GUIDE TO THE RUBENS HAGGADAH
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SEDER TABLE CHECKLIST

1. Three Matzot (covered) – The Matzot can either be part of the Seder Plate (if the plate is so constructed) or left separately. Also, they should be whole.

2. Haggadah

3. Wine 

4. Seder Plate 

a.  Maror (bitter herbs – usually horseradish or romaine lettuce)

b.  Charoset (mixture of chopped apples, nuts, wine, and cinnamon)

c.  Karpas (greens – usually parsley or celery)

d.  Zeroah (piece of roasted meat or poultry, preferably a shank bone)

e.  Baytzah (roasted egg)

5. Kiddush cup

6. Saucer (for spilling wine when plagues are mentioned.)

7. Extra Matzah (covered-optional) and Charoset

8. “Elijah’s Cup”

9. Salt Water

10. Candles (and matches)

11. Pillow (for leaning)

WELCOME

We are gathered in fulfillment of the directive in Exodus 13:8: “And thou shalt tell thy son on that day, saying, it is because of that which the Lord did for me, when I came forth out of Egypt.”   Our service is called a Seder –which means “order”; and it is a special meal that has a special sequence of readings, actions, and blessings.  We shall be reading from our Haggadah Shel Pesach – literally, The Story of Passover.

It is a very special time, to be shared with our family and friends, Jews and non-Jews, because it celebrates the most important ideal of freedom.  It is particularly important for Jews, because the Exodus from Egypt which it commemorates is the central, defining event in Jewish history.

ILLUSTRATIONS

The illustrations in the Rubens Haggadah are taken from four manuscript Haggadot in the Klau Library of Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion in Cincinnati.  The great majority of the images are from the 15th century Cincinnati Haggadah.  Images from the other haggadot are indicated by a number in the lower right corner of the image, referring to descriptions in the list on page 20.
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We are now going to fill the first of the four cups of wine, symbolizing the four (or five –more on this later) promises God made to the  Jews during the Exodus (Exodus 6: 6-7): 

've-hotzeiti' – ‘I will bring’ you ‘out’ from under the burdens of the Egyptians,

've-hitzalti' – ‘I will deliver’ you from their bondage

've-ga'alti' – ‘I will redeem’ you with an outstretched arm and great judgments, and

've-lakachti' – ‘I will take you’ to be my people and I will be your God

Wine is a part of many Jewish celebrations.  It basically symbolizes joy and happiness, warmth and thanksgiving, as opposed to the ‘heavier’ connotations it has it some other religions:  we drink wine on Passover because it makes us feel good and celebratory.

It is incumbent upon the seder participants to drink at least some of each of the four cups –two sips will suffice.  More, of course, is completely permissible!  For those who do not drink alcoholic beverages, grape juice is an excellent substitute (the blessing is, after all, over “the fruit of the vine).  If grape juice doesn’t work for someone, invite him or her to pick something else to substitute: we are dealing here with symbols, and at Passover –of all times– it would be paradoxical to be “slavish” in our adherence to custom!  In the same regard, for those of you not wedded to using Kosher wine, recognize that the possibilities are very broad, indeed: personally, I like to serve champagne for the first cup, a red (that we’ll also drink during dinner) for the second, and a Sauternes for the third and fourth (although I’ve been know to do a Sauternes for the third and a  Port for the fourth), as these are drunk after the meal has been eaten.

If the Seder occurs on a Friday evening, recite the words in parentheses; if not, omit them.

Transliteration for the portion of the Kiddush on Page 2:

Baruch atah adonai, elohaynu melech ha-olam, asher bachar ba-nu va-tee-ten la-nu b’ah-ha-vah (shabbatot leemnuchah, v’) mo-adim l’simchah, chaggim oo-z’manin l’sa-son

References in the last paragraph:

Seder as a meal and service celebrating Passover has existed in some form since early in the Common Era (mentioned in New Testament, Matthew XXVI:17-30; Mark XIV:12-26; Luke XXII:2); N.B.: Jesus’ Last Supper was a Seder – first real description of one, by the way; thus, 2000 years of celebrating it “in much the same way.” Earlier, it was more specifically bound up with the Sacrifice of the Paschal Lamb at the Temple in Jerusalem.

The “moment in history,” of course, is the Exodus from Egypt.  Dating of the Exodus is open to much dispute, but it probably occurred about 1,200 BCE –or, approximately 1000 years earlier than the celebration in the form of the Seder.

The “more ancient,” pre-Jewish “underlying” fertility festivals (both Canaanite in origin) that are incorporated into our Pesach holiday date back perhaps another 1000 years.
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Transliteration for the portion of the Kiddush on Page 3:

Baruch atah adonai, m’kaddaysh et yom (ha-shaabbat ha-zeh v’et yom) hag ha-matzot ha-zeh.  Z’man hayru-taynu meekrah kodesh zay-cher lee-tzee-at meetzrai-im

Now read the “Boray,” (prayer over wine), first in Hebrew, then in English; then sing it in Hebrew.  (When doing the blessings over the other three cups, we’ll just sing the Hebrew.)

But BEFORE drinking first cup, say the Sheh-hech-yanu.  This is a prayer that is said on all special occasions when we are particularly happy and thankful.
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Notes on the structure of Jewish holidays:

With the exception of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur (which do not fit this basic form), Jewish holidays have three components:

1.  A primitive (and often fertility-based), seasonal life cycle celebration (often borrowed from the pre-Jewish celebrations of the region) upon which the holiday is founded:  For Passover, there are the two pre-Jewish spring festivals of Canaanite origin:

a.  An agricultural barley harvest feast of unleavened bread, preserved in one of the names for Passover:  “hag ha-matzot,” or, “Festival of Unleavened Bread”, and 

b.  An animal husbandry sacrifice of the Paschal lamb, preserved in another of the names for Passover:  “hag ha-pesach,” or, “Festival of The Paschal Lamb.”  
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N.B.:  the word pesach              literally means “skipping, or leaping,” and 


therefore has the meaning of “pastoral, spring, or bucolic” (cf., the English word “Paschal,” which obviously has the same origin).  It refers, therefore, primarily to the “lamb” itself. The “hag-ha-pesach” is therefore the “Festival of The Paschal Lamb.”   (And a very central part of this holiday in Temple days was the sacrifice of the lamb at the Temple.)  Secondarily, pesach has come to be translated as “skipping over,” or, “passing over”; in this sense, Pesach, translated as “Passover,” was linked to the historical story (see #2, below) and became the Hebrew name associated with the entire holiday.

2.  An event in the history of the Jewish people to which the holiday becomes connected (although often ex post facto) and which the holiday comes to commemorate:  for Passover, the Exodus from Egypt.  (The name, “Passover,” and the corresponding translation of “Pesach,” refer to the segment of the story in Exodus wherein the Angel of Death “passes over” the houses of the Hebrews –marked, by the way, with lamb’s blood [a reference back to the other meaning of pesach]– on his way to slay the first-born of the Egyptians.

3.  A moral ideal that the holiday embodies and comes to signify:  in the case of Passover, the ideal of freedom –in various forms (but, more of this later)

Page 4 (continued) - KARPAS

Karpas, or “greens,” is clearly related to the spring, agricultural underpinnings of the  holiday.

Before eating the karpas, they are dipped twice in salt water.  The usual, current interpretation of  the salt water is as “tears” shed by the Hebrews during their cruel bondage; but it is probably more accurate to see it as a representative of the blood of the paschal lamb, into which hyssop (a plant used in purification sprinkling rites by the ancient Hebrews –and specifically which was used to spread the blood on the door posts in Egypt, according to Exodus 12:22) was dipped in the sacrificial rite.

Dipping twice was to mark the rite as special, since in Roman times it was common to dip greens in a sauce or condiment of some kind –but then, only once.
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“Magid,” etymologically related to “haggadah,” literally means, “telling,” like the latter means “story”; and that is what this evening is all about:   telling the story of Passover.  The “Magid,” which is the beginning of the tale, is in Aramaic, rather than in Hebrew. (The illuminated version in this Haggadah, as in many haggadot of that time, render the first word as “k’hah”; grammatically, the first letter is really spurious, and it is more correctly rendered simply as “Hah.”)

The “bread of affliction, is, of course, the matzah (which is traditionally held up while reciting this section).  The sentiment is inclusive and sensitive to the issue of world hunger: “Let anyone who is hungry come and eat.”  In the distant past, it was at this point in the Seder that the door was opened –far more sensible and consonant with the notion of inviting in the stranger.  The reality of the Jews’ experience in an often hostile world (and, in particular, the hostility toward the Jews associated with this season of the year [Easter]  in Christian countries), made this practice unfeasible; and the opening of the door was reduced to a merely symbolic gesture and placed toward the end of the Seder.

The idea of “anyone who is in need” coming to celebrate Pesach has both a similar level of meaning (i.e., the desire to welcome those who are less fortunate), and a deeper one:  there is a notion embedded in this statement that we all are “in need of celebrating Pesach,” that is, we all need to be reminded of the preciousness and importance of freedom.  This theme is continued at the end of the paragraph:  “This year we are slaves, next year may we be free.”  The prevailing notion here is that we all are in a state of slavery from which we must continually work to free ourselves.  In this regard, “next year in the land of Israel” (or, “Jerusalem”) clearly is figurative and not literal.  It is the symbolic “land of Israel” that is being spoken of –and even the traditional rabbinic commentators were well aware of this fact, as witnessed by the fact (see the following paragraph in the Haggadah) that even were one having one’s Seder in Jerusalem, one still would proclaim the need to be “next year in Jerusalem.”

In Temple days, Pesach was clearly an exceedingly nationalistic celebration.  The Sacrifice of the Paschal Lamb could only take place in Jerusalem; and even the later ceremony of families consuming the Paschal lamb had to occur there.  And it is clear that Pesach was observed in celebration of the statehood of the Jewish people. With the fall of the ancient kingdom, however, the tenor of all that changed.  While there are still today some factions that attempt to interpret the holiday in a nationalistic light, it is clear that the weight of rabbinic tradition is in the more universalistic direction.

Given my own proclivities, the Rubens Haggadah is even more strenuously anti-nationalistic than most other Haggadot.  

Page 6

The Four Questions is actually one of the oldest parts of the Haggadah (and there are some ancient references that call the Haggadah the “Mah Nishtannah,” i.e., the first words of the Four Questions).  The questions themselves have changed over the years, reflecting changing situations and customs.  (E.g., During the days of the Temple, one of the questions was “Why is the meat all roasted, and none sodden or broiled?”; with the end of the Sacrifice of the Paschal Lamb, this question stopped being meaningful, and was replaced by one about the dipping of the herbs.)

The job of asking these all-important questions falls to the youngest (but then, they always ask the best questions!).  Improvise:  if a child is too young to read the Hebrew, have one read the English and an older one read the Hebrew; if the youngest is too young to read at all, have him or her count them as they are read by someone else.

The answer to these questions actually is what the whole evening is about.  There are many levels of answers.  The first deal with the direct symbolic connection of these aspects of our Seder to the Exodus from Egypt:

1. We eat unleavened bread (matzah) to remind us of our ancestors’ escape from Egypt. Since they had to leave in haste, they did not have time to wait for their dough to rise. 

2.  We eat bitter herbs to remind us of the bitter experience of slavery that our ancestors had to endure.

3.  We dip our greens in salt water to remind us of the tears our ancestors shed as the result of the hardships they had to endure during their cruel bondage; and we dip them twice to differentiate from any other form of adding condiments. (There is also a reference here to dipping hyssop in the lamb’s blood and painting it onto the door posts and lintels of the homes of the Hebrews in Egypt so that the Angel of Death would pass their houses by.)

4.  We lean to symbolize our freedom, since reclining was the sign of free men in Roman days.

The other levels of answers continue with the REPLY on the next page.
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Read the first two paragraphs of The Reply, then the next two levels of meaning:

B.  A set of customs that remind us of the Roman origins of the Seder –for it was at that point in history that the Seder itself took on a form recognizable to us today.  (Once again, it is worth mentioning that the first historically recorded example of the Seder in any recognizable form was that of Jesus’ Last Supper!)  Many of the foods of the Seder are, in fact, derived from Roman feasts (and orgies):

Greens dipped in salt water or other condiments were common side dishes.

Chopped apples and nuts mixed with wine (charoset) was a Roman hors d’oeuvre.

Reclining while eating was the sign of a free man in Rome.

And eating a big meal and drinking lots of wine were de rigeur at Roman feasts!

Of the orgy part, more later..

C.  A set of reminders about the evils of slavery and the importance of freedom to all people:

We must remember always the cruelty and inhumanity of slavery.  As we were once freed from slavery, so too must we work to free others; as we once received the precious gift of freedom, so too must we work to help others achieve freedom. We must remember that we ourselves must constantly strive to preserve and protect our freedom. And, most importantly, we must recognize that we can never allow ourselves to prosper at the cost of others’ oppression and suffering.

Then read the third paragraph (about the five rabbis at B’nai Berak).

D.  Here is a fourth level of answer:

What is this odd little passage about?  That they were “reclining together” and “telling about the departure from Egypt” certainly means it was a Seder.  But there is something odd here:  these famous rabbis were having a Seder together at a “school,” (“bet midrash”) when the commandment concerning Pesach is that one is supposed to be celebrating at home with one’s family.  And, they were at it all night (until they were interrupted the next morning by their students); Seders are supposed to have an end point.

The answer is that these five men were the leaders of the revolt against Rome.   The implication of this well-known fact is that they were, at the moment that is being depicted in this story, actually plotting the rebellion.  And the deeper implication is that Pesach is an appropriate time to engage in such activity: the ancient struggle for freedom is one that has ongoing revolutionary implications, and calls upon us to fight against slavery and oppression wherever and whenever it occurs.  Ours is truly a radical tradition, and Pesach appropriately has overtones of political as well as personal freedom.

E.  A fifth level of answer, the psychoanalytic one, comes later.
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THE FOUR SONS (or children, to make it less sexist)
This section is also one of the earliest parts of the Haggadah.  It contains within it an essential answer to the four questions, asked just a few moments before.

(In the Rubens Haggadah, the illuminations of all four of the sons from the Cincinnati Haggadah are used for this and the following three pages –even though the text of the section is only the first of the four.)

The wise child:

In the actual Sacrifice of the Paschal Lamb, and the ancient customs based upon it in Temple days, the entire lamb was to be eaten by the assembled family before morning.  After the lamb had been completely consumed, nothing further was to be eaten.  There is an echo of this (with a specific Roman variation) in the custom of the Afikomen –of which, more later.

Note that it has long been traditional to develop personal meanings and interpretations of Passover –and that out of our knowledge of the holiday, we are specifically exhorted to do so.  It is even traditional to write for oneself “a new haggadah” from year to year. (You see, in this I am not being too radical.)

Most importantly, we are directed to “live” a new haggadah from year to year –which can only mean that we are continually to attempt to make the lessons of Passover part of our ongoing lives.

The wicked child:

Interestingly, all of the illuminated haggadot I looked at, seem to portray the wicked child in military garb!

The message is simple: it’s nice not to consider yourself outside the community and to distance yourself from its lessons and values.

Page 9

INTRODUCTION

Here begins the telling of the Passover story.

These two-plus pages are excerpted from Thomas Mann’s Joseph and His Brothers.  I love them because they capture several crucial aspects of what our journey into this history is like.  They capture the sense of moving down into the past of our historical beginnings, and the sense of infinite regression that is therein embodied.

They capture, too, the sense of temporal blurring and confusion that is so directly part of the celebration of Passover: “And thou shalt tell thy son on that day, saying, it is because of that which the Lord did for me, when I came forth out of Egypt.” (Exodus 7:8)  One is directed to tell the story to his family as if he himself had been a slave in Egypt.  Mann perfectly captures this in his “For it is, always is, however much we may say it was.”  He understood, too: “the recurrent feast which bestrides the tenses and makes the has-been and the to-be present to the popular sense.”
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The idea of “provisional origins” is also very interesting: that a people or a community chooses historical starting points that come to stand for the particularization of their version of very universal issues.

And the Passover story is basically the story of the Jewish people.  It is highly likely that it is in the Exodus that they actually first become what it would be meaningful to call Jews (and I have tended to refer to them as Hebrews before this moment in history).  Although the Bible depicts Judaism beginning with Abraham, it is likely that the stories of the Patriarchs (Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob) are really tales about the pre-history of the Jews –about an as yet unrelated group of Semitic tribal groups, perhaps describable as “Hebrews,” (although, in truth, that is a label of very uncertain origin and meaning) who eventually join together and become one people. (Historically, it is interesting to realize, for example, that not all of what are described as the twelve “tribes” of Israel actually go down into Egypt and are there for the Exodus.)  This is just one explanation of why the Exodus is clearly the defining moment in Jewish history.  And that it most certainly is:  the Exodus from Egypt is mentioned in every major prayer, and it is at the very heart of the Jewish consciousness.  Biblically, it is on their way out of Egypt that God introduces himself to them for the first time:  he tells them his name, YHVH –probably pronounced “Yahweh”; always read as “adonai,” or “my Lord” in English; pointed in the Hebrew texts as if it were the word “adonai,” and therefore mistakenly taken by some to be “Jehovah, ” which is nothing more than the letters of the Tetragrammaton (YHVH) vocalized with the vowels of “adonai,” which are there only to tell the reader to say  “adonai” instead. And it is only centuries after their return to Canaan that they become a united political and social entity.

It was Joseph who was responsible for the Hebrews ending up in Egypt this particular go round (although the Patriarchs periodically went there, as it was the practice of people in that part of the Near East to go down into Egypt in times of famine –Egypt’s agriculture having the added resource of the waters of  the Nile, whereas the rest of the region was totally dependent on local rainfall).  But before him, standing as his point of provisional origin, was his “great-grandfather,” Abraham.  Here Mann tells of the beginnings of Abraham’s journey –because, at least traditionally, it was Abraham who was viewed as the father of the Jewish people.

Abraham, himself, went to Egypt during a time of famine (Gen. 12:10), and while there, told Pharaoh that his wife Sarah was his sister.  (He also does the same with Abimelech, another king, later in Gen. 20.)  According to the story in Genesis, Abraham tells Pharaoh that his wife is his sister to keep Pharaoh from killing him: Pharaoh wants to have his wicked way with Sarah, and this will be easier to do if she is Abraham’s “sister” rather than his wife.  (Mann is being ironic: “probably out of tenderness” is because the story does not have him being very protective of her!)  Although the historical background underlying these strange stories had become forgotten by the time it was written down, the idea of a wife being presented as a sister (Abraham’s son Isaac does the same thing with his wife later in Gen. 26), is a misunderstanding on the part of the biblical authors of the ancient Near Eastern status of a “sister-wife” –a position of higher standing than being simply a wife (which was not a very high status in the ancient Near East).  Kings would ‘adopt’ their favored wives so that they would have this higher status as a family member, not only a wife.  What we really have in these stories, therefore are vestigial references to the Patriarchs introducing their wives to rulers in a way that would claim for them the highest status possible –which was then expanded into a story which attempted incorrectly to explain what it did not understand in the first place.  (This concept of a story which incorrectly explains what the author no longer remembers about the actual original meaning is importantly relevant to the Exodus story as a whole, as we shall discuss below.)
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THE CENTRAL STORY

Much of the text of the haggadah (this one, as well as others) is drawn from Biblical passages, mostly from the book of Exodus.  In this haggadah, these passages are usually quoted as they occur in the Jewish Publication Society translation.  In this particular very important section, however, I have drawn on two more modern, scholarly translations, both from the Anchor Bible series:  the first, E. A. Speiser's Genesis, and the second, W. Propp's Exodus 1-18.

The central story begins with the third of the Patriarchs, Jacob (also called Israel), going down into Egypt -famine once again being the immediate reason for this journey.  Of course, the fuller story (in Genesis) involves his son Joseph's having been sold into slavery in Egypt by his older brothers (Joseph's  special gifts from his father, e.g., the "coat of many colors," other signs of his privileged position in the family, not to mention his  own grandiosity and famous, and transparent, dreams of his ascendancy over his brothers having thoroughly pissed them off; more substantively, this story is the third incredible example of the eldest son of a Patriarch not inheriting  [Abraham's eldest son was Ishmael, and Isaac inherited; Isaac's eldest son was Esau, and Jacob inherited] -even though it was supposedly inviolably true that the first male child was to inherit regardless of the status of the mother:  Jacob, while the eldest of Jacob's favorite wife, Rachel, was actually eleventh in line to inherit!), Joseph's success in Egypt (and very successful dream interpretation), and a wonderfully psychologically complex tale of his interaction with his brothers when they are sent to Egypt to get food.  In this haggadah, I tell only the essential bones of this part of the tale. The full story makes an excellent side trip if you wish to lengthen your Passover journey by taking the scenic route (spread out through Gen.37, 39-45, and 47).
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From a new translation by William Propp, Exodus 1-18 [Anchor Bible]:

“Behold: the Children of Israel are greater and mightier than we.”  This phrase is usually translated with the less extravagant claim, “too great (or numerous) and mighty for us”; but Propp feels that the stronger statement is more linguistically correct, and may reflect a purposefully sinister distortion on the part of Pharaoh (or, at least, in the Biblical author’s view of him): “Demagogues often credit weak minorities with vast powers.  Elsewhere the Bible depicts the Egyptians as obsessively xenophobic.”  (pp. 130f)

“So they set over them corvée masters in order to oppress them with their tasks.” (Ex.1 :11)
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Sa-ray mi-sim.  Usually rendered “task masters,” Propp translates mi-sim as “corvée” –“i.e., conscription of men for massive labor projects.  …In ancient Egypt, Canaan and monarchic Israel, commoners were periodically impressed for the execution of massive public and royal works.” (Propp, Exodus 1-18, p. 132)  This is the first of the linguistic hints as to the actual status of the Hebrews in Egypt.

[image: image3.png]587" "1 O oy -

EN3 PR TR DTN ST e

BRT-52 MY MR misy-onm Db
PT032 003 TN



 “And the Egyptians made the Children of Israel work through duress, for they embittered their lives through hard work in mortar and bricks, and with all work in the fields– in short, all their work with which they worked them through duress.”  (Exodus 1:13-14)
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Propp translates as “duress” what is traditionally translated as “rigour.”  The translation of this term is extremely problematic, as “b’pharech” is a hapax legomenon, a word that occurs only once (or only in one context) in an ancient language.

Propp believes the root prk to have the meaning “‘rub, or crumble’ and here connotes the abuse of slaves” (p. 134) –hence the sense of making them work by means of duress. The Akkadian root pirku, however, connotes corvée labor, which seems, once again, to be a linguistic hint as to the Hebrews’ actual status in Egypt.

The more detailed story of the Hebrews’ experience in Egypt and of their ultimate escape is to be found in the first 18 chapters of the book of Exodus.  It should be noted, however, that it is traditional in the Haggadah not to mention the name of Moses –and that tradition has been carried over in the Rubens Haggadah.  Moses, of course, was the key figure in their escape from Egypt; and he may well have been the organizing force behind the entire beginning of the Jewish religion and responsible for its monotheistic focus.  (Not, however, as Freud [Moses and Monotheism] claimed, as an Egyptian, but rather as an advancer of Semitic thinking –Jewish monotheism clearly having Mesopotamian roots and flavor and not, as Freud claimed, Egyptian ones.) But Jewish tradition has gone out of its way here, as elsewhere, to avoid creating a cult of personality or a tradition of hero worship.  The insistence is that God, not Moses, was the hero of the Exodus; and to drive that home, Moses is not even mentioned.
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And, according to the Bible, how does the Lord finally succeed in getting them out of Egypt…..
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“Dai-ay-nu” – “It would have sufficed for us” / “It would have been enough for us” / “Basta!”

If he had [only] brought us out of Egypt….

If he had [only] given us the Sabbath….

If he had [only] given us the Torah….

SYMBOLS

The Pesach Sacrifice (symbolized by roasted shank bone on the Seder plate) was derived originally from the pre-Jewish shepherds’ festival, which was one of the two Canaanite year-cycle spring celebrations that were combined into what was later to become Passover.  As this was the sacrifice that was offered in Egypt the night before the Exodus (with the blood being sprinkled on the door posts and lintels of the houses of the Hebrews so that the Angel of Death would ‘pass over them’ and spare their first born) it was later interpreted as being in commemoration of that event; and in later Jewish history was practiced in remembrance of the delivery from Egypt –and, in particular, with respect to God’s sparing the children of Israel when He smote the first born of the Egyptians.  [There is considerable evidence to suggest that animal sacrifice –like  circumcision, which also was associated with Pesach at one time very early in Jewish history– was a substitute for human sacrifice, which is something the Jews managed to do away with.]  The sacrifice itself involved the slaughter of a perfect yearling male lamb or kid.  On the eve of Passover, each family (or group of families that would join together for the purpose) would bring the animal to the court of the Temple in Jerusalem where it was slaughtered by the priests.  The blood would be collected and sprinkled on the altar (using a plant called hyssop –the probable real significance of the symbolic dipping of the karpas in salt water), and the carcass skinned and the entrails removed.  The body of the animal was then taken home by each family and roasted and had to be completely eaten that evening.

The Matzah was derived originally from the pre-Jewish farmers’ barley harvest festival, which was the other of the two Canaanite year-cycle spring celebrations that was combined into what were later to become Passover.  During this festival, it was forbidden to eat any of the sour (i.e., fermented) dough from the last harvest, but only special, unleavened cakes, or matzot, made from the barley of the new harvest.  When matzah later became part of Passover, these unleavened cakes were interpreted as being symbolic of the Hebrews’ having to leave Egypt in such haste that they had no time to wait for the dough to rise.  During the seven days of Passover (eight, if one observes the extra day of the Diaspora), Jews are forbidden to eat any form of “chametz,” or leaven:  chametz being fundamentally defined as anything containing or made from any of the five major grains –wheat, oats, barley, rye, and spelt (a form of wheat [Triticum spelta] containing two light red kernels).  Matzah itself is made from one of these grains (today usually wheat); but it is allowable because it is specially prepared to insure that it is cooked quickly enough (once the flour has been mixed with water) to prevent any fermentation from having time to take place.  The halachic rule is that the baking must take place not more than 18 minutes after the first admixture of water.  Matzah shmurah, or “watched or guarded matzah,” is specially prepared for use in the Seder:  it is made under strict rabbinic supervision, and every 18 minutes the entire process is halted completely, and all the equipment is cleaned and washed before starting up again to insure no possibility of any violation of the 18 minute rule.

And, by the way, “victual” is actually pronounced “vittle”!

The eating Bitter Herb has its origins at least as far back as the days of the Second Temple, when it was eaten along with the Pesach Sacrifice.  In relation to the Exodus story, it is considered to symbolize the bitterness of the experience of the Hebrews’ bondage in Egypt.  The awkward word,

“b’pharech” or “rigour,” which is repeated in these verses (Exodus 1:13-14), has etymological roots that suggest the meaning “corvée”; just as the Hebrew “sa-ray mi-sim” (Ex. 1:11) really means “corvée masters” (q.v., in the discussion of them on page 14).

Contrary to the Biblical story, the Hebrews were almost certainly not slaves in Egypt!  They were in fact doing what the Hebrews and other Semitic peoples often did in times of famine:  they had gone to Northern Egypt, where the Nile provided irrigation for the growing of crops even in times of draught, and where they were permitted to live and pasture their flocks in return for which they did corvée labor, i.e.,  they worked on public projects in return for being able to live there.  Moreover, the story of the Exodus as a major slave revolt is simply not supported by historical evidence –and the Egyptians were very good record keepers.  [There have been attempts to link the story to the one event recorded in Egyptian history that sounds a bit like it –the revolt of the Hyksos; but the identification of the Hebrews with the Hyksos simply does not bear up under historical scrutiny, and furthermore would require dating the Exodus to at  least a full century earlier than the best historical evidence suggests (viz., ca. 1200 BCE).]  Moreover, the story itself contains many moments when the Hebrews have to be persuaded, cajoled, and coerced to keep them from returning to Egypt –a desire that would make little sense if one takes the story of a slave revolt literally.

So, if they were really corvée laborers, free to leave Egypt whenever they chose, what’s the big deal?  The answer lies in another level of the story: it is in the desert after they leave Egypt that they meet their God for the first time.  It is only then that YHVH introduces himself to them; and it is only after the Exodus that they really begin to coalesce as a unified people.  What is going on behind the story, and why it is so important in all of the Jewish liturgy, is that this is the real beginning of Judaism as a religion and of a people united under it.  The Exodus represents a religious and ideological revolution, not a political one.  Moses is taking them out of Egypt into a new world of ideas and moral and religious thinking –and, very specifically the moral system that lies at the core of monotheism.

Thus the deepest level of the meaning of the Exodus is really a psychoanalytic one:  it is about how difficult it is to leave the safety and familiarity of old and traditional ways of thinking and to strike out into scary regions of new ways of experiencing and understanding –no matter how positive and promising these new ways may be.  We are exhorted by the story to have the courage not to be slaves to our old, frightened, and defensive patterns, and instead to risk moving out into the world in a continually growing and evolving way.

Page 15

IN EVERY GENERATION

Again, the insistence that it was I that the Lord brought out of Egypt (cf., Thomas Mann):  this is an ongoing redemption that includes us all, and an ongoing struggle for freedom in which we all need to participate.

BLESSINGS: Motzee - Matzah

Even though we eat no bread at the Seder, we still first say the “Motzee,” the blessing over bread, because it is the generic blessing for all food.  We next say the specific blessing over the Matzah itself.

Page 16

MAROR – Bitter Herb

The bitter herb was eaten as part of the Passover Sacrifice ritual, but it became separated from it and came to symbolize the bitterness of the Hebrews’ experience of their bondage in Egypt.  (It is a custom in the Rubens family to attempt to find the most phallic piece of horseradish possible for the Seder plate; this is symbolic of our general depravity –or good humor, depending on your point of view.  A slice of another piece of fresh horseradish –we do not slice the phallic one:  even though, as mentioned above, there was a time in the most ancient days that Passover was associated with communal circumcision, it is one of those traditions from which we have freed ourselves– is distributed to each Seder participant to eat.  Eating a small bite will suffice, although some folks really like it.  Commercially prepared, ground horseradish is a perfectly acceptable substitute, and much more easily obtainable –although not at all phallic.)

It is then customary to follow the direction of Hillel:  place a bit of the bitter herb between two pieces of matzah –the famous “Hillel Sandwich” –to which is usually, and tastefully, added a dollop of charoset.

At this point, the first part of the Seder is complete.  Participants often enjoy eating some more charoset on matzah, or the hard boiled eggs which have customarily become part of the tradition.  (Like the roasted egg on the Seder plate, they probably have the same underlying significance as the Easter Egg –a generic spring fertility symbol.  Unlike the roasted egg, there is no traditional meaning to the boiled eggs; the roasted egg is another echo of the sacrifice which has not been part of the ceremony since the days of the destruction of the Second Temple.) The Seder Plate is now removed from the table, and dinner is served.

After dinner has been eaten (including dessert) and the table cleared, the Seder Plate is returned.

AFIKOMEN

Half of the center matzah from the Seder plate (the other half of which was distributed and eaten earlier in the Seder) is supposed to be put aside and hidden by the leader and becomes the afikomen.  Traditionally the children at the Seder would try to steal it away from the leader, so as to be able to sell it back at this point in the ceremony.  A less disruptive and more genteel approach is for the leader to hide it and have the children try to find it at this juncture in the Seder.  (In the Rubens Seder, it is our tradition to hide numerous pieces of matzah –at least one for each of the children there– so that each child will have a piece to sell back. In fact, I actually hide the pieces of matzah before the guests arrive and the Seder begins, as trying stealthily to hide numerous pieces of matzah while everyone is there just doesn’t work.  I also make sure that each child finds a piece, even if it necessitates some coaching.)  In any event, the leader ransoms the afikomen from the child or children, and distributes pieces of it to all the participants to eat as the last thing to be eaten at the Seder –after the meal and before the concluding, after-meal portion of the service.

The reason that the leader has to “buy back” the afikomen is quite interesting.  The immediate reason is that it is necessary for the completion of the Seder.  The word is of Greek origin, probably meaning “an after-meal dessert.”  On one level, it refers to the custom that the Passover Sacrifice was the last thing to be partaken of that night.  On another level, it relates to the Roman origins of many of the Seder’s customs.  As has been noted above, many aspects of the Seder are based on the Roman feast or orgy.  Here we come to a major and intentional difference:  whereas the Roman feast went on to extreme excess (remember the vomitoria?), including wild sexual excesses, the Passover Seder has a clearly delimited end point to the merry making.  After the consumption of the afikomen, no further eating is permitted.  But, in order to effect this end, the leader needs the afikomen which the children now possess.  Thus he or she needs to buy it back from them.  (At our Seder we have removed the commercial, bargaining aspect of this:  it is not bought back; the children get a present for having given it back.)
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“Elijah’s Cup”
At this point the extra cup on the table is filled.  This cup is known as Elijah’s Cup.  Tradition has it that the prophet Elijah did not die, but rather ascended to heaven in a fiery chariot (Malachai 3:23), which led to the belief (particularly during the more messianic phases of Jewish history), that his return would herald the coming of the messiah.  The connection to this cup is actually based upon a misunderstanding.  The number of cups of wine to be drunk as part of the Seder is based on the number of promises God made to the Jews during the Exodus.  Some of the rabbis saw there to be four promises in Exodus 6: 6-7 (“ve-hotzeiti” – “I will bring you out from under the burdens of the Egyptians”; “ve-hitzalti” – “I will deliver you from their bondage”; “ve-ga'alti” – “I will redeem you with an outstretched arm and great judgments”; and, “ve-lakachti” – “I will take you to be my people and I will be your God”), while some insisted there was a fifth in Ex.6:8 (“v'heveiti,” – “ I shall bring you into the land”).  This led to a dispute as to whether there should be four or five cups drunk at the Seder.  As they were not able satisfactorily to resolve the dispute, the issue was declared moot.  In rabbinic literature, a moot point in law was called a “tayku,” which is an acronym:
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“T-Y-K-U” – “The Tishbite will solve such puzzles and questions.”  “The Tishbite” being a name for Elijah, the implication was that the reappearance of Elijah on Earth would signal the coming of the messiah, and, by implication, that all unresolved questions would then be answered –i.e., at the end of time (or, at least, of normal time), such questions would be answered, with the implication that for the time being they would remain frozen, debated no further, and unanswered.  In practical terms, the real point is not that the debate will be resolved at that future time, but rather that it is decided that it will not be resolved by further discussion or debate. (A similar tayku was the result of the debate over whether the mezuzah on the door post of a house should be place vertically or horizontally.  It was declared moot –a tayku:  that it could not be decided, and therefore would remain unresolved until Elijah [and therefore the messiah] came. It was proclaimed that since there could be no resolution of the debate, mezuzahs would be placed on an angle –between horizontal and vertical– theoretically until Elijah comes and we learn whether it actually should have been be horizontal or vertical.)  In the case of the dispute about whether there are four or five promises, and therefore four or five glasses of wine, it was declared a tayku, and it was left that we should drink four glasses and put a fifth on the table but not drink it.  Thus the fifth glass of wine, poured and left on the table but not drunk, was there “until Elijah comes” –not to drink it, as it is commonly misunderstood to mean (that’s really the milk and cookies for Santa Claus), but to decide whether it should be part of the Seder.

We open the door at this point in the service.  As mentioned above, this used to happen at the beginning of the Seder, to invite in the stranger.  Due to the suspicions raised by anti-Jewish feelings in less friendly times (e.g., the blood libel –the charge that Jews use the blood of Christian children in making matzah), the opening of the door became necessary instead to demonstrate to neighbors that nothing bad was taking place inside.  Because of this, it actually became customary at this point in the Seder to recite a curse on the non-Jews. Here we use a far nicer responsive prayer of thanksgiving.

Page 19 – The Ballad of the Four Sons 
This is sung to the tune of “Clementine,” and, believe it or not, it is a riot!
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