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symbol of financial success and social acceptability or prominence.
On the other hand, it was looked down upon as a sign of grubby
snobbishness and the unsupportable arrogance of the self-anointed
gourmet. Hence the Mishnah in Avot: “Do not aspire to the Royal
Table, for your table [of the scholar] is greater than theirs”

If indeed the Royal Table implies two oppaosites, then it fits right
in with the dialectical experience of Passover and especially its major
symbol, the matzah.

The matzah can be described as a dialectic baked into unleav-
ened dough. It oscillates between two opposite poles: It recalls the
magnificence of the Exodus when our ancestors were commanded
to hurry to leave Egypt, before even allowing the dough to rise, and
hence a token of divine redemption. It also is, physically, a sign of
poverty. Thus, the Seder begins by holding the matzah aloft and say-
ing, ha lahmah anya, this is the bread of affliction, the pauper’s bread
that we ate as slaves in Egypt. We declare that now we are slaves, but
by next year we hope to be free, thus defining the two poles of the
Seder experience: slavery and freedom.

Think of the matzah therefore as a kind of mirror held up to us as
we gather round the Seder table — our very own Royal Table. ™

We acknowledge our humble beginnings as staves ("avadim hay-
inu) — and as well, our lowly origins as pagans (‘ovedei avodah zarah
hayu avoteinu) — and then recount the wonders of God, who then
granted us national freedom and spiritual excellence.

We eat bitter herbs to recall the bitterness of servitude under the
Egyptian taskmasters — but we recite a blessing as we do so, thus
overcoming the harshness by elevating it to a blessing — a typical
Jewish maneuver. :

We recount the Seder that took place on the eve of the Bar Kokhba
rebellion against the Romans — a Seder attended by five of the most
distinguished scholars in Jewish history — and yet the Seder is con-
structed so as to attract the attention and participation of even very
young children. _

Traditionaily we begin the actual meal by eating a hard-boiled egg

— the symbol of grief, especially as the first day of Passover falls on

the same day of the week as does Tishah be-Av, the national day of
mourning marking the destruction of the two Temples in Jerusalem.
Yet we also drink the four cups of wine, celebrating our joy at our
four-fold deliverance by the God of Israel.
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We ask questions, and we offer answers. And we encourage fur-
ther explorations of our sacred history in addition to the formal

Q-and-A of the Seder.

This dialectical quality that pervades the entire Seder is universal.
Thus, the Kabbalah teaches that inside the Tree of Life lies a Tree of
Death. This coexistence of antinomies is true of all human life, but
especially of the Jewish people whose story is full of contradictions,

of vacillating fortunes, of ups and downs, of apogees and nadirs, s

not the generation that lived through the twentieth century with
ingg,.__!jglocausﬂt_ag,d_t—bg_ﬁo_gr_:imgjfm Medinat Yisrael prefigured by
the -avdut — herut (slavery — freedom) theme so prominent in the

Most of us, as we attend the Passover Seder, tend to think back to
the Sedarim of our youth in the bosom of our family. As a child — be-
ginning as a little boy of six or seven and through my Bar Mitzvah —
my parents and my siblings attended the Seder presided over by my
maternal grandfather. Zeyde, of blessed memory, wasa man short in
stature but great in rabbinic scholarship and in personal warmth. The
first part of the Seder was most enjoyable: the chanting, the singing,
the expectation of rewards for the younger grandchildren for reciting
the Four Questions successfully, and the divrei Torah interspersed by
the more knowledgeable participants. The memory I most cherish
was that of Zeyde who chanted certain passages of the Haggadah
in the melodies of his Hasidic home before World War L. His face
beamed when he had us, his American-born grandchildren, sing
along with him. But then, when it came to the Haggadah'’s descrip-
tion of the torments of the [sraelite children by the sadistic Egyptian
taskmasters, Zeyde’s mood changed abruptly. He was totally silent
as we continued to read aloud from the Haggadah. He said nothing,
but tears streamed down his face and onto his beard. I do not recall

if anyone else noticed it, but 1 did.

It took me a few years to begin to understand. He was reciting
the suffering of the Israelites — and he wept for them but also for
himself, for he knew that his elderly mother had been shot by the
SS when she resisted climbing aboard a cattle car taking Jews to the
death chambers. His tears were shed for her — and for his brothers
and sisters and their large families, and for his teachers and his study

partners and his students...

Zeyde's change of mood was his personal illustration of the
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dual mode of the historic Jewish experience as represented in the
I-Iaggadah Sadness and smgmg are both part of the Seder of life.

This Haggadah, so simple yet so profound, is our Emancipation
Proclamation. “This year we are slaves; next year — free men and
women.”

In England in 1297 in the famous Magna Carta, the ancient his-
toric charter of liberties was guaranteed by the king to his subjects.
In the Constitution of the United States in 1790 it was not the king

but the people who granted rights to themselves by the establishment

of a government by and for “We the People”

In Judaism, the rights (and the duties) of the people of Israel were
and are granted to us not by presndents or kmgs or even the citizens
— but by the Almxghty who freed us from ‘;lavery in Egypt and re-
vealed to us the Torah at Sinai over three thousand years ago. Those
divine rights and duties began with the emancipation of the Israelites
from the “House of Slaves” in Egypt, who then followed Him remem-
bering Israel's youthful devotion, “How as a bride you loved Me and
followed Me through the desert, through a land not sown” (Jeremiah
2:2). All these historic documents, especially the Haggadah, betray
their ubiquitous antinomies.

The sacred story of that cardinal event in the history of mankind
is recapitulated, in a manner and form that is peculiarly and sin-
gularly recorded in the Haggadah of Pesah. It is worthy of careful
attention and deep reflection.

In this spirit we welcome you warmly to the Royal Table of the
Passover Seder.

Hag kasher ve-sameah!

L

I owe a special vote of thanks to Dr. Joel Wolowelsky for his profes-
sional competence as the editor of this work and his inexhaustible
supply of patience in dealing with my varied and often self-contra-
dictory suggestions. My respect to Rabbi Menachem Genack whose
vision inspired this series and who encouraged me to overcome my
reluctance, and to publish this work. For me, it was a labor of love
enhanced by my love of labor — as long as it is genuinely le-shem
Shamayim.

Norman Lamm
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pTEx .07 It is ironic: what the Egyptians trusted most became the source
of their travail and woe. The Nile was a deity for Egypt - and it turned into
blood. They worshipped the frog, sign of fertitity — and God gave them so
much fertility that the population explosion amongst the frogs threatened
their comfort and their very lives. The stricken gods of Egypt were an act of
the irony of the One God.

We too, in our own lives, can detect — if we are perceptive enough — the
workings of divine irony. What are our idols? Science, for one. And so we
receive in return mass destruction. We worship technology, and we now appre-
ciate how it has interfered with the ecology of our planet. We love machines
and prostrate ourselves before them — and they break down before the war-
ranty is signed. Ours is a generation which has prided itself on freedom; now
we have anarchy. We spoke so much of love — that we are flooded with por-
nography. We have identified as “the good life” a life of hedonism — and there
is no joy and no happiness to accompany our material pleasures.

713 In its description of the seventh of the ten plagues which God brought
upon Pharaoh and his Egyptians, the Torah employs a style which is somewhat
different from the usual, and which therefore seems to indicate some special
intention. Barad, the plague of hailstones which fell upon the Egyptians, their
servants and their cattle, killed all life that was unprotected. Before Moses
stretched forth his rod and caused the hail to fall, he warned the Egyptians
of what he was going to do. He warned them to withdraw indoors in order to
save their lives. The reaction of the pagan Egyptians was to laugh at Moses,
and, though six times previously he had predicted the act of the Lord, they
ridiculed him, and most of them — excepting the very few who did believe in
God — exposed themselves to the plague.

Here is how the Bible describes the actions of these two classes of Egyptlans,
those who took Moses seriously and those who did not: “Those of Pharoah’s
servants who feared the word of God, gathered their slaves and cattle indoors
and saved them, and he who did not put his heart to the word of God [i.e., he
who did not pay attention to God], left his cattle and staves outdoors to be slain
by the hailstones™ (Exodus 9:20-21). Notice that the two classes of Egyptians
are not described in the same kind of terms. If ;f_ns_ﬁ_r§§_l§g}fp;§an§, Go_gi-fqgljirj B
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These are the Ten Plagues which the Holy One, blessed be He,
brought upon the Egyptians, namely as follows:

Some wine is spilled from the cup during the
recitation of each of the ten plagues.

Blood. Frogs. Lice. Wild Beasts. Pestilence. Boils. Hail.
Locusts. Darkness. Smiting the First-born.

the second should be described as God-hating, or non-believers, or something
similar. Instead, the Torah describes this second, evil, anti-God class as “did
Dot put his heart to God” )

What the Bible means to tell us by this choice of words is that indifference,
not “putting your heart to it or into it” is the cardinal sin of mankind Certainty
— and despite the apparent signs of a return to religion in some general way
— our generation's greatest religious defect is an abysmal indjiferenfg_‘ and
horrendous apathy to religion, to morals, to ethics, to Torah. We do ot pay
attention to God's word, we do not put our hearts into His service. Not anger
at God, not rebellion against Torah, not resentment at religion — these are
not the sins of our generation. Ours is a greater, subtler and deeper sin; we do
nat.ahsent urselves from the synagogue because we are actively atheistic: it is
just apathy. We do not desecrate the Sabbath because we dislike it; we are just
religiously phlegmatic. '

This, then, is the message implied in the stylistic eccentricity of the text.
The antorym of reverence and awe is not putting your heart into syna 1€

and Yorah. In order to achieve that glorious reverence before God, we must’

learn sympathy and empathy, not apathy; yearning, not neutrality; passion,
not indifference. In short, the Torah presses each of us with its demand and its
challenge: Have a Heart.

100 The darkness imposed a rigid and horrifying isolation upon the Egyptians.
They did not see one another. All communication between a person and his
friends ceased. He had no family, no friends, no society. How lonely! What a
plague!

Darkness can indeed be a plague, but the same darkness can be a blessing,
for solitude means privacy, the precious opportunity when one escapes from
the loud braw! of life and the constant chatter and claims of society, into the
intimate seclusion of his own soul and heart as he gets to know himself and
realize that he is made in the image of God. Loneliness can be painful, bat it
can also be precious. ‘

We ought to seek opportunities for this solitude of contemplation when-
ever and wherever we can. The Egyptians made of it a plague of isolation, an
inability to see one’s fellow, a picture-window through which others can look
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