
from there (Pseudo Targum Yonatan).
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e God tells Moshe to warn Pharaoh that if he does not send out the children of Israel,
He will strike the whole country with frogs.

e Aharon stretches out his staff and brings up frogs from the rivers and streams.
Pharaoh’s sorcerers also produce frogs though their magic.

e Pharaoh begs Moshe to pray for the frogs to go away in return for letting the
children of Israel go.

e Moshe prays and the frogs die the next day, but Pharaoh makes his heart heavy and

refuses to let the people go.

What were the pwT9%?

In the entire Tanach, the term ¥719% appears only in this section of the Torah and
Tehillim 105:30 where it also refers to the plague. It is an unusual word and may not
actually be Hebrew. The traditional view is that this creature is the frog, and this is
its meaning in modern Hebrew. Onkelos translates the term as &°1v77v which likely
means frogs. However, there is no source in Hazal that clearly identifies o°y79¥ as
frogs and a surprisingly large number of commentators believed that they were
crocodiles.

e Sforno bases his entire interpretation of the plague on the assumption that
o°y710¥ were crocodiles. According to his view, they were a unique creation
that God introduced into the world in order to manifest his power. Unlike
other creatures they move their upper jaw rather than their lower one.
Rabbeinu Hananel, cited by both Ramban and Rabbeinu Bahya, assumes the
translation of ¥y779% as crocodiles in explaining Moshe’s declaration that,
following his prayer, ‘only in the Nile will they remain’. This promise, he

argued, extended thousands of years later, when the crocodile is still unique
to Egypt. [In fact, crocodiles are also widely found in the Americas, sub-
Saharan Africa and South-East Asia, but they are rare in the Mediterranean,
Europe and Middle East, with the exception of Egypt].

Ibn Ezra discusses both understandings of ¥779%, concluding that the identification of
it as the frog is more likely. The correct identification makes a difference to how we
understand the plague. Crocodiles are particularly associated with Egypt, whereas
frogs exist throughout the world. More significantly, frogs would represent a nuisance
to the Egyptians, but a plague of crocodiles would result in many actual deaths. This
consideration weighs strongly in favour of identifing the °y779% as frogs, because this
fits in with the general pattern of the plagues increasingly gradually in terms of their
destructive power. A plague of crocodiles would be every bit as bad, if not worse, than
hail and locusts. Moreover, the Torah describes the 0°y775% as entering the ovens and
kneading troughs of the Egyptians which is far more plausible to posit of frogs than
crocodiles.
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¢ God tells Moshe to instruct Aharon to strike the dust of Egypt and turn it into lice.
e The sorcerers of Egypt try to follow suit but cannot and announce ‘this is the finger of God’.

e Pharaoh’s heart is strong and he refuses to send out the children of Israel.

The defeat of the sorcerers
Up until the plague of lice, the Egyptian sorcerers had been able to mimic God’s plagues in order to
convince Pharaoh that they were not genuine miracles. However, when they tried to produce lice,
they were unable. There are different explanations about why they were able to turn their staffs into
crocodiles, turn water into blood, and make frogs emerge from the water, but were unable to turn
dust into lice.
e The sorcerers could not turn dust into lice because all the dust in Egypt had already been turned
into lice and there was none less. (Hizkuni)
Rashi, quoting Bavli Sanhedrin 67b writes that ‘a demon cannot rest on a creature smaller than a
barley grain’, meaning the magic the sorcerers used does not work on very small objects. Ralbag
explains this to mean that the tricks that the sorcerers deceptively used are only effective for
large objects.
Sforno and Ramban argue that they had to power to move objects and living creatures or to
change their attributes, but not to actually create a living thing, which is beyond the scope of
magic.
Ramban suggests that the sorcerers actually could create lice using their methods, but that at
this point God prevented them from doing so.
This is the finger of God
After failing to produce lice, the sorcerers announce ‘this is the finger of God’. Rav Sa’adya Gaon and
Rashi, following Shemot Rabbah, interpret this as an admission that the plagues created by Moshe and
Aharon were genuine miracles and not magic of the sort that the sorcerers were able to compete with.
Ibn Ezra, however, explain the phrase completely differently. He points out that the sorcerers refer to
the finger of God, whereas Moshe and Aharon when talking to Pharaoh identify him either as HASHEM
or the ‘God of the Hebrews’. Based on this, he argues that the sorcerers were making a kind of excuse,
claiming that the lice were a divine phenomenon produced by the movement of the constellations and
that, though the sorcerers were not capable of producing lice themselves, neither were Moshe and
Aharon. Ibn Ezra argues that Pharaoh and his courtiers believed in some sort of God and only denied
the existence of HASHEM, the God of the Hebrews. Since Moshe did not give Pharaoh any warning
before this plague, this gave the Egyptians the opportunity to explain the lice within their existing
religious framework. This would explain why Pharaoh’s heart strengthened, whereas in the previous
plague he had relented until the frogs were removed. Rashbam and Hizkuni explain similarly.
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e God tells Moshe to meet Pharaoh at the water and announce that if Pharaoh does not send out the
people he will send the arov, which will not affect Goshen and the children of Israel, ‘so that you will
know that | am HASHEM in the midst of the land'.

e  After the arovarrives, Pharaoh calls Moshe and tells him that the children of Israel may go and
sacrifice to their God. Moshe demands to be allowed to go three days into the wilderness and
Pharaoh agrees so long as they do not go too far.

e Moshe prays and the arovis removed, but Pharaoh makes his heart heavy and refuses to send out

the people.

The identity of the arov

Midrash Rabah records a debate between Rabi Yehuda and Rabi Nehemya as to the identity of the
217y. Both identify the word as being derived from the root ‘to mix’ [2 7 ¥]. Rabi Yehuda interprets this
as referring to a mixture of lions, bears, and leopards. This is essentially the view of the majority of
commentators, though they add other animals including snakes and scorpions (Rashi), wolves (Ibn
Ezra), or jackals (Ralbag). Rabi Nehemya, by contrast, identified them as a mixture of stinging flies.

This interpretation was included in the Septuagint, and is used in most non-Jewish translations.
Shadal favours this interpretation on the grounds that it is more plausible that flies would enter the
houses of the Egyptians than wild animals. Rashbam offers a third opinion according to which 217y
refers to a specific species, which he identifies as a type of man-eating wolf that preys at night, (the
name being derived from 27y - evening). This is similar to Ibn Ezra’s suggestion in his original
commentary that it was a specific type of ‘small animal’.
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¢ God tells Moshe to warn Pharaoh that if he continues to refuse to send out the
people, He will send a plague against the Egyptian livestock.

e God creates a plague that kills the Egyptian livestock. Pharaoh sends and confirms
that not a single Israelite animal died, but still his heart is heavy and he does not

send out the people.

And all the livestock of Egypt died
The Torah reports that the entirety of the Egyptian livestock died. However, before the
plague of hail, Moshe warns the Egyptians to gather in their livestock from the fields.
How could there be any cattle left over if they already perished during the plague?
e [|bn Ezra argues that the verse simply means ‘most of the livestock of Egypt died’
and this use of rhetorical hyperbole is a feature of biblical language. Ralbag
suggests that cattle in the field died, but those inside the cities survived.

Hizquni parses the phrase as ‘and that which died was all the livestock of Egypt’.
On this understanding, this phrase is a parallel reinforcement of the conclusion
of the verse, which states that not a single Hebrew animal died.

Rabbeinu Bahya suggests that in between the plagues the Egyptians bought new
livestock from abroad or, alternatively, any animals owned in partnership by
Egyptians and Israelites survived and it was these that Moshe told the Egyptians
to take inside from the fields.
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e God tells Moshe and Aharon to take ash and throw it at the sky in front of Pharaoh. It becomes a
plague of boils that strikes all the Egyptians and their animals.
e The sorcerers were not able to stand before Moshe because of the boils.

e God strengthens Pharaoh’s heart and he does not listen to Moshe and Aharon.

And HASHEM strengthened Pharaoh’s heart

After the first five plagues, the Torah records either that Pharaoh’s heart was hard or that he
deliberately hardened it. However, after the plague of boils, God intervenes to strengthen Pharaoh’s
heart. This poses obvious theological difficulties, since if God was actively preventing Pharaoh from
letting the children of Israel go, how could he punish him for it?

e Ramban justifies God’s actions on two grounds. First, Pharaoh had already merited punishment
for the way he had treated the children of Israel, so it was appropriate to strengthen his heart in
order to give him his full punishment. Secondly, God did not strengthen Pharaoh’s heart until
after he had given him five chances to repent, which he did not take. God may take away an
evildoer’s capacity to repent, but only after giving him ample opportunity beforehand.

Ralbag expands upon this idea, arguing that direct divine intervention, such as hardening
Pharaoh’s heart, only happens to benefit the righteous. While God was justified in hardening
Pharaoh’s heart by his prior obstinate wickedness, the reason for doing so was to increase the
faith of the children of Israel by allowing them to witness God’s miracles.

Rashi provides a similar idea, explaining that God punishes the wicked among the nations in
order that Israel might witness it and develop an appropriate fear of sin.

Ibn Ezra struggled with the issue. In his short commentary he provides an original idea,
according to which God did not interfere with Pharaoh'’s free will at all, but rather strengthened
his resolve, giving him the courage not to relent in the face of his suffering and not give in to fear.
This view is echoed by Sforno. In his expanded commentary, however, Ibn Ezra rejects this idea.
Instead he argues that every person is given the wisdom to cleave to God and receive divine
blessing and improve himself. Since Pharaoh had not availed himself of this opportunity, he did
not deserve to retain his free will.
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God tells Moshe to warn Pharaoh that if he continues not to send out the people, He will send
‘all my plagues ... so that you may know that there is none like Me in all the land’.

God tells Moshe to warn Pharaoh that any man or animal left in the field will perish in the
plague of hail. Those who fear HASHEM follow these instructions.

Moshe stretches his staff to the sky and a plague of hail containing fire appears, the like of
which ‘there had not been in Egypt since it became a nation’.

The hail destroys every living thing in the field, but there is no hail in Goshen.

Pharaoh relents, declaring to Moshe and Aaron that ‘this time | have sinned, HASHEM is
righteous, and | and my people are wicked'. He begs Moshe to remove the hail and thunder and
pledges to send out the people.

Moshe prays for the hail to stop, and as predicted, Pharaoh returns to his sin and refuses to let

the people go.

2'nRa vy 78T

The Torah presents the first nine plagues as being divided into three groups of three.

The first plague in each set (blood, arov and hail) is introduced by God commanding Moshe to
go to Pharaoh in the morning, to ‘stand himself up’ [2°n7 or 2¥°77] and give an elaborate
warning announcing the plague.

The second plague (frogs, plague, locusts) begins with God telling Moshe to ‘come’ [X 2] to
Pharaoh.

The third plague (lice, boils, darkness) is performed by either Moshe or Aharon performing a
symbolic act without any prior warning.

Each set of plagues has a theme that is specified in Moshe’s opening speech to Pharaoh and then
realized in the proceeding narrative:

7"%7: The first set of plagues are introduced with the formula by this you shall know that [ am
HASHEM'. The theme of this triad is the demonstration of God’s superiority over the Egyptian
sorcerers, which follows naturally from the confrontation where Aharon turned his staff into
a crocodile. Two of the plagues involved transformations (water to blood and dust to lice)
which resemble conjuring tricks and the ability to make frogs rise from the Nile also seems to
have been feature of Egyptian magic. The triad ends with the inability of the sorcerers to keep
up with Moshe by producing lice and their declaration, ‘this is the finger of God’.

w"7v: The second set is introduced with Moshe announcing that God will make a division
between Goshen and the rest of Egypt, ‘so that you may know that [ am HASHEM in the midst
of the land’. The theme of the triad is God distinguishing between the Egyptians and Hebrews,
the Torah specifying that in each plague the Hebrews were not affected. The triad ends with
Pharaoh’s sorcerers, covered in boils, unable to even stand in the presence of Moshe. At this
point, Pharaoh’s resolve fails and God intervenes directly to strengthen his heart.

2"nx2: The third set begins with the announcement that ‘I am sending all my plagues ... so that
you will know that there is none like me in all the land’. These plagues are distinguished from
those of the first two triads by their novelty and severity. Previous plagues have not directly
threatened the lives of the Egyptians, but the hail kills all those outside in the field and the
locusts bring on famine conditions. Both the fire-containing hail and locust swarm are
described as being unprecedented. The triad ends with Pharaoh closing down negotiations
after repeatedly going back on his word, thus setting the stage for the final plague.
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Moshe and Aharon go to Pharaoh and tell him that if he refuses to send out the people,
God will send an unprecedented plague of locusts that will destroy any crops left in
Egypt.

Pharaoh’s courtiers plead with him to relent and he permits the Hebrew males to
celebrate a festival to HASHEM, but refuses to allow the women and children to go.
Moshe stretches his staff to the sky and God summons an east wind that brings with it
locusts that destroy all remaining crops in Egypt.

Pharaoh summons Moshe and Aharon, begs for forgiveness and asks them to pray for
the locusts to be removed.

Moshe prays and a west wind removes the locusts, but God hardens Pharaoh’s heart

and he again refuses to send out the people.

And afterwards there shall not be

The Torah states that not only was the plague of locusts unprecedented, but that it will
never be repeated. However, the prophet Yoel describes a plague of locusts during the first
temple period and says that this too was unprecedented in its severity. For that to be true, it
must have been greater than the plague of locusts in Egypt, but the Torah seems to rule that
out in advance.

Rashi points out that Yoel (chapter 2:2) describes four sub-species of locusts ,p? ,727%
2011 and o1 and explains the Torah as meaning that there will never be a plague of
similar magnitude that consists of the species 1127& alone. On the face of it, however, this
cannot be correct since Tehillim (78:46 and 105:34) recounts that the species 2> and o
were included in the plague against the Egyptians. Rabeinu Bahya and others explain
Rashi as meaning that the component of the plague consisting of the sub-species 727
was greater in Egypt and the other sub-species put together were greater in the time of
Yoel.

Hizquni observes that Yoel describes the different subspecies of locusts as coming in
waves (...72787 7R 7127 7n°), whereas the Torah apparently indicates that in Egypt they
were all mixed up together, with 727X serving as a general term for the entire species.
Thus, the cumulative impact of the waves of locusts in the time of Yoel may have been
greater though each individual wave was less than the plague in Egypt.

Ralbag argues that the Torah means that there will never be a plague of similar severity
in Egypt, but that there may be ones of equal or greater magnitude in other countries.
Ramban argues that the Torah means that the plague of locusts in Egypt was greater
than any of the periodic waves of locusts that affect countries from time to time
according to the natural way of things. However, the Torah does not rule out God
creating another supernatural plague of locusts that exceeds it.

Rabeinu Hananel observes that Yoel only exhorted the people in the wake of a plague of
locusts that had already happened, whereas Moshe announced the plague beforehand
and initiated it by waving his staff. He explains that the Torah means there will never be
another plague of locusts brought about by a prophet.

Shadal interprets both the Torah and Yoel as employing rhetorical hyperbole, in which
case the whole problem doesn’t arise.
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e God tells Moshe to stretch his hand out to the heavens and bring darkness.

e There is darkness for three days in all of Egypt, but the children of Israel have light in their dwellings.

e Pharaoh summons Moshe and tells him that the children of Israel can leave to serve God and take
their children, with the sole condition that they leave their livestock behind.

e Moshe responds by demanding that, to the contrary, the Egyptians must supply the Hebrews even
with additional livestock to sacrifice to HASHEM.

e God hardens Pharaoh’s heart and he sends Moshe away, forbidding him to appear before him again.

What was the plague of darkness?
While all the plagues are supernatural and thus beyond human comprehension in terms of their
cause, the plague of darkness is unique in that it is hard to understand what it actually was. Darkness
is not a thing, so what can it mean that God ‘sent darkness and made it dark’ (Tehillim 105:28)? In
addition, the Torah’s description of the plague is extremely brief and the phrase 7wn wn" is ambiguous
because it is not clear whether it comes from the root [w @ 1] ‘to feel/grope’, [w 1 1] ‘depart/remove’ or [ x
v n] ‘night/gloom. The further descriptive word 5% appears to be just a poetic synonym for
darkness:
e [bn Ezra argues that the plague was thick sea mist of the type that occur periodically in the
Atlantic and make it impossible to tell whether it is day or night. Similarly, Ramban explains it as
a thick cloud that descended from the sky.
Rabeinu Bahya views the plague as thickening of the air which blocked the passage of light.
According to this, the ‘thick darkness’ which impeded the Egyptians from moving was an
intensification of the same process.
Torah Temimah offered a novel interpretation according to which the darkness was actually a
membrane that grew over the Egyptians eyes making it impossible for them to see.
Shadal discusses the possibility that it was an intense sandstorm, but points out that the Torah
does not indicate that that the darkness was brought about by wind as it does with the locusts.
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¢ God tells Moshe that he will bring one more plague against the Egyptians and then Pharaoh will send
out the people.

e God tells Moshe to instruct the children of Israel to borrow gold and silver items from the Egyptians.

e  Moshe announces to Pharaoh that God will kill all of the Egyptian firstborn at midnight, both man
and beast, and that afterwards Pharaoh and his servants will prostrate themselves to the children of

Israel and send them out. Moshe then leaves Pharaoh’s court in anger.

Borrowing from the Egyptians

On God'’s instruction, the children of Israel ‘borrow’ valuable items from the Egyptians, thus leaving
Egypt with great wealth. This presents an obvious moral difficulty because they never return what
they borrowed.

e  [bn Ezra affirms that the children of Israel did indeed trick the Egyptians, but that this was

entirely licit because all property belongs to G-d and he may transfer it from one person to
another when He wishes. In addition, the Egyptians only lent their goods to the Hebrews
because God had given them grace in the eyes of the Egyptians. Finally, the deception was an
essential component of tempting Pharaoh to pursue the Hebrews thus enabling the great gidush
HASHEM at the Sea of Reeds.
Rashbam shows that the verb ‘to borrow’ [> X v] can be used to refer to a permanent transfer of
property and claims that is the case here. On these lines, Rabeinu Bahye argues that this gift was
an act of justice both because of the many years the Hebrews had been unjustly put to work and
because a slave should always be sent away with sufficient property to start a new life.

Bechor Shor suggests that when the Hebrews asked the Egyptians for their possessions, they
really thought they were borrowing them for the festival in the wilderness to return them later.
Rashi writes that the deception was necessary in order to fulfil the prophecy given to Moshe at
the covenant between the parts that his descendants would leave Egypt with %173 wion.
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e God tells Moshe to instruct the children of Israel to bring the Pesah sacrifice.

e Each household is to take one lamb or goat in the first year of its life on the 10th day of the
first month. On the afternoon of the 14" they are to slaughter it and spread the blood on
the doorposts and lintels of their houses.

o The Pesahis to be eaten completely roasted that night, in haste, with the children of Israel
dressed and ready to leave. None should be left over till morning and any leftovers are to
be burnt.

e God tells Moshe that on that night He will pass through Egypt and kill every firstborn,

passing only over the houses that have sacrificial blood on the door.
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e  Mosbhe tells the children of Israel to offer the Pesah sacrifice and not to leave their homes until the
morning.

e  Moshe tells them that when they come to the land of Israel they will observe this sacrifice annually in
order that future generations shall remember the plague of the first born.

e The children of Israel follow their instructions and at midnight on the 15% of the month the Egyptian
firstborn die.

e  Pharaoh tells the children of Israel to leave with all their livestock to serve God.

Who were the firstborn?

The Torah repeatedly emphasizes that all the Egyptian firstborn died, from the lowest to the highest
rungs of society, as well as the animals. However, it leaves ambiguous exactly what a firstborn is.
Generally, in the Torah, the term 7152 refers only to the firstborn of a mother and usually only if the
child is male. With regard to the mitzvah of pidyon haben, a 1151 has to be the ‘opening of the womb’
and if the mother’s first baby is female there is no 7132. In the context of the of laws of inheritance, it
refers simply to the first male child, regardless of older sisters.

However, Tehillim 78:51, describes the dead firstborn as o°13% nw&" apparently indicating that they
were the firstborn of their father. Further, the Torah states that ‘there was no house without a dead
body’, which would be unlikely if only the firstborn according to the maternal line died. Ibn Ezra
interprets this verse as being a figure of speech, but Rashi quotes two explanations that account for all
the data. According to the first, the concept of 7132 in Egypt included not just firstborn children, but
the head of every household. According to the second, both the firstborn of the mother and the father
were killed. In a healthy society this would not have a made a great difference, but because the
Egyptians were progressives, many women had multiple firstborn sons by different fathers, greatly
increasing the death count.
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e The Egyptians press upon the children of Israel to leave and lend them gold and silver articles,
and clothing.

e They children of Israel journey from Ramesses to Succot and bake their dough into matzot.

e Moshe commands them about a seven-day festival of matzot that they will observe in the land

of Israel so that future generations will remember the exodus.

Why did the children of Israel eat Matzot?

In the Geonic Haggadah that we use, we find the most well-known explanation for eating matzot
on Pesah: the children of Israel brought dough with them from Egypt and baked it as matzot
because there was not time for it to rise. This is based on reading Shemot 12:39 as a series of
clauses each explaining the one before: and they baked the dough they had brought out from
Egypt into matzot because it had not risen because they had been driven out from Egypt and were
not able to tarry... This understanding however faces a serious objection. The children of Israel
had already eaten their Pesah sacrifice with matzot and God had instructed Moshe about the
seven-day festival of matzot (Shemot 12:15-20). The traditional view, necessarily implies,
however, that, had the children of Israel been given more time by the Egyptians, then they would
have allowed their dough to rise and become hametz.

e [bn Ezra and Barternura defend the traditional view by arguing that there was no festival
of matzot in Egypt. The commandment to eat the Pesah sacrifice with matzot implies
nothing about the following day and God’s command to celebrate a seven-day festival of
eating matzot applied only to the future. This view however, contradicts Tosefta 8:21 in
which two opinions are presented about the Pesah in Egypt. The first is that the
prohibition of hametz lasted for seven days as in future generations and the second is
that is lasted only for one day. The second of these views is accepted as normative by the
Talmud Bavli (Pesahim 94b). Various elaborate solutions have been suggested for this
problem.

Ramban interprets the verse entirely differently. In his view, the third clause explains
the first: the children of Israel baked their dough in Succot because they had been driven
out of Egypt and were not able to tarry long enough to bake or prepare other provisions.
They baked their dough into matzot because they had already been forbidden to eat any
hametz. According to the Ramban, therefore, there must be another reason altogether for
eating matzot. Answers that have been given include (i) matzot are a memorial of the
cheap and filling unleavened bread given to the slaves in Egypt (ii) unleavened bread
symbolizes spiritual purity and humility (iii) leavened bread was particularly associated
in the ancient world with Egypt, whereas the nomadic patriarchs ate unleavened bread,
the bread of freedom.
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(v) IR 2 0 139

This passage is included in the Seder of Rav Amram Gaon with no indication that it is any more
or less optional than the other sections. In the Siddur of Rav Sa’adya Gaon it is explicitly marked
as an optional extra. In all the other texts it is absent.

(vi) 27

We have already discussed this in the introduction, but it is important to note that 4/ of the early
versions, and indeed all later medieval versions, do not include the second verse from Yehezgel.

(vii) A different Land of Israel version

The version from the Land of Israel is almost identical to the Babylonian version, and is certainly
imported rather than a parallel development. However, there is one section that is markedly
different:

Standard version Modified Land of Israel version
DR DPOR VAWM MRIY 100 9P DR Y YRWN DX 2°POK VAWM PRI 10D 19R NR M DR
PIX® IR O772KR DX 1072 DR 2°P9R 011 ONpX1 OOPOR VT DR 212
2P DX

SARIW M LYIR TIT MY T NP DR RN
DOPPR YT ORIW 012 DR DOPOR XM
T 1277 99 SMRIW M 07137 HR WRY DR 59 MKW MWD PR TIT MO 7 WRY NRY
1IN N2T 991 179°%WN 7R 11N D27 991 179°7WN 7R T 1A

At first glance, this looks like the work of a distracted scribe making a mistake. The first
comment quotes a verse that doesn’t exist, but is made up of the beginning of the Shemot 2:24
and the end of 2:25. The second part appears to move YIN TIT M9 into the comment about
decree against the male children by splicing together the verse that goes with 390y NN and the
remark that goes with 1)y NN X. It may, indeed, just be a mess. However, I believe it is
possible that this bares witness to an abortive attempt to improve the Maggid.

As we discussed in the introduction, the Maggid’s comment on 1°¥ NN X is not original, but
taken from the earlier Babylonian Haggadah. 1t fits in somewhat awkwardly to the Maggid’s
structure since it points to something that is not actually part of the story in Shemot, though it
may be of benefit to insert it. This version may be an assay at an improvement. Whereas in the
original, NP NN » YN and MY NN NI point to two consecutive verses whose meaning is
equivalent, the land of Israel author combines them into one comment. He then moves 1

NIN TIT MW9 to the discussion of the decree against the male children, which fits in well with
the midrashic tradition according to which the one happened as a result of the other. The result
is rather clumsy, but with some extra editorial input one can see how this could result in a
version of our Maggid that did not have to resort to inserting an extra part into the story.
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manuscripts that omit it may simply be in error, but it is also possible that some copyists rejected
it as a polemical text alien to the Babylonian tradition.

(iv) DYDY M BREN

There is a great deal of variation in the versions of the midrash on this fragment.

Rav Amram Rav Sa’adya Ranbanm Anon. (Geonic Anon. (Land of
Gaon Gaon pub. by Lehmann) Israel)
IRODOTIRYRY | IRDATOT OV RY | IRAOT DY KD | R IR T DY R IR7R 70 DY R
AW OOV RN | JWICT VR | W 0T Y R) oY R AW T Y 27w 07 DY XM
OV OV KDY | RWA T OV KDY | 0w T DY RDY | WITRA ROR DY 0T oW 70 OY K
171202 77" ROX D277 07 DY RD | N2 WITPR ROR 171202 X177 7102 7277070 DY R
N2 W MRy X137 7'2'P'TROR | 10 171202 R N72YY SARIY | 171202 2P KON
ala)salnitial XY | NNAYY SMRIY | A°92 007%n POR2 NN2YY SARIY
nayy... 79°72 DXN PIR2 | D290 00 T DOIXM TIN2
PN .0OI¥R TORA ninh il DIRA D°I%A TIR2 | N AT A2
I IR K 0292070 | OPOR 921 7an2 TN TIR2 02 9D
R?1°IX .02 95 D% YIR2 | DOLOW AWYR DX | TV OTRA 2°Xn
MP-8 902" qw N2 TV DTN RILRNH PPXR 9221 A
TWYR DOXN PO 7o TWYR 023N
RARAN S aRial]i74 TWYR 093N X719 IR DOVOW
IR YOI LTIW 2% 9IR DOLOW mish
IR XD R

The differences are as follows:

(a) Only the version of Rav Amram Gaon quotes the full version of the widrash with
which we are familiar. Rav Sa’adya Gaon simply quotes the initial sentence. The others
quote only the verse. However, the version from the land of Israel also includes the
concluding exclusion from the full version 9NN NO.

(b) Rav Amram’s version includes the double formula 198y2) 171252 the others include
only one of the other. It is likely there were two separate traditions which at some point
were combined.

(c) The version of Rav Sa’adya Gaon and the version from the Land of Israel have the
added exclusion 727N >7 DY N7 a reference to the /Jogos, though it is doubtful that this was
understood by his time.

(d) The versions of Rav Amram Gaon and Rav Sa’adya Gaon read n*own (#he emissary).

With regard to establishing the correct text, it seems to me that it does not matter too greatly
since the purpose within our Maggid is to direct the reader to the passage where God reveals to
his name to Moshe. However, using one of the shorter versions is probably less distracting and it
seems likely that the text we have for the Seder of Rav Amram Gaon is not accurate. Probably it
is also preferable to quote the verse ending » %N in order to make the link between the fragment
and the section of Shemot clearer. The formula ¥71252) 108y2 in is rather cumbersome and
arguably something of a hostage to theological fortune, so one or the other should be chosen.
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(1) Quoting verses

In Rav Amram Gaon’s version only the first few words of each quoted verse are cited, except for
when the verse is seven words or less and the comment on 27, in which he also includes the last
two words 7> D7W. In some cases, it would be clearly be necessary to read the entire verse, but
his Seder was intended for a learned audience who could be presumed to remember the entire
verse, as is often the practice in the Gemara. Rav Sa’adya Gaon is eclectic, sometimes quoting all
of a verse, sometimes only a few words. The other versions quote the verses in full.

Another important point to note is that 2/ the early versions do not follow the modern practice
of quoting an entire verse from parshat habikkurim then dividing it up into fragments. Instead,
they simply go through the entire passage bit by bit. The later practice gives the false impression
that the verses are being ‘explained’ by the comments because they appear to be quoting a verse
then explaining it bit by bit. The original approach is more certainly more correct. Since the goal
is to map the fragments of the verses onto Shemot, there is no point in repeating the verse.

(i) IpR3w 10>

This formula is closely associated with the Haggadah and was already used in the early Babylonian
version upon which it was built. It is not a little odd, then, to find that zone of the authoritative
texts use it. Instead we find a variety of different formulas, all of which are less cumbersome:

(i) Rav Amram Gaon — 99NV 113 and occasionally 9NV,
(if) Rav Sa’adya Gaon — 90NV and sometimes 9INIWND
(iil) Rambam — 9080 103

(iv) Anon. Geonic (Lehmann) — 99NV 1>

(v) Anon. Geonic (Shecter MS) — 90NV

(vi) Anon. Land of Israel — 9NIw m>

(i) 277 0 7y DuK

This entire comment is missing in the version of Rambam and the anonymous Geonic versions.
In both Rav Amram Gaon and Rav Sa’adya Gaon’s version it appears as 7271 > DY OIN, which
must be regarded as the correct version, though it is not clear whether it makes a difference to
how it should be vocalized. In the Israeli Haggadah it appears as NOMN, which reflected earlier
Land of Israel texts.

My belief is that this comment should be included because it fits in with the structure of the
Maggid, however, it is possible that this is serendipitous, especially since it appears at the
beginning of the story where accidental additions are less likely to stand out. Rambam who would
have had access to texts both with and without probably chose to omit it for theological reasons,
likely unaware that originally this comment had been a polemic against logos theology. The Geonic
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Appendix iv — Geonic texts

There are hundreds of texts of the Haggadah that have survived from the middle ages. There are,
however, five particularly important sources for establishing an accurate text our Maggid, all of
which differ in minor, but sometimes important, ways from the standardized text used in
Haggadot today. These are:

(i) The Seder of Rav Amram Gaon, sent to the Jews of Spain in
C.E. 875.

(i) The Siddur of Rav Sa’adya Gaon, which started to be circulated
in the early-mid 900s.

(iii) An anonymous manuscript published by Menashe Raphael
Lehman as authored by Rav Natronai Gaon.

(iv) A version from the Schechter manuscript that stops a few
lines into parshat habikkurim.

(v) The Mishneb Torah of Rambam compiled between 1170 and
1180 C.E.

(vi) An anonymous manuscript (TSH 108/2) which shows the
Land of Israel rite after it had already been highly influence by
Geonic Babylonian customs, including the use of our Maggid.

I have elected not to transcribe all six. Those who wish to see the first five side by side can look
in S. Safrai & Z. Safrai 230 NN, (Jerusalem, 1998), pp. 271-4 and the last on p. 287. Instead I
will list the different points where they differ, providing the text where appropriate.

First, we should say a brief note about establishing the proper text. A reasonable starting
assumption is that the earliest source is the most correct, but in practice this is problematic. The
Siddurim of Rav Amram and Rav Sa’adya were copied around the Mediterranean and Middle East
by different scribes who often made changes or additions to reflect their local practice.
Establishing a completely accurate version of either text is impossible. What I quote here should
therefore be taken with a pinch of salt, though it is based on the best versions now available.
Thanks to the extraordinary labours of Rav Kapah and his successors in the last half century we
can be sure that we possess an accurate copy of Mishneh Torah down almost to the last letter, but
Rambam was writing thee centuries later. As for the two anonymous Geonic versions, we simply
do not know who wrote them or when. Another consideration is that it is more likely than not
that the later writers did not copy from Rav Amram Gaon, but had their own source which
could have been more (or less!) accurate. When establishing the best version of the text I believe
that one of the factors that should be taken into consideration is what version fits best with the
structure of the Maggid as we have described it above.
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(iv) A Mixed Version

This haggadah comes from the Cairo Genizah and it is unclear whether it represents a basically
Land of Israel rite with Babylonian influence or an earlier Babylonian rite that had developed

independently of the tradition later authorized by the Geonim. It can be found in J. Rovner,
“T'wo Early Witnesses to the Formation of the “Miqra Bikkurim Midrash” and their Implications
for the Evolution of the Haggadah Text’, Hebrew Union College Annual, 75 (2004), p. 91.

And Lavan sought to uproot the whole, as it says,
My father was a wandering Aramean

And he went down to Egypt forced according
to the word (logos?)

This teaches that he did not go down to settle, but
to dwell temporarily

Few of number as it says ‘Seventy souls your
fathers went down to Egypt and now HASHEM
your God has placed you like the stars of the
heavens for multitude. (Devarin 10:22)

And HASHEM brought us out from Egypt
not by means of an angel, and not by means of a
seraph, not by means of an emissary, but the Holy
One Blessed be He by Himself.

With strong hand two with and outstretched
arm two [with great terror two| with signs two
and with wonders two these are the ten plagues
which the Omnipresent Blessed be He brought
on the Egyptians in Egypt and these are they:
blood, frog, lice, aroy, animal plague, boil, hail,
locust, darkness, plague of the firstborn.

Rabi Yehuda made a mnemonic: D#zach ‘Adash
B'ahav

AR 72N BN W 907 IR WYL wpa 12N

927777 9D DY 0NN FRYINR TN
A7 ROR YPNWaR 7 ROW T

T°NAX 177 WO DOVAW INRIY VYR SnRa
QAW 223133 TROR 2 TR ANV nvIEn
il

DY KDY RO 70 OV RO 293m 9 1ARIZM
MYV 7'2'P'T ROR W 0T DY KD AW 0T

QNW 7901 DT DNV APTR 7O
29NDI1R2Y D°NW NINR2 DONY DITH K712
N2 DIPAT RO2TW NN WY 19X 201w
TYTOX 07 177 19K O°I¥1R2 000N DY K
Non I 72X 772 7°Nw 727 21 0°10
Iahiphisi]

w'7,Y 7'%'7 0°11°0 072 1M1 70 A7 020
A2'M'R'2

This text has the shorter introductory formula used in the Babylonian version, as well as Rabi
Yehuda’s mnemonic. It includes the 92>71 29 Dy NOMN formula from the Land of Israel, along
with the citation of Devarimz 10:22 found in the expanded Land of Israel version. Its unique
feature is the comment found in our Maggid on DY I3, though oddly enough the fragment itself

is not cited (even more interestingly, there is a gloss by another hand adding 9NOW + Bereishit

47:4, the same verse quoted in our Maggid). For the third time, we find that every comment in

this haggadah was incorporated by the author of our Maggid, further demonstrating his desire to

work with existing sources.

By comparing all the different manuscripts we have, it can be seen that our Maggid did not arise
out of a process of slow accumulation. We have three short texts that were incorporated into our
Maggid and one more developed one that was not. While we cannot rule out the future discovery
of a missing link, at the moment, the fossil record strongly suggests intelligent design rather than
evolution. Scholars have hypothesized a slow process of accretion to deal with the fact that the
text in front of them didn’t seem to make a great deal of sense. Given that, as we have explained,
the Maggid actually has an elaborate structure, there is no longer any reason to posit what the
documentary record denies.
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This text more or less proves that the Maggid we use does not back to the Tannaitic period (let
alone the second Temple as some have claimed!), and was composed no earlier than the Geonic

century in Bavel itself before spreading around the globe.

And Lavan sought to uproot the whole, as it says,
My father was a wandering Aramean

And he went down to Egypt and he dwelt
there, few of number, and he became there a
nation, great and mighty

And he saw out affliction as it says ‘And God

2R 7aR "R "W D07 DR PYH wpa 12N

QW 70 VY NN QW AN STAIIRR TN
2IPY DITH NS

%12 DR DOPHR KT 1Y 720 101 DR RN

saw the children of Israel and God knew’

And HASHEM brought us out from Egypt
not by means of an angel, not be means of a
seraph, not by means of an emissary, but the Holy
One Blessed be He.

O°POR VT DR

DY KDY IRH7 070 DY RD @mEan v NN
1M ROR 0w 070 HY KXY AW 0T

RT22] O NW 7001 P12 DN AP 702
0°IW @°NBMAY O°NW MINIR2 *[2°Nw 91TA
by "2 DIPRT R2TW NP WY 1R

015 YTOX A7 177 19R1 0°XMA 0N
Non WA 729K 772 PR 027 Y

With strong hand two with and outstretched
arm two [with great terror two| with signs two
and with wonders two these are the ten plagues
which the Omnipresent Blessed be He brought
on the Egyptians in Egypt and these are they:
blood, frog, lice, aroy, animal plague, boil, hail,
locust, darkness, plague of the firstborn.

Nahininl
Rabi Yehuda made a mnemonic: Dzach ‘Adash Y'Y 7% 02I1°0 02 1M1 700 700 020
Blabav 2"nRa

Two other interesting facts must be pointed out about this Maggid. The first is that it does not
even include all the verses of parshat habikkurim despite having only the barest bones of
supporting midrashic material. I believe that this proves conclusively that it was not meant to be
read off the page as written, but to serve as a tool to help with ad hoc. exposition of parshat
habikkurin, which the reader was expected to remember. I believe @/ such short Maggids should
be read in this way and, so, in a modified sense, should the Maggid we use. The second is that it
includes apparently original comments that were incorporated by the author of our Maggid. The
first is the comment beginning 9NV NN on MY NN NI, which may have served as a sort of
prototype for the many comments in the same format that our author added. The second is the
mnemonic in the name of Rabi Yehuda. This mnemonic appears in Sifrei Devarin, but the
authot’s decision to include it in his Maggid probably came from here. It has also been suggested
that the mnemonic is an addition to Szfre; by a later scribe, in which case this Haggadah would be
its earliest source.

In fact, all five comments in this text were incorporated by the author of our Maggid and thus this
may represent the starting point upon which he built. However, he did not stick to the wording
used here, but adapted it, using a longer version of the introductory comment to AN TaN MIN
found in the Land of Israel haggadot and adding a clause to the comment on 1Y NN X7 in order
to fit it into his system.
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Go and learn what Lavan the Aramean sought to
do to Ya’aqov our father, for Pharaoh the wicked
only decreed over the males and Lavan sought to
uproot the whole, as it says My father was a
wandering Aramean

And he went down to Egypt forced according
to the word (/gos?). Go and see the how cherished
was our father Ya’aqov, how cherished he was
before the Omnipresent, as it says ‘I, I will go
down with you to Egypt and I, I will surely bring
you up.” (Bereishit 46:4)

And he dwelt there, few of number, and he
became there a nation, great, mighty see how
cherished Israel is, how cherished they are before
the Omnipresent since they did not go down to
Egypt but few of number, as it says ‘Seventy souls
your fathers went down to Egypt and now
HASHEM your God has placed you like the stars
of the heavens for multitude. (Devarim 10:22)

And HASHEM brought us out from Egypt
not by means of an angel, and not by means of a
seraph, not by means of an emissary, but the Holy
One Blessed be He by Himself. As it says, ‘And I
will pass through the land of Egypt in that night
and I will strike every firstborn in the land of
Egypt from man unto beast and upon all the gods
of Egypt I will perform judgments, I am
HASHEM.

With strong hand two with and outstretched
arm two with great terror two with signs two
and with wonders two these are the ten plagues
which the Omnipresent Blessed be He brought
on the Egyptians in Egypt and these are they:
blood, frog, lice, aroy, animal plague, boil, hail,
locust, darkness, plague of the firstborn.

And he brought us out from there as it says ‘and
us he brought out from there.” Not for our merits
did HASHEM bring us out of Egypt, but in the
merit of Avraham, Yitzhaq, and Ya’aqov, as it
says ‘And God heard their cry and God
remembered his covenant with Avraham, with
Yitzhaq and with Ya’aqov. And God saw the
children of Israel and God knew.

(111) An early Babylonian version

2PYH MWY? SNIRT 122 WP 0 TR RY
D077 7Y ROR 713 KD YW V09w 1A
7aR MR MRIV 7277 DX NPYH w2 1297

"aN

N2 IR 92777 9D DY 0NN RN 79
"W QPN 2197 277 RIT 0D 2PV 10AR5Y
79V 03 TOYK D2IRY ¥ TV TIN 22X

IR DITA MY AW TN VYR NR2 AW AN
2PN 197 192°217 17 7R PR N2
DOYAW2 "W YA 2NN KRPX DI¥N2 1777 RO
» AW INYY A% TNIAR 1770 WOl

2777 AW 22010 TROR

DY XD IRON 7 0¥ KD 29BN 9 AR
MYV 7P ROR 1OV 0T DY R? 90 0T
92 N AT A2°72 ¥ YR NNy W
PRI N2 VY OTRN 228N PIRA 7102
» SIN DOVOW TWYR 07X

2INW MW PR DONW AP TR
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DX DPYR YW 1w 2Py pRYC OT7ax
D772R DX N2 DR 2°P9K 10101 anpRl
°12 DR D°PYR XM 2P0 DRI PR DX
DOPYR Y77 KR

This is taken from a Babylonian baggadah text of the 10™ century. It was first published in J.
Rovner, “Two Farly Witnesses to the Formation of the “Miqra Bikkurim Midrash™ and their
Implications for the Evolution of the Haggadah Text’, Hebrew Union College Annual, 75 (2004), p.
83. It can also be found in J. Kulp, Schecter Haggadah, (Jerusalem, 2009), p. 220.
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This text includes the three items we identified as part of the universal framework present in all
Haggadot and one more comment, which the author of our Maggid also incorporates. Rovner is of
the view that this Maggid was developed no eatlier than the 8" century, but it is much easier to
explain the addition of the three comments (and perhaps also 927N 9¥ DNN) to the exposition
of the parshat habikknrim if it happened at an earlier stage. The absence of any earlier
documentary evidence means that we cannot say anything more.

An odd element in this Haggadah is the closing words ‘And he brought us out from there’ as it
says “and us he brought out from there.”” The quotation is Devarim 6:26 and, oddly enough, in
the Talmud Bav/i Pesahim 116a, Rava says that it is an obligation to say these words, though he
doesn’t specify at what point. One possible explanation is that he was citing a tradition from the
Land of Israel. What purpose this aggressively tautological statement is supposed to have as
conclusion to parshat habikkurim, however, is a question that I have not seen adequately resolved.

N.B. Some manuscripts of this Maggid omit the actual list of the plagues and the concluding
statement, thus ending with the words D807 5¥. Rovner assumes that this is the more original
version on the general principle that liturgies are more frequently added to than subtracted from.

(1)) An expanded Land of Israel Version

In some Byzantine manuscripts, a version of the Haggadah has been discovered that can be
summed up as basically following the Land of Israel rite, but with changes made to
accommodate Babylonian practices and formulas popularized by Rav Amram Gaon and Rav
Sa’adya Gaon. Interestingly, however, the Maggid shows evidence of an independent
development of the Land of Israel version unaffected by Babylonian influence. The text can be
found in J. Rovner, ‘A New Version of the Eres Israel Haggadah Liturgy and the Evolution of
the Eres Israel ‘Miqra Bikkurim’ Midrash’, JOR 92, pp. 423-4. It can also be found in J. Kulp,
Schecter Haggadah, (Jerusalem, 2009), p. 220 (though with the omission of the first line).

Cleatly, this text builds upon the land of Israel version, adding comments with particular
teachings. There are two rather otiose comments on how cherished Ya’aqov and the children of
Israel are respectively, which Rovner discusses at length. In addition, there is an elaboration of

the postscript giving it a theological significance. It also has a longer version of the comment on
DMINNN M IPIM.

Unlike the earlier Land of Israel text and the early Babylonian text (below) this seems to have
had relatively little influence on the author of our Maggid. 1t is just possible that he was
influenced by the citation of Devarinz 10:22 though this is already there in S7frez and is included in
another text that it seems more likely the author did have access to (below iv). Further, if he used
this haggadah as a source, it seems odd that he did not include the citation of Bereishit 46:4
appended to 12>7N 9 DY DMN since this would fit in perfectly with his general system. It seems to
me probable either that he never saw this text or, if he did, that he didn’t care for it.

Note that here two verse of parshat habikkurim are omitted entirely. Rovner argues that this was
part of a move away from explaining the verse themselves to a formalized liturgy in which the
focus was on the quasi-midrashic comments. This does not seem to me correct as I will explain
in the next section.
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Appendix 111 — Barlier Maggids

In this appendix, I have transcribed the known versions of the parshat habikkurin:

section found in earlier haggadot with some comments. This will be of some interest

to the general reader who will get a better sense of the range — and lack of range —

in earlier haggadot and also, I hope, be of some small assistance to those who wish

to carry out further scholarly work.

In all the following texts, bold type indicates the verses from Devarim and normal type indicates

additions, including other cited verses. These texts cannot also be read side by side in J. Rovner,
“T'wo Early Witnesses to the Formation of the “Miqra Bikkurim Midrash” and their Implications
for the Evolution of the Haggadah Text’, Hebrew Union College Annual, 75 (2004), p. 102-100.

(1) The standard Land of Israel version

This is the basic text found in many manuscripts from the Land of Israel and communities that
followed Land of Israel traditions. Minor differences are found in different manuscripts, but they

mostly indicate no more than scribal errors or quirks. The following text was first published in
D. Goldschmitt,1>mMT21m N9 S¥ NN, (Jerusalem, 1960). It also appears in S. Safrai & Z. Safrai
oM NN, (Jerusalem, 1998), pp. 287-8 and J. Kulp, Schecter Haggadah, (Jerusalem, 2009), p. 218.

Go and learn what Lavan the Aramean sought to
do to Ya’aqov our father, for Pharaoh the wicked
only decreed over the males and Lavan sought to
uproot the whole, as it says My father was a
wandering Aramean

And he went down to Egypt forced according
to the word.

And he dwelt there, few of number, and he
became there a nation, great, mighty and
numerous. And he Egyptians did bad to us
and they afflicted us and they placed upon us
hard work. And we cried out to HASHEM the
God of our fathers and he heard our voice and
he saw our affliction and our travail and our
oppression

And HASHEM brought us out from Egypt
not by means of an angel, and not by means of a
seraph, not by means of an emissary, but the Holy
One Blessed be He by Himself.

With strong hand two with and outstretched
arm two [with great terror two| with signs two
and with wonders two these are the ten plagues
which the Omnipresent Blessed be He brought
on the Egyptians in Egypt and these are they:
blood, frog, lice, aroy, animal plague, boil, hail,
locust, darkness, plague of the firstborn.

And he brought us out from there as it says ‘and
us he brought out from there.”
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7aR MR ARV 9077 IR NPYH wpa 12N
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Appendix 11 — Timeline

Many readers will find this timeline helpful in achieving clarity about the historical
process of the development of the Maggid as we know it.

200 CE Mishnah compiled under supervision
of Yehuda haNasi, including basic description
of the order of the Seder including the
exposition of parshat habikkurim.

875 CE Rav Amram Gaon sends his Seder to
Spain, which included a text of the Maggid
almost identical to one we use today.

Approx 855-870 CE Rav Natronai Gaon is head
(‘Gaon’) of Sura, one of the two Babylonian
Academies. He denounced haggadot used in the
Land of Israel and communities in its orbit as
tainted by Qaraite influence, demanding a greater
use of content from Rabbinic texts.

882-942 CE Life of Rav Sa’adya Gaon whose

1170-80 CE Compilation of Mishneh Torah by
Rambam. Inclusion of Maggid cements its status
as rite used by Jews around the world.

Siddur also includes, and further populatized, a
text nearly identical to our Maggid.

1534-1572 CE Life of Isaac Luria, upin whose
insistence an extra verse from Yehezgel is
added to section on 27,




38

God ‘sees’ the suffering

Earlier Babylonian
haggadah, also
incorporating text from

WY DR &M 2:25 of the children of Israel | Baw/i Yoma or possibly
unknown eatlier
haggadah.

Moshe is rescued from
the drowning of the
males, raised by
) ) Pharaoh’s daughter, kills oy .
N7By naY 1152222 | an officer, flecs | S D
to Midian, becomes a
shepherd and finds the
burning bush
God tells Moshe that he .
is to be His emissary in Or1g1nal comment
NEMY? NN 3:1-12 frecine the children of possibly incorporating
Israelg unknown source.
Moshe learns Earlier haggadot
) ) HASHEM’s name and (universal) originally
pIXan M UREM | 3:13 - 5:2 reveals it to the children | adapted from Mechilta
of Israel D’Rabi Yishmael
Pharaoh responds to
YN Apin Tl Moshe’s demands by Sitrei Bemidb
M) 5:3-06:1 worsening the burden yfrei Beridbar
on the children of Israel
God declares that He Probably oficinal
273 8992 6:2-12 will hereafter be known Y ong
as (or by) HASHEM | €o™ment
Moshe turns his staff Probably orfisinal
MNNI 7:8-13 into a crocodile at yorg
Pharaoh’s court comment
D'Non 7:14-25 The plague of blood Probably original
comment
DYIX¥DD M UNXM Eatlicr haeoadot
) _ arlier haggado
TP T 7:14 —12:36 The 10 plagues (universal)
(2nd time)
" Plagues of blood, frogs
1'% T14-815 | UL 8 | |
" Plagues of stinging flies Bazlier Babylonian
vy 8:16 — 9:13 di ; > | Haggadah. Probably
isease and boils S
- originally taken from
. Plagues of hail, locusts, Sifiei Devarim
1 N3 9:14 — 12:36 darkness and the killing

of the firstborn
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Appendix 1 — Map of the Haggadah

The following is a map of every part of the Maggid, describing briefly both how to use it

as a tool for telling the exodus story (the second and third columns) and the original
source for the Maggid’s comment establishing the link between parshat habikkurin and the

story in Shemot.

Fragment of parshat
habifkkurin

Section of
exodus story

Synopsis of Story

Original source of
Maggid’s comment

Introduction, also

(The sale of Yosef

possible ref. to through to his invitation | Earlier haggadot
, 5 ..
AR TN DN Bereishit to the family to settle (universal).
33:1 —45:28 with him in Egypt)
2yp
God instructs Ya’aqov
. . . to descend to Egypt and | Earlier haggadot from the
ADIED M 46:1-7 promises to bring back | land of Israel
his descendants
Earlier haggadah,
Ya’aqov’s family are possibly originally
, IR _ 47
B an 46:28 — 47:12 settled in Goshen derived from Sifre:
Devarim
. Adapted from Sifre:
VYYD NNl Shemot 1:1-6 ST{h,e cou,n ting of Devarim via eatlier
a’aqov’s clan h .
aggada) traditions.
N/A In my opinion this
" DY M N/A comment is not part of | Sifrei Devarim
p
the Maggid
DI¥y N 1:8 rTa};? dcénic}l{;r)e;lgflsmel Original comment
The children of Israel ..
rosper and fall into sin Original comment
aMm N/A pri w0 be bei based on Mechilta D’Rabi
Ic?nscl);vg d ¢ being Yishmael
Pharaoh plans to enslave ..
’ ’ .Q_
BM¥I BAXR WM | 1:8-10 the children of Istacl Original comment
The children of Israel
NIYN 1:11-12 are enslaved and Original comment
afflicted
amay Why o The Egyptians place
1:13-14 hard work on the Original comment
nwp Hebrews
"P‘?N » by Py The children of Israel
Shemot 2:23 cry out to God after the Original comment
WNIN accession of a new
Pharaoh
God hears the cry of the
1]1717 N M ynwn | 2:24 children of Israel and Original comment

remembers His covenant
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Secondary sources

The following is a list of books that I have cited or referred to in the above text along with some
articles by Rovner that provide indispensable background material. It is not meant to be an
exhaustive list of Haggadah scholarship. In particular, it does not include a number of older works
(by Goldschmitt, Bokser, Fleischer, Kasher, Tabory, and Yuval) that are basic texts in the field,
but which for most practical purposes have been superseded, at least as far as the Haggadah goes.
Most of the works included here are also of interest because of the primary sources they contain.

Boyarin, D.
2004 Border Lines: The Partition of Judaeo-Christianity (Philadelphia)

[A summary of the more important material found in this book can be found in “Two Powers in Heaven, Or the Making of a
Heresy’ available online in pdf, though one has to wade through a large amount of obfuscatory ‘theory’, which, in the book, is
better segregated into separate chapters.]

First, M.
2012 ‘Arami Oved Avi, Uncovering the Interpretation Hidden in the Mishnah’, Hakirah 13
[available online in PDF]

Henshke, D.
2012, NI N5 : NN NIIY’, Sidra 27-28.

Gerald Janzen, J.
1994 ‘“The “Wandering Aramean Reconsidered”, Vetus Testamentum 44:3

Kulp, J.
2009 The Schechter Haggadah: Art, History and Commentary (Jerusalem)

Rovner, J.

2000 ‘An Early Passover Haggadah According to the Eretz Yisraeli Rite, [OR 90

2002 ‘A New Version of the Eres Israel Haggadah Liturgy and the Evolution of the Eres Israel
‘Migra Bikkurim’ Midrash’, JOR 92

2004 “T'wo Early Witnesses to the Formation of Miqra Bikkurim Midrash and Their Implications
for the Evolution of the Haggadah Text’, HUCA 75

Safrai, S. & Safrai, Z.
1998 530 NN (Jerusalem) [Also available in an English translation]
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hand, does that mean the author of the Maggid, after his labours to include so many
neglected parts of the tale, simply ignored the dramatic final scene? Perhaps not. Let us
look at the conclusion of the halacha we just quoted:

117 WYY SR D732 0n112 IRDY maw? 997 MM 0°2°°0 MR 7909
1199 KR NI NITAVH ARIXIT 1PIRT 2°037 95 DX 13NI1ARD
R vivhy!

Therefore [i.e. because our fathers were redeemed)] we are obligated to thank, to praise,
land, glorify, exalt, and magnify the One who did for us and for all onr fathers these

miracles and brought us out from slavery to freedom and let us say before Him:
Halleluyah!

After discussing Pesah, Matzah, and Maror, the final stage before the meal is singing the
first two paragraphs of Hallel. Over the centuries, a tradition developed of seeing this
Hallel not merely as an expression of thanks for an historical event, but as something
more. Everyone is familiar with the dictum with which our Haggadah introduces the
Hallel: “in every generation each man is obligated to see himself as if he went out from
Egypt’. The Halle/, according to this view, is not a memorial, so much as a re-enactment of
the song the children of Israel themselves sang when they left Egypt.

Except that is not quite right. In their haste, the house of Ya’aqov had no time to sing on
the day they went out from among the people of strange tongue. For that, they would
have to wait seven more days, for the moment when they turned around and saw
Pharaoh’s horsemen, dead on the shore of the sea.4’

Primary Sources

The following is a list of the primary sources and their editions that I have cited or quoted in the
above text.

NN SWUNIN NYNN 0N NN, (ed. Katzenelenbogen, Mossad HaRav Kook, 1996)
DMWYNIN OV DY NO DV NN, (ed. Katzenelenbogen, Mossad HaRav Kook, 19906)
283N NI ONYNY’ 22T NN, (ed. Shapiro, Volozhin Yeshiva Jerusalem, 1996)
NN PPN T XININ PHITI TPNHN 070N NN MYN, (ed. Makbili, Or Vishua, 2009)
NN DIMY 27 779, (ed. Goldshmitt, Mossad HaRav Kook, 2004)

9N OTINY YOP NNNN 19D, (D090 TP, 2005)

NV 29D 712702 190 DY Y, (ed. Horowitz, Shalem Books, 1992)

D727 190 Dy 90, (ed. Finkelstein, Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 2001)

# In midrashic writings, the second verse of Hallel o>7%mn "X nX¥1 is explained as referring
specifically to the parting of the sea.
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over the houses of onr fathers in Egypt. Bitter herbs because the Egyptians embittered the
lives of our fathers in Egypt. Matzah because they were redeemed.

Usually, this halacha is read separately from the one before. One thing the father must do
on Seder night is to expound parshat habikkurin; another thing he must do is talk about
Pesah, Matzah, and Maror. That is not incorrect, but there is way of combining the two,
which becomes apparent if we look at the book of Shemzot with fresh eyes. The Maggid has
already directed us to tell of the ten plagues, culminating in the slaughter of the firstborn.
The structure of Shemot at this point is as follows:

God tells Moshe there will be one more plague and then they will

Shemot 11:1-3 be freed

Moshe tells Pharaoh that God will slaughter the Egyptian firstborn

Shemor 11:4-10 and then the children of Israel will leave

God tells Moshe to tell the children of Israel to prepare a Pesab
Shemot 12:1-13  sacrifice and eat it with matzah and marorim so that they will be
spared in the slaughter of the firstborn

God tells Moshe that this will be a permanent seven-day festival

Shemot 12:14-20 based around eating matzah and not eating hametz

Moshe instructs the children of Israel in how to prepare the Pesah

Shemor 12:21-28 and they do so

God slaughters the Egyptian firstborn and Pharaoh allows the
children of Israel to leave

Shemot 12:29-36

The children of Israel leave and bake 7atzot from the dough that

Shemot 12:57-42 they take with them

God instructs Moshe in the laws of the Pesab sacrifice to be

Shemot 12:43-51 offered by future generations

Moshe instructs the children of Israel on the seven-day festival of

Shemot 13:1-10 matzot and the laws of hametz

Shemot 13:11-16  God instructs Moshe on the laws of firstborn animals

The parting of the Sea of Reeds and the destruction of Pharaoh

Shemot 14:1-31 and his army

As you can see, Pesah, Matzah, and Maror are not just commemorations of the exodus from
Egypt, they are part of the exodus itself, indeed, especially in the first case, crucial parts
of the story. By moving on from discussion of the ten plagues to discussing them, the
father is, in the most literal sense, just continuing with the story.

One question remains. What about the final confrontation between Pharaoh and God at
the Sea of Reeds? Apart from being one of the most exciting parts of the story, it is also

the theological climax, the moment when all doubts about the supremacy of HASHEM
are dispelled and the Torah declares of the children of Israel 172y fwnm2ay 2 90x". If the

sections of our Haggadah that deal with the splitting of the sea are insertions of a later
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biblical scholars, both traditional and academic, namely that the first nine plagues are
divided into three banks of three. In each set, the first plague is preceded by Moshe
confronting Pharaoh in the morning ‘at the waters’; the second ends with an observation
about Pharaoh’s hardened heart and the third is imposed without Pharaoh receiving a
prior warning. Each set of three has a theme: the first is the power of God to work
miracles beyond those of Pharaoh’s necromancers; the second is His placing a distinction
between Egypt and Goshen, the habitation of the children of Israel; the third is His
sending ‘all my plagues ... so you may know that there is none like Me on the earth’.

The author of our Maggid has, therefore, done a great service to the father at a Seder. If his
audience are not flagging, he can give a proper account of the ten plagues, describing the
process by which they progressively demonstrated God’s rulership of the world and love
for the children of Israel. If time is scarce, he can simply list the plagues and get to the
next part of the story, which may not be exactly what you may think.

NIV XD 109

At this point in our Haggadah, we find an extended piece of midrashic exegesis, lifted
trom Mechilta D’Rabi Yishmael concerning the number of plagues at the sea. This passage
is omitted from the Haggadah text of Rambam, as well a Geonic text sometimes attributed
to Rav Natronai Gaon. In the Siddur of Rav Sa’adya Gaon it appears as an optional extra.
Itis clearly a sort of appendix to our Maggid and I believe that this was added for two
reasons. The first is a general anxiety in the middle to late Geonic period to add as much
midrashic material to the Haggadah liturgy as possible, motivated by the condemnation of
existing haggadot as tainted by Qaraite influence.*> The second is a more laudable concern
that by ending the story before the parting of the Sea of Reeds, the Maggid has cut off the
story before its climax.

By including this section, however, I believe that it is possible we may have missed one
final ingenious feature of our Maggid. The obligation to talk about Pesah, Matzah, and
Maroris found in Mishnah Pesahim, in the halacha immediately following the one with
which we began.
77 XYY R 1092 1997 09127 AWIPW MR ROW 93 IR X903 127
1PNI2R SN2 DY Q1PN N0OW aw HY 110D .22 NM 1I¥A 10D NN
X7 .0°87R2 MAR 1N DR 21N 170 QW Y 20N .008Nna
6 oxw aw oy

Raban Gamliel says: Anyone who did not say these three things on Pesab has not fulfilled
his obligation: Pesah, Matzah and Bitter herbs. Pesah becanse the Ommipresent passed

4 The most striking example of this is the inclusion before the four sons of the halacha from Mishnah
B’rachot 1:5 discussing the proof-text for mentioning yetziat mitzrayim in the b’racha after q'riat shem’a
at night. Attempts to prove the contrary notwithstanding, this passage has absolutely no relevance to
Seder night whatsoever.

4 Many readers will again notice the numerous differences between the accurate text of this halacha
and the one they are used to.
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DORA DR 12 BWYN WK 77°2 0pD 710 7007 DRI 7RI 7720 70T 07

When read as a d’rasha, this section looks odd. The staff was an instrument used to
perform signs, it was not the signs themselves. However, by this stage you will probably
have got the gist. Read on in Shemot and you will find Moshe and Aharon turning the staff
into a crocodile at Pharaoh’s court. The comment, like the previous one and the one
after, appears not to be derived from a midrashic source — though that cannot be
definitively proven - but is an original creation of the author.

D'nond
WY NI92°07 WX 0T IR 0°W2 0°ND17) °NN1Y :9KRIW 171730 0773 77

In the next part of the story, Aharon turns the waters of Egypt into blood. The author of
our Maggid therefore required a text linking the word o°non with blood and he found it in
the book of Yoel If one looks on this comment as a ‘proof’ then it must be said to be
decidedly weak. After all, might not it equally be proved from this verse that o°non refers
to a fire? If I have done my job, then you will see why such a question is superfluous.

X 937
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The author of our Maggid now proceeds to expound the last verse of parshat habikkurin a
second time. The reason is obvious: he has finished the last verse, but he hasn’t got to the
end of the story. He therefore maps this verse on to Shemot once more using a d’rasha
that, as we have seen, he inherited from eatlier haggadot. However, he does more than this.

Straight after the listing the plagues, he quotes a mnemonic, in the name of Rabi Yehuda.
This mnemonic appears in the earlier Babylonian haggadah we quoted above and is also in
Sifrei on this verse.®3 The inclusion of this in the Haggadah has puzzled many. Memory
aids are a perfectly respectable tool of pedagogy, but it’s not clear why anyone would
need one now given that the complete list of plagues is written on the exact same page.
As pointed out by Hzzguni and many subsequent commentators, however, the
noteworthy feature of Rabi Yehuda’s statement is not that he wrote down the first letter
of each word, it is how he divided them up: 27/nx2 w1y 7737 rather than, say, 2707 ¥7537
2'nR.* This reflects a real feature of the text in Shemot that has been recognized by many

# [t's presence in Sifrei has been regarded as anomalous. Some have suggested that it was back-
inserted by a scribe working from the Haggadah on the grounds that it was attributed to a tana. I do
not find this persuasive or necessary. As explained by Hizquni, Rabi Yehuda’s comment is not just a
memory aid, but a legitimate piece of exegesis.

4 On Shemot 8:15. See also the commentary of Ritva on this part of the Haggadah, though this is
apparently an addition of Rav Haviv Toledano.
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Without delving into the many explanations of what these verses exactly mean, it is clear
that they entail God announcing that he is about to reveal Himself in a way not hitherto
witnessed. As we have discussed, in the exodus narrative as told in Shewot, this is not just
a theme of the story, it is the story.

On a technical level, however, this section looks initially difficult. How does 273 X9 relate
to Mow "1v3 and what is the relevance of the verse cited from Devarim aside from it
including the words 0°971 @°x7m? The most popular theory among Haggadah scholars runs
as follows. If we look at Targum Onkelos and other early sources, they seem to have
understood 273 X (‘great terror’) as a variant spelling of 973 aRIn (‘a great vision’). M123
nrow therefore represents actually seeing a physical image of God and the significance of
the verse cited from Devarim lies in its closing words, ‘before your eyes’. This is all very
learned, but it is quite wrong. There is no reference to an actual vision of God in this
section or anywhere else in the exodus story, it goes against the whole thrust of the book,
which is about God manifesting himself through miraculous acts, and any such vision is
denied in Devarim not very far from the verse quoted. The way of resolving this problem
is much simpler. Let us look at the verse cited from Devarim, along with a few verses
before and after.
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For ask now of the former days which were before you from the day God created man upon
the earth, and from the one end of heaven to the other: has there been anything like this great
thing, or has there been heard like it? Has a people heard the voice of God speaking from a
fire as you have heard, and lived? Or has God assayed to come, to take a nation from the
midst of a nation with trials, with signs, and with wonders, and with war, and with a strong
hand, and with an outstretched arm and with great terrors, like all that HASHEM your

God has done for you in Egypt before your eyes. You have been shown this to know that
HASHEM he is the God, there is none beside him. (Devarim 4: 32-5)

The subject of this passage is the unique and unprecedented revelations of God’s power
the children of Israel had witnessed both in Egypt and at Sinai. In a certain respect, it is
the passage we are being referred to in Shemot viewed from the past tense. The linguistic
link from the fragment to this passage is established by the position of @°9173 @°k71 at the
end of the list of metaphors describing God’s power. Since this passage is equivalent in
meaning to the passage from the exodus story from Shemot, the author has done what he
needs to do: map another part of parshat habikkurim on to the next section of Shenot.
That’s it. Not the least benefit of understanding how our Maggid works is being able to
dispense with elaborate answers to questions that turn out not to be questions at all.
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as part of a trio with 2y7 (famine). As we have said, to find them directly juxtaposed
together, alone, and in that order is very rare. Indeed, Shemot 5:3 is the only place where
they come one after the other with a definite article. And yet here, lying ready in a
midrashic source talking about something else entirely is a link between ¥912173pH 322
w1 and 29m1 927 already mapped out,* even though no prooftext is used in the midrash
to connect the third part (1915w 72°1 and 2v7) of the respective trios!

This is, at any rate, a remarkable coincidence, and finding it testifies to the authot’s
command of sources. I am inclined to believe, however, that he did not consider it a
coincidence. It is well known that Sa’adya Gaon believed that the Ten Commandments
are given special importance by the Torah and Jewish tradition, not so much for their
explicit content but because they contain virtually all 613 witzvot amongst them. It is my
belief that the author believed a similar thing about parshat habikkurim. He was not, in his
view, merely mapping a synopsis from Devarim onto a longer account in Shemot, he was
revealing a connection that already existed. It is for this reason, I believe, that when a
natural link between the fragment and the passage it is mapped to doesn’t present itself,
he turned to existing midrashic sources to create one and quoted them, as much as
possible, in their original wording. If Haza/ instructed us to tell the exodus story by
means of parshat habikkunrim it must be that, somehow, all of the exodus story is already
contained within it, the secret of how this is so being contained in the works of the 170
7D 2v2w which they bequeathed to us.

971 8992
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There are many parts of the exodus story that could potentially be described under the
term 735w M123 (revelation of the divine presence), and there are three sepatate options
suggested by commentators on the Haggadah. Speculation, however, is quite unnecessary;
the correct way to understand what the Maggid is getting at is, once again, to read on in
Shemot.
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And God spoke to Moshe, and He said to hin ‘I am HASHEM. And I appeared to
Avrabam, to Yitzchak, and to Ya'aqov as El Shaddai and (by) My name HASHEM, 1
was not known to them. .. And I will take you for me for a people and I will be for you for a
God and you shall know that I am HASHEN who brings you out from under the burdens
of Egipt.” (Shemot 6: 2-3, 7)

4 On the face of it, it is also remarkable that the source makes use of the rare formula Xw 7n>.
However, I do not want to make too much of this specific point, since it is not unlikely that the
original text did not include this formula and that it was added in by a scribe familiar with the
Haggadah. See also footnote 13.
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T am HASHEM your God’ and why does it say it again? Did it not already say [at the beginning
of the verse] I am the HASHEM your God who brought you ont from the land of Egypt’? And
what does the exctra ‘1 am HASHEM teach? In order that Israel shonld not say: Why did the
Ommipresent command us? In order that we should do it and receive a reward. Let us not do it and
receive no reward!’. This is similar to what they said to Yehezqel, as it says The elders of Israel went
out to me and they sat before me (Yehezqel 20:1). They said to Yebezgel, ‘A servant whose master
has sold him, does he not go ont from his anthority?’ He said, Yes.” They said to him, “Then since
the Ommipresent has sold us to the nations we have gone ont from his anthority!” He said to them
Behold, a servant whose master sold hinr on condition of taking bim back does he leave his

authority?’

And that which has come into your mind surely will not be, when you say “We will be like the
nations around us and like the families of the earth, to serve wood and stone.” As I live, declares
HASHEM, but with a strong hand, and an outstretched arm, and fury poured ont 1 will reign over
you. (Yehezqel 20: 32-3)

With a strong hand — This is the plagne, like that which says ‘Bebold the hand of HASHEM
against your cattle that are in the field [a very heavy plague]. (Shemot 9:3)

And with an outstretched arm — This is the sword, like that which says ‘And his sword drawn in his
hand stretched over Jernsalem.’ (Divrei haYamim 21:106)

And with anger poured ont — This is the famine.

After I bring over you these three catastrophes one after another, after that I will rule over you against
your will. Therefore, it repeats T am HASHEM.

This source is complex and seems to contain more than one historical layer edited
together. It starts by attacking the view (quite popular in our own age) that the mzfzvot are
optional activities through which a Jew can accumulate merits. It then moves on, using a
passage from Yehezgel, to condemning a different, if not unrelated, misconception,
namely that in casting the people of Israel into exile, God had freed them from the
obligation to continue keeping His laws. It is in giving concrete meaning to the
metaphorical terms used by Yebezge/ to describe God’s punishment that the midrash
makes the statements incorporated into our Maggzd.

Now, quite obviously, none of this has any more than the most tenuous connection to
the exodus. Some commentators have come up with far-fetched claims that the Haggadah
is alluding to something that they already believed, whereas others have concluded that
the author stuck them in for no reason at all, bewitched by the discovery of a comment —
any comment — on the words 1101 ¥9121 7PN 2. If we understand how the Maggid works,
however, then the whole puzzle doesn’t even arise. The author wanted to link this
fragment to the passage in Shemot, since no natural link existed he needed to find a
roundabout one, which he did by splicing in this piece of midrashic exegesis.*!

We should, however, ponder this a bit more. The words 727 and 291 appear together with
reasonable frequency, especially in the books of Yebezge/ and Yirmiyahu, but almost always

411t is just possible to say that there might be a further thematic link because the source talks about
Israel during a period of suffering and so does the passage in Shemot, but I don’t believe that is
necessary.



28

in between God hearing the cry of the children of Israel (related in verse 3 of parshat
habikkurin) and His bringing them out (related in verse 4). It is to accommodate this
extra material that the fourth verse of parshat habikkurim has to be mapped out by the
Maggid twice. This is also the reason why all of the comments by the Maggid on this verse
take the form of roundabout midrashic links: there exist no natural links between this
section of Shemot and parshat habikkurim.
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The key to understanding the Maggid here is to realize that the comments ‘this is the
plague’ and ‘this is the sword’ are intended to be read as a pair. Once done, all one has to
do is to continue reading. Sure enough, we find:
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And they said, The God of the Hebrews has happened npon us. Let us go, please, three days
travel in the wilderness, and let us slanghter to HASHEM our God, lest he strike us with
the plague or with the sword. (Shemot 5:3)

The reference here is unmistakable. In the entire Tanach there are only two occasions
when the words 127 and 291 are paired together in that order (the other being Amos 4:10,
where they are separated by four words). The Maggid is, therefore, directing us to the next
part of the story in which Moshe and Aharon ask to be allowed to bring the children of
Israel out on a temporary basis and Pharaoh responds by intensifying their burdens.
Again, we may remark that this part of the story is typically left out of the garbled
account of the exodus given at a Seder, which is a great loss, even from a purely narrative
perspective.

The d’rashot linking 71p1n 1°2 and 7"101 ¥77 to 927 and 271 respectively are both taken from
the same source in Szfre; on Bemidbar, commenting on the last paragraph of the Shema:
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There is a great deal to unpack in this exchange, but the first thing we might note is that
at the typical Seder discussion of this part of the story it is omitted entirely. This alerts us
to one of the most important defining features of our Maggid that emerges when it is
correctly understood.

The story of the exodus as told in parshat habkkurim is essentially one about the people of
Israel, their enslavement and their liberation. God certainly appears in this story, indeed,
He is central, but He is an actor, not the subject. This is how the exodus story is most
commonly told and conceptualized today, in particular at the Seder. If one reads Shemot in
this frame of mind, however, questions start to build up. Why did God harden Pharaoh’s
heart when he could just have brought the Israelites out after the sixth plague at the
latest? Since God has control over Pharaoh’s heart why doesn’t he just make him release
the Hebrews straight away? Why do Moshe and God spend so much time talking to each
other, and Moshe to Pharaoh before they actually do anything? Why did God engineer a
final showdown with Pharaoh at the Sea of Reeds when the children of Israel had already
been released? The more one reads, the deeper the questions become. Why an exodus at
all> Why send down the children of Israel to Egypt just to bring them up again?

The answer that becomes more and more inescapable the more one pays attention is that
the story of the exodus is not about Israel at all, it is a story about God. He starts the
story with even His name unknown, perhaps, at most, considered one deity among others
and ends it firmly established as supreme lord of all the earth. This is done through the
multiplication of unprecedented miracles and the public humiliation of what was then the
world’s foremost imperial power led by a man who himself claimed divine status.
Liberating Israel is an essential part of this process, for it is through designating for
Himself a people, and through raising them out of the lowest possible social condition,
that God establishes himself as the master of history. But it is a means to an end, not the
end itself.

When the author of the Maggid maps parshat habikkurim on to the complete exodus
narrative in Shemot he is doing much more than just creating a helpful aid. He is
transforming the story from a liberation history into a deocentric epic, by directing you to
tell the entire narrative as found in Shemot, not just the parts that might appeal to a secular
Zionist.4 In particular, he is finding a way to include chapters 3 through 6 which happen

40 ]t should be said that an honest reading of the exodus story as presented in Shemot is a challenging
experience for more than just secular Zionists, and renders untenable (to say the very least) a great
deal of mainstream orthodox theodicy.

A related question is whether, leaving aside the discomfort most moderns must feel about the true
nature of the book of Shemot, it is really correct to tell the story of the exodus on Seder night
specifically as a story about God rather than a story about Israel. Shemot 13:8, it seems to me, indicates
the latter approach, as would Hazal’s choice of parshat habikkurim as the base text. On the other hand,
the symbolism of the Pesah offering eaten on Seder night is tied specifically to n1132 non — that is to say
the penultimate revelation of God’s power — while the seven-day festival of matzot is tied to
redemption of Israel. More than that I do not wish to comment. The job of this explanation is to
explain what the Maggid is, not what it should be.
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After introducing the story of Moshe’s life with Pharaoh’s decree against the male babies,
the Haggadah directs us to the revelation at the burning bush, from which the verse
quoted is taken. The linguistic link established by the shared root [¥ 11 9] is easy to discern,
but there is a minor question about the introductory comment. pn7 is simply a translation
of the biblical term yn% into Rabbinic Hebrew.38 It is common enough to find
explanations of obscure words in biblical exegesis, but it is not clear why the author of
the Maggid thought it necessary to bother here. I do not have a good answer to this
question.
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As we saw earlier, this is one of three parts of the Maggid that the author inherited as part
of a basic framework from earlier haggadot. Unlike the comment on *aR 72X *nIX, however,
he works this one seamlessly as a crucial element into his new structure. The previous
comment directed the reader to the revelation at the burning bush. If we continue
reading, we find one of the most interesting and most commented upon passages in the
entire Torah.
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... behold, I (will) come to the children of Israel and say the God of your fathers sent me to
you, and they will say, “What is his name?” What shall I say to them? ... And God said
Surther to Moshe, ‘thus shall you say to the children of Israel, “HASHEM the God of your
Sathers, the God of Avraham, the God of Yitzhak, the God of Ya aqov, sent me to you.

This is My name forever, and this is My memorial from generation to generation. (Shemot
3: 13-15)

3 Jronically, yni? is a common word in modern Hebrew while 17 is not, so the Maggid when read
today is effectively translating a well-known word into an obscure one.

3 In the version of Rav Sa’adya Gaon, the comment stops before the round brackets. The version of
Rambam and the one attributed to Natronai Gaon include the verse in the round brackets, while the
version of Rav Amram Gaon includes the further elaboration in the square brackets. The shorter
version seems the most appropriate to the Maggid’s purpose of directing the reader to Shemot 3:13-15.
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adapted it to fit into his way of telling the exodus story. This comment must therefore be
regarded, along with the three comments we have already specified, as part of the initial
framework upon which the author built his structure. This explains the fact that, in a
rather literal sense, it does not quite fit in with his usual method of telling the story as
found in Shemot.
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For most readers of the Haggadah, this looks like another example of the Maggid randomly
jumping around the exodus story. We have already, seen, however, that this is not the
case. After finishing the story of enslavement, suffering and turning to God of the
children of Israel, it now begins the story of Moshe with Pharaoh’s command to murder
the firstborn Hebrew males.

However, there is an apparent problem at the technical level. There is no linguistic link
between the fragment and the verse pointed. In very general terms, one can see the
semantic relevance of 9ny (‘travail’) to this episode, but no more so than for yn®% or "y.
The reason for this is that this is not an original comment of the author, but lifted word
for word from Szfrez.3¢ Though it fits perfectly into the general system of our Maggid, it
stands out from a formal perspective. The fact that the author did not add anything to
create more of a link between fragment and verse is further evidence of his unwillingness
to alter sources he incorporated unless absolutely necessary.?’

At this juncture, I wish to make a general point. Some readers may have decided by this
stage that one or two of my explanations of how the Maggid works are somewhat forced.
This is not wrong, but the forcing is inherent in the text itself, not my explanations. I
hope that I have shown that our Maggid is not a randomly arranged list of obscure
allusions punctuated by the odd lucid remark, but a sophisticated tool to expound parshat
habikkurim, which testifies to the breadth of knowledge and intellectual powers of its
author. However, identifying our Maggid as a project of great elegance and ingenuity is
not to say it is one that was perfectly executed. Something like the opposite is the case. A
corollary of recognizing the correct way to read to read our Maggid is acknowledging that
it is an experiment that, in some respects, did not quite come off, since, had it done, there
would be no need for anyone to explain how it works a millennium later.

% The original source even includes the rare formula X1 713 and is perhaps the original model for
the formula used throughout the Maggid. Another possibility is that the version found in Sifrei was
‘corrected’ by scribes familiar with the Haggadah. In either case, it seems that our author’s immediate
source for this formula was the earlier Babylonian haggada’s comment on 11y nX X7, see above.

% There is a separate question of how to interpret the logic of the d’rasha in its original context in Sifrei.
I'have no good answer to this question and will not suggest one since it is not strictly relevant.
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The use of this d’rasha in the Maggid strengthens the link between the fragment and the
verse cited. On the side of the fragment, the connection is formed by the root [71¥]. In
context, this verb has its most common meaning of affliction or suffering, but it is also
used frequently to denote sexual activity, not necessarily of the unpleasant variety. In
Rabbinic discourse the two roots are combined to connote the absence of conjugal activity,
which is a form of affliction. The allusion to sexual activity found in the verse from
Shemot comes from its closing words ‘and God knew’. On the literal level, this can be
taken as implying knowing something that others cannot see, that is to say something
behind closed doors. On the linguistic level, the ‘biblical sense’ of the verb ‘to know’ is so
well known as to be proverbial.

However, we still have not got any closer to explaining the function this comment has in
the scheme our Maggid, namely mapping out the story in Shemot in order to facilitate oral
storytelling. I believe the answer is found by looking back to the previous part of the
story. There, the Torah tells us that God heard the cry of the children of Israel and
remembered the promise he had made to their forefathers. One might ask, however,
what He was doing with this promise in the preceding decades? We are not, presumably,
supposed to think that he literally forgot it. One answer is that it needed to activated by
prayer, although this assumes that the children of Israel had hitherto remained silent.
Another popular explanation is that the appointed time had been reached, though, if this
were the case, God’s seeing the suffering of the children of Israel would be irrelevant. I
believe that the author of our Maggid is suggesting a third explanation, and in so doing
making a second insertion into the exodus story. God’s promise to bring the children of
Israel out of Egypt could be activated at any time of his choosing so long as the children of
Israel existed. However, if the oppression had started to achieve its goal of impeding
reproductive activities, causing the Hebrews’ numbers to dwindle, then this would
effectively force God into acting to fulfil his promise. If so, it would be necessary to
include this detail in the story.

It is also possible that the author of our Maggid is alluding to the midrashic tradition
according to which either Moshe’s father or the children of Israel in general chose to
abstain from reproduction in response to Pharaoh’s decree against the male babies. In
that case, the Maggid is providing a neat way to segue from the story of the Children of
Israel to the story of Moshe in general, which begins with Pharaoh’s decree.®

A further point to bear in mind is that this comment minus the words yIX 777 N5 11 is
found in the short Babylonian Maggid we saw earlier. The author of our Maggid included
that comment, the significance of which in its original context is not very clear, and

% Kulp (p.227) writes that the order of d’rashot is ‘artificial’: “‘where did the boys come from if there
was already sexual separation?’. Looked at from the purely logical standpoint, this objection is moot:
there is no contradiction between a declining birth-rate and the existence of baby boys. However,
even if we take the author to be referring to the midrashic tradition implying a complete cessation of
reproduction, the progression is clear enough: this happened because of the decree. Obviously,
moving from the story of the children of Israel to the story of Moshe involves going back in time
somewhat; this is a way to do it.
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first is the story of the children of Israel being enslaved, crying out to God, and their
prayer being answered. The second is the story of Moshe being rescued by Pharaoh’s
daughter from among the bulrushes, raised at Pharaoh’s court and fleeing to Midian. The
author of our Maggid chose to tell the first story in its entirety before moving on the birth
of Moshe.? This has clear advantages from the perspective of oral storytelling.
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The link between the fragment and the verse pointed to is established both by the
content and the shared root [v » W] ‘to hear’. Again, the comment is entirely original to
the author.
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The link between the fragment and the verse pointed to is established by the shared root
[ X 9] ‘to see’. Sticking with the normal formula, however, would create a redundancy,
since there is no real difference, from a narrative perspective, in God ‘hearing’ the cry of
the children of Israel and ‘seeing’ their suffering. The author of the Maggid therefore adds
in an extra linking comment which we find in the Talmud Bav/i (Yoma 74:b).
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Let us learn it [i.e. the meaning of the Torah’s command to afflict oneself on Y om Kippur]
from the affliction of Egypt. As it is written: ‘And he saw our affliction’ and we say about
this: this is the interruption of conjugal activity.

The Gemara cites an interpretation of the fragment from parshat habikkurim as referring
specifically to the inability of the Hebrews in Egypt to maintain normal marital intimacy.
It is clearly citing some earlier source, which the author of our Maggid might possibly have
had access to.3*

3 This leaves the question of how one should categorize Shemot 1:15-22, in which Pharaoh orders the
murder of the male babies. On linguistic grounds it seems more correct to include it with the first
narrative describing the travails of the children of Israel. However, this section is also an essential
prologue to the Moshe story, explaining why he was placed among the bulrushes by his mother.
Since only the second consideration is really relevant when telling the story orally, the author of our
Maggid includes it with the Moshe narrative.

3 Some claim that the Gemara is actually quoting the Haggadah. It is not impossible that it is quoting
an earlier haggadah, though we have no record of it (nor do we know that written haggadot even
existed this early). There seems to me no compelling reason to assume that the author of the Maggid
took the phrase from anywhere other than the Gemara.
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All that needs to be explained here is the link between the fragment and the verse cited
since the root [¥ 9] is not present in the verse and it does not describe the Egyptians
actually doing anything bad to the children of Israel. The answer is that the phrase 1597
DK, translated as ‘they did bad to us’, strictly speaking (at least when taken out of
context) means ‘and they caused us to be bad’ because of the absence of the % prefix. The
Maggid seizes upon this reading, but renders it as ‘and they considered us to be bad’ or
perhaps, ‘and they caused us to be bad 7z their eyes’. 'This is the basis of the semantic link
with the verse in which the new Pharaoh expresses his distrust of the children Israel on
the grounds that they might be ‘be added on to our enemies’.
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This section is even easier to understand. The link is established by both the content and
the shared root [7711¥] ‘to oppress’.
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Here the link is only semantic, with 7wp being linked to a synonym from an unrelated
root 7192. The author of the Maggid is taking us sequentially through the story, from
initial enslavement to the imposition of oppressive labour and then to the imposition of
even harder work as a response to the failure to stem the Hebrew birth-rate.
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Like the previous five comments this one is original to the author and characteristic of
his style.>? The link between the fragment and the verse being pointed to is established by
the shared content, namely the children of Israel crying out to God. It is further
strengthened by the connection between the root [p ¥ ¥] in the fragment and [p ¥ 1] in the
verse, since these are nearly equivalent, both meaning ‘to cry out’.

The potential for confusion that arises here is that the Maggzd, after closely following the
order of verses in the opening chapter of Shezzot jumps suddenly to the end of the second
chapter. The reason for this becomes clear when we observe that the first three chapters
of Shemot actually contain two separate storylines which join up at the burning bush. The

%2 Safrai and Safrai (pp. 135-6) observe that these comments appear in 2°X1n w17, a reconstructed
source built up in some respects following a dubious methodology. I believe that it is not longer
controversial to state that these comments are not tannaitic in origin.
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them two mitzvot, the blood of the Pesah and the blood of circumcision to occupy themselyes
with in order that they conld be redeemed, as it says: ‘I passed over you and I saw yon
wallowing in your blood.” (Yehezqel 16:0)

The broader purpose of this passage is to explain the purpose of the first Pesah offering.
It can’t have been commemorative since the event Pesah commemorates had not yet
happened and if it were merely about making a sign on the house of every Hebrew, then
there were presumably other ways of doing it. The answer given is that the purpose of
the Pesah was to accumulate merit by fulfilling a divine command, which is why certain
aspects had to be brought forward.

Many commentators correctly worked out that the Maggid’s comment was based on this
passage and it was to make this allusion clearer that the extra verse from Yehezge/ was
added in the 16™ century. However, they missed the point. This is absolutely not the right
stage in the Maggid to start talking about the Pesah offering, which only happens at the end
of the story. Instead, we should look not at the conclusion of the wzdrash, but at its
supporting premise. In the earliest version of the Maggzd, that found in the Seder of Rav
Amram Gaon, only the first three or four words of each verse introduced by Jaxw 725
are quoted, but in the comment on 271 we also find the last two words, ‘naked and bare’.
This strongly suggests that it is these two words, which in the mzdrash are taken to refer to
the Israel’s lack of merit, to which we must pay attention.

The midrashic tradition affirms that the children of Israel in Egypt fell to a low spiritual
and moral state, a claim which, though absent from Shemot, 1s found in chapter 20 of
Yehezqel. This belief also has a strong, almost indisputable theological basis. True though
it is that the period of slavery and oppression in Egypt was foreordained as part of a
masterplan, it cannot be that generations of Jews had to endure this suffering unless they
did something to deserve it. One could argue that telling the story of the exodus without
including the apostacy of the children of Israel in Egypt would be to make an implied
complaint against God’s justice in overseeing human affairs. This, at any rate, seems to
have been the view of our author who permitted himself his first of two departures from
mapping parshat habikkurin strictly to the story as it is told in Shemot and instead directs us
to include, at the end of the first part of the story, a reference to our forefather’s moral
decline.
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The Maggid’s treatment of the first verse of parshat habikkurim is the one that requires by
far and away the most discussion. As we move into the main body of the story in Sheot,
however, things become much clearer. The comment here is original to the author and
tfollows his general formula throughout. The reference given is to the next part of the
story, namely the enslavement of the children of Israel at Pharaoh’s order.
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obscene material being solemnly recited at the head of the table. In fact, the second verse
cited, verse six, simply should not be there at all. It is a late addition, probably made by
the gabbalist, Yitzhaq Luria, or one of his disciples, in order to tilt the text to a particular
interpretation, one that we shall see is not totally off the mark.

While the comment is, like the one that precedes it, original to the author, it is much
more complex in nature and draws on (at least) two midrashic sources, both of them
found in Mechilta D’Rabi Yishmael. The first of them is as follows:
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And the children of Israel went up hamushim’. One fifth. And some say one fiftieth. And
some say one five-hundredth. Rabi Nehorai says: By gum, not even one five-hundredth went
up, as it says ‘1 made you increase like the plants of the field’ (Y ehezqel 16:7). And it is
written: ‘And the children of Israel were fruitful and swarmed’, one woman wonld give birth
to six sons in one womb. You say that one five-hundredth went up, when did the rest die?
During the three days of thick darkness.

This is the source for a famous aggadic trope according to which only a small fraction of
the children of Israel were sufficiently meritorious to leave Egypt and the rest died during
the ninth plague. From this source the author of our Maggid drew the idea of linking the
tragment 27 in parshat habikkurim to the verse in Yeheggel starting 7227, This verse is part
of a passage allegorically describing the early period of Israel’s history in terms of God
raising an orphan girl. However, this source only describes in exaggerated terms the
speedy growth of the children of Israel which is what was already referred to in the
comment on the previous fragment 018y 9173. To understand what the author is getting
at, we need to turn to our second source:
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Why did the Pesal offering have to be taken four days before it was slanghtered? Rabi
Mathya son of Harash would say: “And I passed over you and I saw yon and behold you
had grown breasts’ (Y ehezqel 16:8). The time had come for the oath which the Holy One
Blessed be He had sworn to Avrabam that he would redeem his sons, and they did not have
in their hands any mitvot to occupy themselves with in order that they should [merit to be]
redeemed. As it says your breasts were formed and your hair grown, but you were still naked
and bare ete.” (Yehezqel 16:7). Naked’ of mitzvor. The Holy One Blessed be He gave to
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The comment on this fragment is taken word for word from Sifrei. It is hard to see how it
fits into the author’s system, since there is nothing in the story in between the previous
comment (directing us to Shemot 1:1-5) and the next one (directing us to Shemot 1:7), and
no verse is quoted to help us. In my opinion, the most likely explanation is that shortly
after the Maggid was compiled, someone observed that the previous two comments were
taken from S7frez and set out to fix the text by copying this one over too, in this case
completely unaltered. There should only be a comment on the fragment 9172 >13% ow >
o1¥y. This is consistent with the reality that the proper way of understanding the Maggid
was lost early in the process of its popularization.
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This is the first comment that is entirely original to our Maggid’s author and a perfect
example of the type (i) comment as we defined it above.?! The fragment is linked to a
verse in Shemot through the phrase 97X 75 and the connection is easy to understand on
both the semantic and linguistic level. Just as the fragment talks about Yisrael’s
descendants becoming numerous, so does the verse it points to, and a further link is
established by the presence of the root [ ¥ ¥] in both the fragment and the verse. The
father is thereby directed to discuss the remarkable growth of the children of Israel after
Ya’aqov’s death.

AN
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It is probably the case that no part of the Maggid has done as much as this one to make it
appear strange and bewildering in the eyes of its readers. The first step to remedying this
issue is to establish the proper text.

In modern Haggadot, we tind quoted two verses from Yehezge/ chapter 16. Despite being
consecutive, they are quoted in the wrong order, so that the description of a female baby
writhing in its placental blood appears affer its description of her as a young woman with
comely hair and full breasts. I do not believe that I am the only one who, as a teenager,
glanced over at the translation and felt rather embarrassed contemplating this apparently

31 Safrai and Safrai (p. 133) point out that the same comment is found in Midrash haGadol and suggest
it may be from a Tannaitic midrash. However, this gets things completely the wrong way round.
Midrash haGadol (a remarkable 14t century compilation of numerous sources, many of which are now
lost) uses our Maggid as source-text and ‘improves’ it in various ways. There is no evidence for any
prior source for this comment and no reason to think one exists, since in it its style and structure it
exemplifies the unique style of our Maggid which is entirely atypical of midrash.
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What we can say with certainty is this. The comment in its original form, either in Sifre/ or
earlier haggadot, is undoubtedly similar in its message to the one we just looked at,
emphasizing as it does the importance of living in the land of Israel. Some trace of this
message no doubt remains in our Maggid for those receptive to it, but the main function
of the comment is not polemical. Instead, the goal is to direct the father to tell the next
part of the story. After narrating how Ya’aqov and his sons went down to Egypt, his next
task is to relate how they settled in the land of Goshen as an appropriate place to rear
livestock.
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At the opening of the book of Shemot, Ya’aqov and his seventy descendants are counted.
The odd part of this comment is that we are not directed there, but to Devarim, where the
same figure is given by Moshe retrospectively. The reason for this is that the author of
our Maggid, as we have already seen, was not working from a blank slate. Once again, his
comment is found both in some earlier haggadot, as well as Sifrez, where we read the
tollowing.
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One might have thought [be went down| with a great multitude, therefore it says ‘A few
men’, as it says ‘with seventy souls your father went down to Egypt’

This comment had already been modified by an eatlier haggadah author (see Appendix iii —
haggadah 1v) who removed the opening hypothetical as well as the extra linking word
(mx1w in place of MRV PIvd). Except for adding the word 113, the author of our Maggid
absorbed this comment unchanged despite the proof text pointing to Devarimz 10:22
rather than opening part of Shemot in which Ya’aqov’s tribe is counted, since these texts
are equivalent in meaning. Once again, we see his concern to leave the original wording
of his sources in place where there is only limited room for confusion.

There has been a small debate about whether it is cotrrect to include the end of the verse,
‘and now HASHEM your God has placed you like the stars of the heavens for
multitude’, since this is not relevant to the fragment vy» *nma. In S7fre7 it is true, the end
of the verse is not cited, and it is also omitted from a minority of Geonic and medieval
versions. However, in the earlier haggadah that was probably the author’s intermediate
source it is included. Further, it seems to me that if we understand the method of our
Maggid, the question isn’t really relevant. The verse quoted itself is not supposed to be the
focus of attention, what is important is the section of the story the Maggid points you to.
In this case, as elsewhere, the author’s desire to retain the wording of earlier sources led
to a potential for confusion, but it is a potential that can only be realized when one is not
aware of what the Maggid is trying to do.
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The opening words of the gospel of John express what was at one stage, unfortunately, a
widespread view within the Jewish people before finally being suppressed by the Rabbis
of Mishnaic and early Talmudic period:

In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God, and the
Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. Through him all
things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made.

The /ogos was considered to have played an especially important role in the supreme
revelation of divine power, the exodus from Egypt, and it is precisely the intervention of
any such entity that is denied in the comment 7127 > %y 8. The juxtaposition of the
comment stating that Ya’aqov went down to Egypt 11277 °d %y seems to me a deliberate
attempt to de-personify and de-mythologize the /ogos, to turn it back from “The Word of
God’ into the ‘word of God’. In the exodus stoty, /gos did not do anything (1 ¥ &>
7127), it did not even say something, it was merely said (112770 %v).
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The formula ow 3% XYx ypnwn®? 777 koW I9n has relatively recently been found in a
haggadah from the Cairo Genizah, which contains both Babylonian and Land of Israel
elements in a way that makes it hard to categorize and which is hard to date exactly (see
Appendix iil — haggadah 1v). This haggadah also has an additional gloss on the side adding
Bereishit 47:4, the same one we find quoted in our Maggid. In Sifrei we also find the
tollowing comment.
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This teaches that he did not go down to settle permanently, but [merely] to dwell there. *Lest
you say he went down to take a royal crown, therefore it says ‘to dwell there’.

The exact chain of transmission is hard to pin down. It may be that the comment
originated in Sifres, was adapted and incorporated into some haggadot and from there
adopted by the author of our Maggid. The manuscript evidence, however, indicates a
slightly more complicated story. Looking at this extract from S7frez, we see that it seems to
repeat itself, first in simple language and then in a slightly more flowery form. It appears
that the second comment (beginning at the asterisk) is original to Sifre; and the first part —
which is absent from some manuscripts — was added by later scribes, probably familiar
with it from the Haggadah. The author of our Maggid may have got the idea of including
the verse Bereishit 47:4 from an existing tradition or, as seems to me more likely, it was his
innovation, in which case the gloss on the haggadah from the Cario Genizah reflects the
growing influence of our Maggid after its publication in authoritative Geonic texts.
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particularly important for the early medieval community in the Lland of Israel, struggling
for its very existence in the face of Byzantine oppression.

The comment was adopted by the author of our Maggid because it fits in perfectly with
his system. Even without citing a verse, it is clear that we are being directed to Ya’aqov’s
revelation from God before entering Egypt:
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And Yisrael journeyed, and all that he had, and be came to Be'er Sheva, and he slanghtered
sacrifices to the God of his father Yitzhaq. And God said to Yisrael in visions of the night
and He said, Ya'aqov, Ya'aqov,” and he said, ‘Here I am.’ And he said, ‘T am the God,
the God of your father. Do not be afraid to go down to Egypt, for a great nation I shall
marke of you there.” (Bereishit 46:1-3).

There are two issues left to resolve. The first is why the author breaks from his normal
style and dispenses with the formula of 9mxiw 725 followed by a citation. I believe that
the answer is that in using his sources and stitching them together in a new way, he
adopted the principle of changing the original wording as little as possible and. We will
see many further examples of this practice. The second issue is whether it is really
plausible to claim that Ya’aqov was forced to go down to Egypt by God’s command,
since he was already on the way when he received the revelation. The answer to this, I
believe, is that the phrase can be read with an implied comma. Ya’aqov was forced to go
down to Egypt by the famine conditions a#d did so in accordance with direct revelation.

We can also make a brief historical remark at this stage. As mentioned, in its original
context in haggadot from the Land of Israel, this comment has an obvious polemic edge. It
may, however, have a second one too. In some eatly haggadot, the comment on * 1IR*$"
o™enn excluding the intervention of any divine or quasi divine entities other than God
Himself, has an extra clause 727 1 %¥ XY meaning ‘not by means of the /gos (‘word’)’.
Belief in the /ogos as an active and separate element within God was a common belief
among Hellenized Jews, the most famous of whom was Philo of Alexandria, and
eventually became central to Christian theology. I do not believe that the insertion of %y
92°771 90 a few lines before 1377 ¥ X% was coincidental.

In /ogos theology, the ‘word of God’ (or memra in Aramaic) was conceived of as an active
and creative force, both separate and yet also part of God, which, while inferior to God
Himself, is, from the perspective of human beings, perhaps, ultimately more relevant.?

% The best place to look for more information is chapter 5 of (Boyarin, 2004), though I am wary about
recommending it since the author is a rather nasty kind of heretic and writes with the goal of
advocating the Neo-Frankist synthesis of Satmar politics and Foucauldian theology [sic!] that he dubs
‘diasporic Judaism’. To give him his due credit, however, he is admirably frank about what he was
doing and the discerning reader can separate the very important material he presents from the
counter-intuitive spin he puts on it.
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central part of the evening. Its function is liturgical, so to speak, ensuring that parshat
habikkurim does not enter the evening awkwardly unannounced, but as part of an
unfolding order of service.

This is the role that it played in the various different aggadot we have, both from Bavel
and the land of Israel. It plays the exact same role in our Maggid. The question is whether
it does anything more. As we have said, and as we shall see in unfolding detail, the
method of the author of the Maggid was to divide parshat habikkurin and the narrative
trom Shemot into corresponding sections and link them. Does the comment on 7ax *nx
"X fit into this scheme? If it does, then it is instructing the father to pick up the story
with Ya’aqov’s return from Aram. This is not in itself far-fetched; if Ya’aqov’s status as
an Aramean is taken as a reference to his two-decade stay in Aram, then any kind of
explanation of parshat habikkurinz would have to mention this, if only briefly.?8 There are
difficulties, however. In between Ya’aqov’s return and going to Egypt there is lot of
narrative material in the Torah that one would have to skip, including his reconciliation
with Esau and the unseemly events surrounding Dinah, none of which are relevant to the
evening’s theme.

It is important at this stage to bear in mind two things. The first is that, as we saw above,
this section is part of a basic framework the author inherited from earlier haggadot. It may
be disappointing to find that it fits somewhat awkwardly into his system, but that should
not be discounted as a possibility. The second is that this section is fundamentally
different from every other part of the Maggid. The format throughout is to quote a
tragment from parshat habikkurim then to make some of comment, usually citing a verse
and introducing it with 9mx1w 725, This section does the opposite. This may be an
indication that what was an introductory passage in eatlier baggadot is intended to remain
as such in our Maggid, nothing more. More than that we cannot say, except to remark that
this section has undoubtedly functioned as a piece of misdirection at the opening of the
Maggid, bearing much of the responsibility for sending its readers up interpretative blind
alleys.

(paToe by onx (ADIXD TIM

The Maggid’s comment, ‘forced, according to the utterance’, is found in all known baggado?
from the Land of Israel (though with 92°7 or even 127 instead of 1127).2 It was originally
inserted into the exposition of parshat habikkurin, presumably, to emphasize that leaving
the Land of Israel is not an option a Jew can simply choose to take, but something that
may be done only under specified and pressing circumstances. This message,
unfortunately, is one that needs to be emphasized in every generation, but was

2 See footnote 22.
» It is my belief that these should be vocalized the same.
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well as Lavan. The goal seems to have been to draw exemplary moral and immoral
archetypes for use in instruction, so Lavan became the archetypal ramai (‘cheat’) used to
illustrate a certain form of bad behaviour to generations of Jewish students. The second
context is that the term ‘Aramean’ was sometimes used as a casual and broadly
derogatory term for non-Jews, similar to the way goy (in essence a neutral description) is
used in Yiddish.?*> This perhaps reflects tensions with Syrians that would have been
become quite acute after the Bar Kokhba revolt, when the land of Israel became a junior
part of a large Roman Province with Syria as its political and economic centre. Lavan may
have played a similar role to Esau, who was famously used in the midrashic tradition as a
target upon which to vent frustrations with the Roman empire and later Christian
powers.2

The second question is easy to answer when we look to the passage that is found, with
some variation in wording, immediately preceding it in every extant haggadab:
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And it is that [promise — the covenant between the parts] which has stood for onr fathers and
for us. For not only one stood up against us to destroy us, but in every generation, they stand
against us to destroy us but the Holy One Blessed Be He saves us from their hand.

Kulp (2009, p. 222) characterizes this as teaching that ‘the story of the Exodus is
timeless’. Others of a less sympathetic disposition may find here a more than usually
reductive rendition of the ‘lachrymose conception of Jewish history’. In any case, the first
function of the phrase arami oved avi in the Haggadal is to act as a proof text for this idea:
it was not only from Pharaoh that a previous generation was saved, but also from Lavan.
The use of the rare phrase 771 XX (‘go and learn’) as an introduction serves to indicate
that the d’rasha about Lavan is a proof for what has come before.?’

In this manner, parshat habikkurim is introduced in the Haggadah as a comment, not as a
thing commented on. The section beginning 191 ¥ therefore serves a dual purpose: it
provides support for the theological statement beforehand and introduces the exposition
of parshat habikkurim. In other words, it is there to link the preliminary remarks with the

% See Mishnah Megilla 4:9; B B'rachot 8b; B Pesahim 112b.

% Levi Finkelstein famously ascribed the comment on arami oved avi to the pro-Ptolemaic, anti-
Seleucid politics of a pre-Hasmonean author. Every author of an academic Haggadah likes to take a
shot at this famous, but quite impossible theory. However, in denying any political motivation behind
this midrash, at least in its original context, I am inclined to think they have thrown the baby out with
the bathwater.

27 The version that made its way into the haggadah tradition also contains an additional claim not
found in any other extant source, namely that Lavan was worse than Pharaoh since he sought to wipe
out both the males and females. It is not clear what the basis for this claim and it may simply have
been borrowed from a source talking about something else (Kulp, pp. 222-3). The fact that our only
sources for this idea are found in haggadot does not necessarily mean it was invented specifically for
that purpose.
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order in which these d’rashot are placed and the use of the phrase ‘it considers’,?? it is
reasonable to assume that we are to understand that the first comment follows the basic,
literal meaning of the verse?? and that the second is an allusion or hint contained within
it. To use an anachronistic classification: the first is p’shat and the second is d’rash.>*

Three questions present themselves. The first is why the d’rasha was made in the first
place, the second is why it was included in all early medieval haggadot and the third is what
new use, if any, it was put to by the author of our Magg:d.

Regarding the first question it is necessary to bear in mind two contexts. One is the
tendency among Hazal’s exegetes to depict characters that the Torah portrays as complex
and ambiguous as being either wholly good or wholly wicked. Anyone familiar with the
commentary of Rashi — whose comments are almost all culled from earlier sources — will
be aware of this phenomenon, which can be seen in the treatment of Esau and Bil’am as

the second part of the comment. It is possible that parts of the d'rasha were compiled from separate
sources, in which case it may be that the verb [T 2 X] in the second part is being used in a different
sense to mean wander, that is, to stay temporarily.
2 The phrase is elsewhere used to connote a message derived from a verse that is not in any respect
its literal meaning. See Pirkei Avot 3:8.
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2 ]t is a dogma among Haggadah scholars that the intended understanding here is not “‘My father was
a wandering Aramean’, but a third understanding according to which 1 denotes a geographical
location, rendering the phrase something like ‘My father went down to Aram’. This seems initially
plausible when you compare the language of the Sifrei to Greek and Aramaic translations of the verse,
but it falls apart on closer inspection. The s suffix is used countless times in biblical Hebrew to denote

an individual’s membership of a tribe or ethnic group, his place of origin or residence, or to mark him
out as having a particular characteristic. It can also be used in a genitive sense, particularly in archaic
Hebrew and in names (78122 = mighty man of God). There are no examples of it being used in the
sense of travelling to a place. Conversely, the 71 suffix is used liberally throughout the Torah in exactly
this sense, including two words later in the same verse. To claim that Hazal read the word 'mx as “to
Aram’ is to claim that they struggled with basic Hebrew grammar. It is one thing to claim this of the
contemporary common man, or even later Amoraim, for whom Hebrew had already become a
liturgical language mediated through the prism of Aramaic translation (See Bavli B’rachot 38:1 and
Succah 39:1), it is quite another in relation to the Tanaim for whom Hebrew was the language of study
and instruction and who have bequeathed to us thousands of pages of text in cogent, lucid Hebrew.
The correct explanation is as follows. If we identify the subject of the verse as Ya’aqov, then the
question becomes how can he be described as an “Aramean’. One obvious answer is that he was an
‘Aramean’ in a borrowed sense because he lived there for two decades, analogous to the way we
might describe a Jew as being ‘American’ or ‘French’. The ancient translations of the phrase as ‘My
father went down to Aram’ are to be understood as part of the genre of explanatory translations, and
the comment in Sifrei is based on this understanding, which is actually identical to that of Ibn Ezra,
Sforno, and Hizquni. Rashbam, who understands the subject of the phrase to be Avraham, interprets
the term in an ethnic sense (Ramban on Bereishit 12:1 provides justification for describing the avot as
Arameans).

2 In Hazal’s terminology, w17 was used to refer to any form of exegesis, from that which followed
closely the plain meaning of a verse all the way to that which was quite fanciful. The formal division
between uws and w17 was made by later commentators and systematizers trying to make sense of the
vast array of exegesis Hazal had left at their disposal.
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There is near-universal agreement among biblical scholars that the correct understanding
of this phrase is ‘My father was a wandering Aramean’, though whether it refers to
Avraham, Ya’aqov, or to an archetype of the patriarchs in general, is a question regarding
which reasonable people will continue to disagree.!? It is, however, commonly believed
that the interpretation ‘according to Hazal’ is ‘An Aramean was trying to destroy my
father’, the Haggadah being the proof. Some go so far as to condemn those who side with
Ibn Ezra, Rashbam and others as demonstrating impiety. It is easy enough to show that
this is not the case. This is the commentary on the verse found in Sifres:20
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This teaches that onr father Ya'aqov did not go down to Aram except to wander/ perish and it
considers Lavan the Aramean as if he destroyed hin.

We clearly see here two distinct understandings of the verse. According to the first, the
subject of the phrase is Ya’aqov?! and according to the second it is Lavan. Given the

19 A minority view is ‘my father was a perishing (or starving!) Aramean. See (Gerald Janzen, 1994).
What all these views have in common is that “»7X’ is considered to be the same person as 2%’ and the
subject of the verb ‘7ax’. Mitchell First makes a strong case that the author/compiler of the Mishnah
also understood the verse this way (First, 2012), which I think is correct

20 At this point, it is perhaps necessary to briefly describe the Midrash Halacha, since a rough working
knowledge is essential to understanding the rest of this introduction and there are many Jews, even
those who have mastered hundreds of pages of Gemara who have not much more than vague
awareness of its existence.

The term Midrash Halacha refers to the earliest written collections of Rabbinic exegesis which date
from roughly the same era as the compilation of the Mishnah, that is around 200 CE. They are called
halachic midrash because their primary purpose is legal exegesis, in contradistinction to later
collections which are primarily homiletic, or perhaps even literary, in nature. This is a retrospective
term created by academic scholars and does not mean that all the material they contain is halachic;
rather exegesis of different types is liberally mixed together. However, it does mean that they
completely ignore sections of the Torah with little or no halachic significance. For that reason, there is
no collection on Bereishit and the only book which is covered in its entirety is Vayigra. The four
collections that survived are: on Shemot — Mechilta d’Rabi Yishmael; on Vayigra — Sifra; on Bemidbar —
Sifrei; on Devarim — Sifrei. However, these were not the only compilations that once existed. Some,
such as Mechilta d’Rabi Shimon Ben Yohai and Sifra Zuta have been recovered, whole or in part, by
researchers over the past century. It is not easy, and in some cases impossible, to buy a printed edition
of these works, though one can find much of them in Midrash haGadol, a rediscovered 14t century
anthology, which is more widely available.

The basic purpose of Midrash Halacha is to demonstrate how legal rulings found in the Mishnah,
Tosefta and elsewhere are derived from the biblical text. It is now generally believed that they were
compiled after the Mishnah, perhaps by even more than a century, but the underlying oral process of
exegesis and legal systemization to which both the Mishnah and midrashim testify would have
occurred concurrently over many centuries

2 What exactly it is trying to convey is a slightly different matter. It would seem odd to say that
Ya’aqov went to Aram in order to be destroyed (or to destroy?), though that is how the verb is used in
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against such beliefs.!” The second is that many biblical passages can be read as suggesting
that God did make use of intermediaries during the exodus. The most striking among
these is the references to nnwni (the destroyer) who was not allowed by God to go into
the houses of Jews who had smeared blood on the lintel and doorposts of their house.!8
It is for this reason that that the original source for this d’rasha, found in Mechilta D 'Rabi
Yishmael (Pisha 13) includes a proof-text derived specifically from the plague of the
firstborn. This proof-text is included in some eatly haggadot and also incorporated by the
author of our Maggzd.

The d’rasha which uses some simple arithmetic to derive the number 10 from the words
beginning from 71pn 3, is included for an equally obvious though rather different
reason. If we imagine a father explaining the verse of parshat habikkurim, we can assume
that, whatever his level of knowledge or rhetorical skill, he would have no trouble
elucidating the basic meaning of phrases like ‘And he went down to Egypt’, ‘And they
placed upon us hard work’, or ‘And HASHEM heard our voice’. However, when he
came to the last line he would have had much more difficulty. One can say in general
what ‘a strong hand’ or ‘great terror’ means and relate this to the various miraculous acts
performed by God prior to the exodus. However, to say anything more specific, to
precisely differentiate one from the other, presents a much more difficult proposition.
The nature of language such as this is that it evokes more than it can ever be made
precisely to say. The purpose of including a simple d’rasha explaining — one might say
explaining away — this list of near-synonyms as referring to the ten plagues in their
entirety resolves this very practical problem. When the father reaches this point in
expounding parshat habikkurin, he knows exactly what he has to talk about, namely the
ten plagues.

If the original insertion of these two d’rashot into the haggadah liturgy is reasonably easy to
explain, the third one, which forms the first part of the framework built upon by the
author of our Maggzd, requires greater discussion and represents a suitable jumping off
point for looking in detail at each element of the Maggid we use today.

and we would have no idea were it not for some being rediscovered in the Dead Sea Scrolls and
others being preserved by fringe branches of the Christian Church. Subsequently, a rather different
challenge to Rabbinic orthodoxy arose in the form of Qaraism, which denied the legitimacy of halacha
based on oral tradition and Rabbinic legal exegesis. Medieval commentators caught up in the battle
against Qaraism conceptualized earlier sectarian groups, such as the Tzadokites, as being proto-
Qaraites. For this reason, the meaning of early Rabbinic polemic against mystical and insufficiently
monotheistic groups was substantially forgotten.

17 Some of the more striking examples include: (i) Mishnah B’rachot 5:3 and Megillah 4:9 require that a
Shliah Tzibur who says Modim twice must be silenced; (ii) Mishnah Megillah 4:10 forbids the use of the
Mercava section of Yehezgel from being used as a haftarah (iii) The Talmud Bavli Shabbat 13b reports
that the Rabbis considered suppressing Yehezgel in its entirety.

18 See Shemot 12:23. Other examples include Bemidbar 20: 16 (‘And he heard our voice and he sent a
malach’; Shemot 23:20-22 (‘Behold I am sending an malach before you...beware of him and listen to his
voice...”); Tehillim 78:48 ("He would send against them... bad malachim’).
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The answer, presumably, is that they contain certain themes or claims that the author of
the haggadah in question believed were sufficiently important that they should be included
at every Seder, regardless of the intelligence of the son or the breadth of knowledge of the
father.

A number of these eatly haggadot have been recovered, in whole or in part, since the
discovery of the Cairo Genizah and researchers have been able to group them into
identifiable traditions. They all provide the same sparse level of commentary and must all
have been used by readers in the same, original, way. There is quite a deal of variety in the
midrashic comments included in the different Aaggadot, but there are three elements that
were, as far as we know, universal:

(1) An introductory comment based on *ax Jax "»Ix referring to Lavan trying to
destroy ‘the whole’.

(2) A comment on ™%n» » NR*LM to the effect that God did not make use of any
intermediary during the exodus.

(3) A simple arithmetic explanation of the words 7p11 1°2 onwards, explaining that
they refer to the ten plagues.

While the exact wording differs from one Haggadah to another, the basic phraseology is
remarkably consistent, indicating a relatively high level of antiquity for these texts. All
three elements, along with others that appear in different haggadot, were adopted centuries
later by the author of our Maggid and fitted into his system of mapping parshat habikkurim
to the account of the exodus in Shemot. When analyzing these three comments in
particular, it is important to keep two separate questions in mind. The first is what those
who originally included these comments in older haggadot had in mind when doing so.
The second is what role they play in the Maggid we use. The second question, we will deal
with when we look at each individual element of the Maggid in order. The first question,
we shall deal with briefly here.

The comment on 1X*¥1M is easily explicable in the light of two facts. The first is that
during the early Rabbinic period and beforehand there was a widespread belief among
parts of the Jewish people in the critical importance of various intermediaries between
man and God, and even that some of these intermediaries partook in some way or
another of divinity.1® A major focus of the Rabbis during this period was polemicizing

16 The version of this d’rasha in many early haggadot includes an extra exclusion, 127 *7 %y X%, which
would appear to be a reference to the belief in the logos (‘The Word’) a common belief among Jews
under the influence of Hellenic concepts during the late Second-Temple period, Philo being only the
most famous example. Many of those who held such conceptions found their way into the Christian
community and their beliefs eventually crystallized into the doctrine that (Halilah) God is composed
of three elements, each of which pre-existed the universe and one of which (‘the Word’) was
incarnated as a human. Within the Jewish community, these views were effectively suppressed and
strict monotheism became synonymous with Jewish identity. Works such as the Books of Jubilees or
the Book of Enoch, which are full of mystical angelology, and had been regarded by many Jews as
having the authority of scripture, were so successfully suppressed that Jews forgot what they said



(3) Some of the comments are part of a very basic framework the author of
the Maggid inherited from earlier haggadot, taking on a new meaning as part
of his system.

It is those in the third category which require the greatest deal of explanation and which,
to be frank, do most to destabilize the quite remarkable intellectual project of the Maggid’s
author. It is, therefore, to these that we shall turn first, which requires us to look a little at
our Maggid'’s prehistory.

Let’s start by looking at the equivalent section from an earlier Babylonian baggadah:'*
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729X 772 PIW 727 217 2°10 YTOY 07 177 198) 0°I81R2 208N
.N17102 nan N
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The most obvious feature of this Maggid, from our vantage point, is how short it is. The
more impatient Seder participant may perhaps find himself pondering whether to use this
text as the basis for next yeat’s service, but this thought would be misplaced for more
than just reasons of traditional piety. It is quite inconceivable that this text was ever
supposed to be simply read out as it is written.!> Apart from the sparseness of the
commentary, the careful reader will have noticed that this Maggid only quotes a little more
than half of the words of the parshat habikkurin passage itself!

Instead, it seems obvious that this text was used by those following the original practice
of orally expounding parshat habikkurim, the text of which they must have been presumed
to know off by heart. The question then becomes why are a7y comments included at all?

14 The manuscript from which it is copied was written around the beginning of the 11th century CE,
long after the Maggid we use today had become standard. The actual text must be much earlier, but
how much so is difficult to say.

15 The assumption that this and similar maggids were intended to be read off the page, despite the
absence of any positive evidence and its inherent implausibility, is, as far as I know, shared by all
Haggadah scholars. Its origin is a disconcertingly blistering attack made by Rav Natronai Gaon
towards the end of the 9% century C.E. on a haggdah with a similarly scanty commentary from the
Land of Israel, subsequently quoted in the enormously influential Seder of Rav Amram Gaon at the
beginning of his section on the Pesah liturgy. Rav Natronai attacked the haggadah as being the work of
Qaraites determined to violate halacha and read the Torah unmediated by authoritative hermeneutic
techniques or the guidance of Hazal. For centuries, his attack was taken at face value until the
haggadah he was commenting on, or one very similar, was discovered in the Cairo Genizah. Since
(with the greatest possible respect) we now know that every other assumption he made about this
haggadah was wrong, it is high time we retired this one.
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The composition of the Maggid

We are now ready to look in detail at how the Maggid was put together to create a
comprehensive map between the synopsis of the exodus contained in parshat habikkurin:
and the full account contained in the book of Shemot. At this stage, though, it is necessary
to sound a sort of warning. The whole purpose of understanding the Maggid correctly is
so that it should 7o be the focus of attention on Seder night. Looking in detail at how the
Maggid is put together is useful as a technical exercise and for developing an appreciation
of the intellectual powers of its author. Some understanding of how it works is necessary
simply to use it properly and to dispel misconceptions about how it is supposed to be
used. That done, however, on Pesah, the Maggid should get back behind the scenes, so to
speak, and go back to serving its purpose as a tool to help us think and talk about yezziat
mitzrayim. 1f users of this Haggadah spend their Seder night talking about the Maggid, then it

cannot have been said to be a success.

With that said, we can move on with our task. As above, the structure of the Maggid is
very simple. It divides up the verses in parshat habbikurim into tiny chunks, then maps
them on to a section of the exodus story as told in Shemor. When you put all these chunks
in order, you have a complete map of yetziat mitzrayim from beginning to end, that can
then be used as a base to expand and contract the story as appropriate on each individual
Seder night. The ‘interesting’ part of the Maggid, and that which has generated such a
disastrous level of confusion, is the method by which the author linked the tiny chunks
of text A to the much larger ones of text B. These links fall into three categories:

(1) Where there exists an obvious thematic and/or linguistic link between
the element of parshat habikkurim and the section of Shemot, the Maggid
simply links them using the phrase 91w 1113, a hard to translate formula
found only very rarely in Hagalic literature, amounting to something along
the lines of ‘like what as it is said’.!3

(2) Where no such natural link exists, the Maggid will generate one using
midrashic exegesis, often cut and pasted from an earlier source. Read on
their own, these comments can be quite baffling. Once one realizes that
they are not intended to explain or allude to anything, but simply to create a
connection to a section of Shemot, then interpretative problems that have
survived for a millennium dissolve away.

It should be noted at this point that some of the comments in the Maggid
fall somewhere in between the above two camps.

13 The haggadot of Rav Amram Gaon, an anonymous Geonic manuscript sometimes attributed to Rav
Natronai Gaon, and Rambam use 1w 1> which is easier to construe. The version of Rav Sa’adya
Gaon simply uses mx1w. Whatever the correct term, the function is the same, and I shall use xR 13
since that is what most readers will be familiar with and one can make a reasonable case that it the
correct version.



wrong angle. In the case of the Maggid, the solution is quite simple: the method of
commenting on the verse beginning 17" by the author of the Maggid is, in essential
matters, and despite appearance to the contrary, exactly the same one he uses throughout
the work.

What I mean by that is as follows. The purpose of our Maggid is to tell the exodus story in
its proper order by linking each successive element in parshat habikkurim to a section of
the primary account in Shemot. By turning the verses beginning with ‘A wandering
Aramean’ into a map of the Torah’s full account of yetziat mitzrayim, it provides you with a
tool for telling the story without missing anything out, but with the flexibility to lengthen
or shorten, emphasize or pass over, in accord with the needs of your audience. Once one
realizes this, the perplexing list above suddenly becomes entirely clear:

Moshe tells Pharaoh that the Hebrews must be allowed to
travel into the wilderness lest God ‘strike us with the

Plague and Sword  plague or with the sword.” Pharaoh responds by
intensifying their burden (Shenot 5:3)

In response to Moshe’s complaint, God tells Moshe that he
: : has not yet been known by ‘my name HASHEM’ and that
Gilny Shech
Hy e this name will now be revealed (Shemot 6:2)

Aharon throws down his staff at Pharaoh’s court and turns it
Staff into a crocodile. (Shemot 7: 10)

Moshe and Aharon meet Pharaoh at the river and turn it into

Blood blood. (Shemot 7:20)

To put matters extremely simply, the author divided up parshat habikkurin into 23 parts,
divided up the story in Shemot into 23 parts and provided a way of linking the two
together, directly where possible, indirectly where necessary.

In the absence of a clear understanding of how the Maggid is supposed to work, readers
were forced to make a virtue of necessity and explain the many apparently opaque and
confusing features of the text as positive qualities. For example, the Maggid when read off
the page famously makes no mention of Moshe whatsoever. This has variously been
explained as teaching a theological message about the role of human action in history, as
an attempt to prevent the quasi deification of Moshe, or as a way of combatting
hypothetical Qaraite services in which Moshe is presumed to have been central. The truth
is, however, that there is no good reason when telling the exodus story to omit entirely its
most important human character. When we read the Maggid in the correct fashion,
however, the problem, like so many others, simply doesn’t arise. The Maggid takes you
through the exodus story step by step, dividing up the story into consecutive parts and
directing you to relate each part in turn. When using the Maggid to relate the exodus story

on Seder night, Moshe is expected to play the exact same role in the story as he does in
the Torah itself.
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that the Maggid is an esoteric text full of mysteries. This claim is not falsifiable by any but
supernatural means, but one can simply point out that, if it is true, the use of Maggid by
ordinary Jews not privy to its secrets should be discontinued post-haste. The second is
some variant on the claim that ‘midrash isn’t supposed to make sense’. Without wanting
to comment gratuitously on the religious mindset of those who engage in this sort of
‘apologetic’, we can say that even if this were true in general, it cannot be true of the Seder
night. The requirement to expound the exodus story using parshat habikkurim as a base
and in a way that the child in front of you can understand, is a halachic obligation and
that obligation cannot be fulfilled by repeating parrot-like what one acknowledges to be a
string of opaque comments arranged higgledy-piggledy.

But if the Maggid as generally viewed appears to be an attempt to do the impossible
executed badly, that is not the end of the story. The first chink of light emerges when, it
is recognized that while many parts of the Maggid are bafflingly obscure, there are some
that are so clear that they practically interpret themselves:

And the Egyptians did bad~t0 us Like that.WhjCh =23 -WQNJW A ngﬂxna 1:nx 13-191
says, ‘Come let us outsmart him, lest he multiply and ]7’ T ’T - - 'Tb -

when war shall happen he too will be added to our R0 IR TIRTPD ° AT "-Dj 121 H?QDUN
enemies and he will fight against us and go up from ~T 2Y) 1270070 NI Py X 03 A0
the land.” ($hemot 1:10) Rahal

And afflicted us Like that which says, ‘And they
placed upon it [the people] taskmasters in order to
afflict it, and it built storage cities for Pharaoh: Pitom

D°9R Y 1Y MW R n9 1PN
-nY .Av79Y ni1oon My 1201 00203 indy wab

and Rameses’ (Shemot 1:11) .0DRY1"NNY ahy
And placed upon us hard work Like that which 1799 AR TN ,-’WE -y q:qby 10N
says, ‘And the Egyptians worked the children of T o EEE T N 5 T : . o . -
Israel with harshness.” ($hemot 1:13) .77232 7870 127NN %R

Unfortunately, by this stage, many Seder participants are so bewildered by the talk of a
lady with fully grown breasts rolling around in blood that they have given up trying to
understand what is going on. Millions, though, when they reach this section, must have
wondered why the entire Maggid couldn’t be so admirably clear. Here, each element of the
verse in parshat habikkurin is linked to a verse in the primary account of yefzzat mitrayin in
Shemot and they are done so in order. There is no demand here for strained
interpretations, everything just makes perfect sense. For one brief part of the exodus
story, that of the initial enslavement and oppression of the children of Israel, the tale is
told in a way that is easy to understand and communicate. It is not, then, that the author
of the Maggid was incapable of expounding the Maggid in a clear and ordered fashion it’s
just that, most of the time, he thought it better to strew around random, indecipherable
allusions.!?

Except, of course, he didn’t. If a text (if anything for that matter) looks mis-executed to
this sort of degree, it is worth considering whether you have been looking at it from the

12 For clarity’s sake, we should say that this is not exactly the view of contemporary academic
scholarship, which sees our Maggid as the result of a process of many different writers injecting their
own additions without any overall plan. That is to say, the Maggid we have is not the result of a bad
author, it’s the result of there being no author.



intelligence of the son. The standardization of the Shemone Esrei can be said to have the
benefits of ensuring that each individual can pray elegantly and in conformity with
halachic requirements, even admitting the inevitable cost in terms of kavanah and
engagement. The standardization of the Maggid unavoidably undermines the whole
enterprise because the goal is communication, not with God, but with another human
being.

That would be the case if the Maggid were in every respect perfectly lucid and added up to
a riveting account — for those of a given level of intelligence — of the exodus story. The
actual text we have in front of us, however, meets neither condition. Look at the
following section of the Maggid:

With a strong hand This is the plague, since it says, ‘Behold 97 T AT R AR L NaT0 T irdisdar)

the hand of HASHEM is on your livestock which are in the % - . : :
field, on the horses, on the donkeys, on the camels, on the 077033 ,071002 ,0°9102 ,7T¢2 WY TR

cattle and on the flock, a very heavy plague. KRR 722 727 ,IN¥2Y P32
And with an outstretched arm This is the sword, like that S0 IRIY TN .29AT ST 0T AR
which says, ‘And his sword drawn in his hand outstretched T ’,; : :_;’ ) . . : . ,7 :
over Jerusalem.’ LWV 303,172 79w
And with great terror This is Giluy Shechina, like that which IR ARG TN SO0 195 5T DR RT3

says, ‘Or has God assayed to come to take for Himself a

nation from the midst of a nation with trials, with signs, and non3 "3 2R 13 1 DUE? ND’? D’|?]78 93

with wonders, and with war, and with a strong hand, and 171'7131 P10 TN ﬂ?;ijb?ﬁ:ﬂ D’D‘-?Vﬁ-?ﬂ ﬂh&:;_l
with an outstretched arm and with great terrors, according to ' 027 NRYTIYR 953 009173 oKX M)
all which HASHEM your God has done for you in Egypt :msyb aj Akl DD’P’?N
before your eyes.’

And with signs This is the staff, like that which says, ‘And =T SRS DR CONRIE TN L TunT o1 NINRIY
this staff take in your hand, with which you shall do the S A :
wonders. JNKRG DR 127AYR YR L9722 1R

And with wonders This is the blood, like that which says, 209N SANI NRIV TN .07 T 2YNDMAN
‘And I shall place wonders in the heavens and the earth: o S . ’
blood, and fire, and pillars of smoke’. T D02

If we leave out the prooftexts and list the ‘explanations’ in order we get the following:
Plague = Swotd = Giluy Shechina => Staff > Blood

Who would dare to claim that this, on the face of it, is a reasonable way of telling the
exodus story? And yet, this is, quite literally, what the Maggid has to say on the verse
beginning 1x¥™ (‘And He brought us out’). Questions abound about what looks
disconcertingly like a randomly thrown together list. Why is the fourth plague singled out
at the beginning and the first plague mentioned at the end? What is the point of
mentioning the staff? What Giluy Shechina (revelation of the divine presence) is being
referred to? Most obviously of all, where does ‘the sword’ make any appearance in the
story of yetziat mitrayim. !

In my experience, most observant Jews are vaguely aware of the problem, but will only
acknowledge it when pushed and then respond in one of two ways. The first is to claim

11 In part 1 of my essay ‘Occam’s Sword: A different way of reading the Maggid’, I discuss the various
attempts made to identify ‘the sword” within the traditional explanatory framework.



4

necessary that the father be allowed substantial latitude to tell the story in the most
appropriate way for his audience.

The question then becomes why any framework was provided at all: why not allow each
tather complete freedom to tell the story in any way he sees fit? The question might seem
odd to the modern Jew who has got used to following a set text even for the most private
and personal petitions, but it is worth asking anyway. If Hazga/ saw fit to specify, up to a
point, how the story should be told then there must be a reason. It is not, though, a hard
question to answer. The greater the latitude allowed to each father, the greater the chance
that, not to put too fine a point on it, he will make a hash of it. The use of a short
synopsis of the exodus story places a limit on the discretion of the father, ensuring he
covers the main themes of the exodus and gives them their due weight.”

So much, then, for the Seder service as described in the Mishnah. There is nothing in the
Gemara that alters this format, however, the Seder service that we use, and that which has
been in use for a millennium, looks rather different. The father no longer expounds the
verses of parshat habikkurim, instead he reads an exposition that is found in the same form
in all of the thousands of different editions of the Haggadah used around the world. This
is not to say that the act of darshanut (expounding) is absent, at least in the more learned
household, but the object of explanation has shifted from parshat habikkurin itself to the
commentary upon it. What apparently has happened is that a standardized way of
expounding parshat habikkurinm was introduced and accepted, replacing the former latitude
to expound the verses with a fixed commentary, known — along with some preliminary
material — as the Maggid.!0

That is, at least, our guiding assumption, but a little reflection shows it is quite untenable.
There is no getting around the conclusion that the introduction of a fixed text — azny fixed
text — eradicates the possibility of expounding parshat habikkurim according to the

9 There is a secondary question of why the passage Devarim 25:6-9 passage in particular was chosen.
There are two other passages that could serve the same purpose: Bemidbar: 20:15-16 and Devarim 6:21-
24. First, when answering such a question, it is necessary to remember that orne of the options had to
be chosen; even if the choice was random parshat habikkurim would still have a 1/3 chance of winning.
Secondly, one can observe that parshat habikkurim has features that the other two passages do not.
Bemidbar 20:15-6 includes nothing about God’s punishment of the Egyptians and Devarim 6:21-24
picks up the story in the middle after the children of Israel are already enslaved. A further reason is
that parshat habikkurim was the most well-known of the passages since it was used by those presenting
their first fruits in the Temple. It is true that the Seder ritual as described in the Mishnah is probably of
Post-Temple origin, but it is not unreasonable to suggest that the passage retained a certain prestige
thereafter, especially as it one of only two examples of a liturgical text found in the Torah, the other
being viduy hama’asrot which appears just afterwards. Finally, it can be seen simply by comparing the
three passages that parshat habikkurim is the most elegant, with a sonorous repetition of near-
synonyms that makes for easy memorization.

10 The most explicit statement to the effect that one must read the entire Maggid as written is found in
Sefer Mitzvot Katan: ‘and he reads the whole Haggadah as it is written” (Mitzvah 144), but a similar, if
less emphatic, statement is found in the Tur and Shulhan Aruch (OH 473:[7]). The Artscroll Mahzor
makes the rather astounding claim that all of the participants at the Seder are required to recite the
Maggid!



My father was a wandering Aramean, and he went down to Egypt and he dwelt
there, few of number, and became there a great nation, mighty and numerous. And
the Egyptians did bad to us, and they afflicted us, and they placed upon us hard
work. And we cried ont to HASHEM the God of our fathers, and HASHEM
heard our voice, and he saw our affliction and onr travail. And HASHEM
brought us out of Egypt with a strong hand and an outstretched arm and great
terror and signs and wonders.

This passage is a brief synopsis of yerziat mitzrayim, delivered in poetic language and
covering all the major points from the entry to Egypt until the final exodus. The job of
the father at this stage of the Seder is to expound (doresh) the verses so as to fulfil his
obligation to recount the foundational event of the Jewish people.®

It is necessary at this stage to clarify why such a method of expounding the exodus story
was chosen. Alternative options would have ranged from simply allowing the father to
tell the story in any manner he chose to providing a fixed liturgy containing sections from
the Torah and other books of the Tanach as well as midrashic explanations and
embellishments. Part of the answer is that this was Haga/’s default format for liturgy.
Many Jews today believe that when saying the Shemone Esrei, for example, they are
obligated to use a specific order of words every day, three times a day. However, in
reality, Hazal specified only the subject matter of the b’rachot, leaving the precise wording
to the choice of each individual or community. The closest we get to a set liturgy is the
mandatory inclusion of certain phrases and formulas to be inserted on special occasions.
Only short b’rachot were given a fixed text. Variety on a set theme was not an exception
tor Hazal, it was closer to being a rule.

There is a further reason, however, why this format was so particularly appropriate for
the Seder night. The Mishnah states that the father must tell the story ‘according to the
intelligence of the son’; it is not enough to tell a story, the story has to be understood,
and it has to engage. Given the potential differences in intelligence — from the slow 5-
year old to the 12-year old prodigy — among children present at a Seder, let alone the adult
participants, even the most perfectly composed text could not fulfil this criterion. A
perfectly pitched account of the exodus story for one child would be far too complicated
for another and tedious for a third. In order for the ends of the Seder to be achieved, it is

evidence of this in extant haggadot including those from the land of Israel. That still leaves a gap of
around 600 years in which the change could have taken place, but we can say with reasonable
certainty that our Maggid, composed in Bavel in the 8% or 9t century, never included the extra verse.
8 The exact status of this obligation is a matter of dispute. Rambam, Sefer haHinuch, Sefer Mitzvot Katan,
and Sefer Mitzvot Gadol, all include this obligation as one of the 613 mitzvot and this was accepted by
subsequent authorities. However, the lists of the Ba’al Halachot Gedolot and Rav Sa’adya Gaon do not
include such a mitzvah and it is also absent from a poem on the theme by Ibn Gabirol. Presumably,
however, they would agree that the father is supposed to tell his son about the exodus on this night,
since the Torah explicitly says so. The question is whether talking about the exodus is a mitzvah in
itself or merely the intended result of other mitzvot of the evening, as it is, for example, at a pidyon
hamor. The dispute is about the nature of the Torah’s legal system rather than what one should be
doing on the eve of the 15th of Nissan.
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pertinent questions then the father prompts him by pointing out the various ways this
meal is different from other evening meals during the year.? While the general practice at
festive meals was to have one course including the dipping of lettuce, on this night there
were two.* On other nights, both leavened and unleavened bread were eaten, but on this
night only unleavened. On other nights, meat cooked in a variety of ways would be
served, but on this night, it was all roasted.> The father then teaches ‘according to the
intelligence of the son’, beginning with disgrace and ending with praise® and expounds
the passage beginning with ‘My father was a wandering Aramean’.

The passage in question is the liturgy that owners of land are required by the Torah to say
on presenting the first fruits of each year’s crop at the Temple. It is found in Devarim
26:5-8 (I shall hereafter refer to it as parshat habikkurin):
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appetizer course. Rav Sa’adya Gaon, who knew of only one course consisting of a single vegetable,
also ruled that a b’racha ahrona should be recited as does Rambam in one of his responsa.

3 This is plainly the meaning of the Mishnah and is interpreted as such by Rambam (Hilchot Hametz
uMatzah 8:2), though he rules that they should be said as a matter of course regardless of the
intelligence of the son. However, the practice of having the son (and in some households, all the sons
and even daughters) read a modified version as questions has become universal, despite the
grammatical impossibility of construing them this way and the rather obvious fact that nowhere in
the entire Haggadah is there anything resembling an answer.

¢ This practice was specific, apparently, to Mediterranean civilization and so the Talmud Bavli amends
the text to the one used today.

5 Generally, this is taken to refer to the time of the Temple when the Pesah sacrifice was eaten.
However, the previous halacha (Pesahim 10:3) has already made clear that the chapter is referring,
unless it specifies otherwise, to practice after the destruction of the Temple. As an earlier halacha
(Pesahim 4:4) indicates, many Jewish communities had the practice of eating roast meat on Seder night
as a commemoration of the Pesah. One notes that, according to the correct text of the Mishnah, there
are three statements referring to maror, matzah, and Pesah respectively, the three things which Raban
Gamliel specified must be discussed.

¢ This clause is the subject of a dispute in the Talmud Bavli Pesahim 116b. As recorded there, Rav holds
that the “disgrace’ is that our forefathers were idolaters and Rava (according to accurate texts) holds
that it refers to our later forefathers being slaves. Both of these views are included in the text of our
Haggadah. 1 agree with the view of Mitchell First (First, 2012) that this clause is meant to be read with
the next one, so that ‘disgrace’ is “‘My father was a wandering Aramean’ and I believe that the
Mahloget in the Bavli is to be interpreted in this light. I explain my views on this subject at length in
the essay ‘What is disgrace? A new interpretation of Pesahim 116:a’.

71t should be observed that this is not, in fact, the end of the passage, which continues ‘And He
brought us to this place and gave to us this good land...”. Some claim, based on the Mishnah, that the
Maggid should continue until the end of the next verse and therefore include the entrance to the land
of Israel as the conclusion of the story, but that this was dropped to reflect the needs of Jews living in
exile who could not say ‘and He brought us to this place’. This is plausible enough, but there is no
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The starting point for understanding the Maggid is the fourth balacha in the last chapter of
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They pour for him the first cup and here the son asks. If the son lacks intelligence his
Sather teaches him: ‘How different is this night from all other nights? For on all other
nights we dip once, on this night twice. On all other nights we eat leavened or unleavened
bread, on this night all of it is unleavened. On all other nights we eat meat roasted, stewed
or boiled, on this night all of it is roasted. According to the intelligence of the son his father
teaches him. He begins with disgrace and ends with praise and they expound ‘my father
was a wandering Aramean’ until be completes the whole passage.

Following giddush and an appetizer course consisting of lettuce and other foods with
dips,? the son asks the father questions. If the son is not developed enough to ask

! Many readers will notice that the text of this halacha is substantially different from the one they are
familiar with from standard editions of the Mishnah. In fact, the entire chapter as it appears in
standard editions is one of the most corrupt in the entire Mishnah. While most of the time the
standard editions are not inaccurate to this degree, this should serve as a wakeup call as to the
necessity of providing accurate editions of all the basic texts of Torah she b’al peh, so as to ensure that
time spent studying Torah is in fact spent studying Torah and not scribal errors or the anxieties of the
papal censor.

2 Later authorities, based on the practice of Rav Aha the son of Rava recorded in the Talmud Bavli
(Pesahim 115a), rule that one should only use lettuce if no other vegetables are available, so as to avoid
the question of whether to say the b’racha over maror at this stage or only later when it is again
brought out for the main meal. It is probable that the Mishnah itself does not envision any b’racha
being said on the maror other than borei p’ri hadamah. [The principle that a b’racha must be said over
every mitzvah is taught in the Tosefta (B’rachot 6:9) and can be traced back at least as far as Rabi
Yehuda (B Succah 46b), but the Mishna makes no explicit reference to any b’racha over mitzvot and it
seems that the principle only became generally accepted during the transition between the Tannaitic
and Amoraic period, following which it became the occasion of many disputes among the Amoraim,
such as this one (B Succah 45b-46a, Pesahim 7a-b). See (Henshke, 2012) for a detailed discussion.] In
any case, the Mishnah is quite explicit that lettuce should be eaten during the appetizer as well as
during the main course. This is the basis for the mah nishtanah statement about dipping twice, which
refers not to two dipping courses (which would not have been uncommon), but two dipping courses
consisting of lettuce. From early medieval haggadot used in the land of Israel it is clear that there were
many components of the appetizer course, including fruit, rice, and pastries [!]. The Tosefta (Pesahim
10:5) refers to a course consisting of offal meats. The practice of eating less than an olive-sized portion
of a vegetable arose as a way of avoiding uncertainty over whether to say a b’racha aharona on this
course or to wait to fulfil one’s obligation at birkat hamazon (since one does not, in any case, have to
say a b’racha aharona on an amount smaller than an olive). From early-medieval Land of Israel
haggadot it is clear that the original practice was to say a b’racha aharona after each section of the
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