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Covenant and Conversation
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, z”l
The Power of Shame - On 20 December 2013, a young woman named Justine Sacco was waiting in Heathrow airport before boarding a flight to Africa. To while away the time, she sent a tweet in questionable taste about the hazards of catching AIDS. There was no immediate response, and she boarded the plane unaware of the storm that was about to break. Eleven hours later, upon landing, she discovered that she had become an international cause célèbre. Her tweet, and responses to it, had gone viral. Over the next 11 days she would be googled more than a million times. She was branded a racist and dismissed from her job. Overnight she had become a pariah.[1]
The new social media have brought about a return to an ancient phenomenon, public shaming. Two recent books – Jon Ronson’s So You’ve Been Publicly Shamed and Jennifer Jacquet’s Is Shame Necessary?[2] – have discussed it. Jacquet believes it is a good thing. It can be a way of getting public corporations to behave more responsibly, for example. Ronson highlights the dangers. It is one thing to be shamed by the community of which you are a part, quite another by a global network of strangers who know nothing about you or the context in which your act took place. That is more like a lynch mob than the pursuit of justice.
Either way, this gives us a way of understanding the otherwise bewildering phenomenon of tsara’at, the condition dealt with at length in last week’s parsha and this one. Tsara’at has been variously translated as leprosy, skin disease, and scaly infection. Yet there are formidable problems in identifying it with any known disease. First, its symptoms do not correspond to Hansen’s Disease, otherwise known as leprosy. Second, the tsara’at described in the Torah affects not only human beings but also the walls of houses, furniture, and clothes. There is no known medical condition that has this property.
Besides, the Torah is a book about holiness and correct conduct. It is not a medical text. Even if it were, as David Zvi Hoffman points out in his commentary,[3] the procedures to be carried out do not correspond to those that would be done if tsara’at were a contagious disease. Finally, tsara’at as described in the Torah is a condition that brings not sickness but rather impurity, tumah. Health and purity are different things altogether.
The Sages decoded the mystery by relating our parsha to the instances in the Torah in which someone was actually afflicted by tsara’at. It happened to Miriam when she spoke against her brother Moses (Num. 12:1-15). Another example referred to was Moses who, at the Burning Bush, said to God that the Israelites would not believe in him. His hand briefly turned “as leprous as snow” (Ex. 4:7). The Sages regarded tsara’at as a punishment for lashon hara, evil speech, speaking negatively about or denigrating another person.
This helped them explain why the symptoms of tsara’at – mould, discolouration – could affect walls, furniture, clothes, and human skin. These were a sequence of warnings or punishments. First God warned the offender by sending a sign of decay to the walls of his house. If the offender repented the condition stopped there. If he failed to do so his furniture was affected, then his clothes, and finally his skin.
How are we to understand this? Why was “evil speech” regarded as so serious an offence that it took these strange phenomena to point to its existence? And why was it punished this way and not another?
It was the anthropologist Ruth Benedict and her book about Japanese culture, The Chrysanthemum and the Sword,[4] that popularised a distinction between two kinds of society: guilt cultures and shame cultures. Ancient Greece, like Japan, was a shame culture. Judaism and the religions influenced by it (most obviously, Calvinism) were guilt cultures. The differences between them are substantial.

In shame cultures, what matters is the judgment of others. Acting morally means conforming to public roles, rules, and expectations. You do what other people expect you to do. You follow society’s conventions. If you fail to do so, society punishes you by subjecting you to shame, ridicule, disapproval, humiliation, and ostracism. In guilt cultures what matters is not what other people think but what the voice of conscience tells you. Living morally means acting in accordance with internalised moral imperatives: “You shall” and “You shall not.” What matters is what you know to be right and wrong.
People in shame cultures are other-directed. They care about how they appear in the eyes of others, or as we would say today, they care about their “image.” People in guilt cultures are inner-directed. They care about what they know about themselves in moments of absolute honesty. Even if your public image is undamaged, if you know you have done wrong it will make you feel uneasy. You will wake up at night, troubled. “O coward conscience, how dost thou afflict me!” says Shakespeare’s Richard III. “My conscience hath a thousand several tongues / And every tongue brings in a several tale /And every tale condemns me for a villain.” Shame is public humiliation. Guilt is inner torment.
The emergence of a guilt culture in Judaism flowed from its understanding of the relationship between God and humankind. In Judaism we are not actors on a stage with society as the audience and the judge. We can fool society; we cannot fool God. All pretence and pride, every mask and persona, the cosmetic cultivation of public image are irrelevant: “The Lord does not look at the things people look at. People look at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart” (1 Sam. 16:7). Shame cultures are collective and conformist. By contrast Judaism, the archetypal guilt culture, emphasises the individual and their relationship with God. What matters is not whether we conform to the culture of the age but whether we do what is good, just, and right.
This makes the law of tsara’at fascinating, because according to the Sages’ interpretation, it constitutes one of the rare instances in the Torah of punishment by shame rather than guilt. The appearance of mould or discolouration on the walls of a house was a public signal of private wrongdoing. It was a way of saying to everyone who lived or visited there, “Bad things have been said in this place.” Little by little the signals came ever closer to the culprit, appearing next on their bed or chair, then on their clothes, then on their skin, until eventually their found themselves diagnosed as defiled:
And a blighted person, one bearing the disease – their clothing shall be torn, and the hair of their head disarrayed. And they shall cover their upper lips as they cry out, ‘Impure! Impure!’ They shall be in a state of impurity for as long as they have the disease; they are impure. They shall live apart; outside the camp shall be their dwelling. (Lev. 13:45-46)
These are quintessential expressions of shame. First is the stigma: the public marks of disgrace or dishonour (the torn clothes, unkempt hair). Then comes the ostracism: temporary exclusion from the normal affairs of society. These have nothing to do with illness and everything to do with social disapproval. This is what makes the law of tsara’at so hard to understand at first: it is one of the rare appearances of public shaming in a non-shame, guilt-based culture.[5] It happened, though, not because society had expressed its disapproval but because God was signalling that it should do so.
Why specifically in the case of lashon hara, “evil speech”? Because speech is what holds society together. Anthropologists have argued that language evolved among humans precisely in order to strengthen the bonds between them so that they could co-operate in larger groupings than any other animal. What sustains co-operation is trust. This allows and encourages me to make sacrifices for the group, knowing that others can be relied on to do likewise. This is precisely why lashon hara is so destructive. It undermines trust. It makes people suspicious about one another. It weakens the bonds that hold the group together. If unchecked, lashon hara will destroy any group it attacks: a family, a team, a community, even a nation. Hence its uniquely malicious character: It uses the power of language to weaken the very thing language was brought into being to create, namely, the trust that sustains the social bond.
That is why the punishment for lashon hara was to be temporarily excluded from society by public exposure (the signs that appear on walls, furniture, clothes, and skin), stigmatisation and shame (the torn clothes, etc.) and ostracism (being forced to live outside the camp). It is difficult, perhaps impossible, to punish the malicious gossiper using the normal conventions of law, courts, and the establishment of guilt. This can be done in the case of motsi shem ra, libel or slander, because these are all cases of making a false statement. Lashon hara is more subtle. It is done not by falsehood but by insinuation. There are many ways of harming a person’s reputation without actually telling a lie. Someone accused of lashon hara can easily say, “I didn’t say it, I didn’t mean it, and even if I did, I did not say anything that was untrue.” The best way of dealing with people who poison relationships without actually uttering falsehoods is by naming, shaming, and shunning them.
That, according to the Sages, is what tsara’at miraculously did in ancient times. It no longer exists in the form described in the Torah. But the use of the Internet and social media as instruments of public shaming illustrates both the power and the danger of a culture of shame. Only rarely does the Torah invoke it, and in the case of the metzora only by an act of God, not society. Yet the moral of the metzora remains. Malicious gossip, lashon hara, undermines relationships, erodes the social bond, and damages trust. It deserves to be exposed and shamed.
Never speak ill of others, and stay far from those who do.
[1] Jon Ronson, So You’ve Been Publicly Shamed, London: Picador, 2015, pp. 63-86.
[2] Jennifer Jacquet, Is Shame Necessary? New Uses for an Old Tool, London: Allen Lane, 2015.
[3] Rabbi David Zvi Hoffman, Commentary to Sefer Vayikra [Hebrew] (Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook, 1972), vol. 1, pp. 253–255.
[4] Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1946.
[5] Another example of shame, according to Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai was the ceremony in which a slave who did not wish to go free after the completion of six years of service, had his ear pierced against a doorpost (Ex. 20:6). See Rashi ad loc., and Kiddushin 22b.
Shabbat Shalom: Rabbi Shlomo Riskin
While we are  looking forward to the Passover Seder, allow me to suggest an important lesson that we are likely to overlook.  Fascinatingly, alongside Moshe who is not really mentioned by the Haggadah, there is another great Biblical personality who plays a major role in the Haggadah, but who is likewise overlooked. This personality is Joseph, firstborn of Rachel, favored son of Jacob-Israel and Grand Vizier of Egypt.
Let us start at the very beginning of the Seder. After we raise the first cup of wine and recite Kiddush, we wash our hands without a blessing before eating a vegetable, usually parsley, and we make the blessing to God, “Creator of the fruit of the earth”. The usual explanation for this is that karpas is the Greek word for vegetation, and Greco-Roman meals would generally begin with the vegetable hors-d’oeuvre together with a ‘dip’. The Seder is a reclining meal reminiscent of a Graeco-Roman feast and so we begin the Seder evening with this vegetable hors-d’oeuvre/dip.
For us, the vegetable is also a symbol of spring, Passover is called the Festival of the Spring – and the dip is generally salt-water, reminiscent of the tears of the Hebrew slaves.
There is, however, an entirely different interpretation of the karpas suggested by Rashi in his commentary on the verse, which mentions the coat of many colors (k’tonet passim Genesis 37:3).  Rashi links this source to the verse in the Scroll of Esther which describes the rich embroidery of the palace of King Achashverosh: “There were hangings of white fine linen (karpas, Esther 1:6), thereby identifying with the Persian word karpas which describes an expensive material or garment; the second syllable pas means stripe in Hebrew and evidently refers to an expensive material with stripes of many colors.  The karpas would therefore refer to Joseph’s coat of many colors, the gift he received from his father elevating him over his siblings and singling him out as the bechor (firstborn).
Interestingly enough, there is a custom in many Yemenite communities to dip the karpas vegetable into the charoset, a mixture of wine, nuts and sometimes dates, which the Jerusalem Talmud says is reminiscent of blood. Hence, just as the brothers dipped Joseph’s cloak of many colors into the blood of the goat claiming to their father that Joseph had been torn apart by a wild beast; we dip our karpas into the charoset.
What does this have to do with Passover?  The Babylonian Talmud (B.T. Shabbat 10b) teaches in the name of Rav: “One should never favor one child over the other children in a family. It was because of an expensive garment bought for two sela’im that Jacob gave to Joseph – more expensive than anything he had given to any of his other children – he was envied by his brothers, and the issue ‘snowballed’ until our forefathers were enslaved in Egypt.” Hence, the Seder begins by warning every leader of the family to learn from the Joseph story the importance of showing equal affection and treatment to all of one’s children so as not to engender causeless hatred and strife.
The Seder’s theme of the Joseph story continues with the cups of wine. Although the Babylonian Talmud (Pesachim 99b) links the four cups with the four (or five) expressions of redemption in the Book of Exodus (6:6-7), the Jerusalem Talmud (Pesachim 10:1) connects the cups of wine to the four or five times the word kos – cup – appears in the butler’s dream in the book of Genesis (40:9-13, 21).  And of course Joseph’s interpretation of the butler’s dream is that he would be freed from his prison enslavement and would be able to once again serve his master. Since this source deals with freedom from slavery in Egypt and actually uses the word kos, it is certainly legitimate to see it as a source for the cups of wine that we drink in remembrance of our exodus from Egypt.
Rabbi Elijah of Vilna, (known as the Vilna Gaon, 1720-1797) identifies a reference to Joseph at the very end of the Seder as well, with the Had Gadya song. He masterfully interprets the little goat bought for two zuzim as the goat whose blood was used to soil Joseph’s coat of many colors: Jacob ‘acquired’ the shock that he received upon seeing the bloodied cloak by virtue of the two sela’im he had spent on the expensive cloak, which engendered the causeless hatred of the other brothers – a hatred unto death.
In a fascinating and parallel symbolic manner, the Jewish people are also the blameless goat whom our Father in Heaven bought unto Himself with the Two Tablets of Stone, the Decalogue He gave them at Sinai. Because of that gift, and the status of the Jewish people as the chosen people, we have been hated throughout the generations and persecuted unto death by cruel tyrant after cruel tyrant. And despite the causeless hatred against us, each of our attackers will be destroyed in turn until eventually even the angel of death will be destroyed by our Father in Heaven. At that time, Israel and the world will be redeemed and death will be destroyed forever.
May it be speedily and in our days!
The Person in the Parsha
Rabbi Dr. Tzvi Hersh Weinreb
Miserly Marner
I no longer remember the name of my ninth-grade teacher of English literature. But I do remember well one of his important lessons. He taught us that there are many great works of literature that are misunderstood. These are books which are commonly thought to be concerned with one specific theme but are really about something else entirely.
To illustrate his point, he included George Eliot’s famous novel, Silas Marner, in our list of assigned readings. He pointed out to us that even well-educated individuals assume that this work is all about a pathological miser and is essentially a psychological study of miserly behavior. He thus demonstrated to us that one of the common clues in the highbrow New York Times crossword puzzle is “miserly Marner,” for which the correct response is “Silas.” The creator of the crossword puzzle is confident that he can safely assume that even his sophisticated audience will readily associate “miserly” with the hero of Eliot’s novel.
Yet, after the class had completed the assignment and read the great novel, we all knew well that miserliness was only a secondary, and quite incidental, theme in this work. On the contrary, the book was a study of several significant issues, ranging from religion to industrialization to community.
Many years later, it occurred to me that my freshman teacher of English literature was on to something that applied not only to classic English literature, but that also could be applied to the weekly Torah portions. Many , even ardent students of the weekly parsha fail to identify important themes, and very substantial lessons, in the Torah portion.
This week’s parsha is a case in point. We will be reading Metzora (Leviticus 14:1-15:33). Most of us assume that the content of this Torah reading is limited to its title, Metzora, usually translated as a “leper.” On the surface, this assumption is true. It is all about symptoms of a once common and fairly widespread disease, usually identified with leprosy. As such, this Torah portion heads the list of those passages in the Torah which seem irrelevant to contemporary life and which have little to teach us about human conduct.
But the rabbis thought otherwise. Famously, they saw the connection between the Hebrew word metzora, leper, and the Hebrew phrase motzi ra, “he who expresses malice.” They go further and maintain that the disease is a punishment for the egregious sin of spreading malicious gossip, and countless rabbinic sermons have used this week’s Torah portion as a springboard for a lecture about the evils of maligning others and of the abuse of the gift of speech.
But there is another, lesser-known, hidden theme in this week’s Torah portion which the rabbis of the Talmud have identified. For metzora, besides being a contraction of the two words motzi ra, can also be decoded as a contraction of the two words tzar ayin, “narrow eyes,” a Hebrew euphemism for miserly behavior. A stingy person is referred to in Hebrew as a tzar ayin, a narrow-eyed individual, one who selfishly sees only himself and does not see the needs of another.
The source of this approach is to be found in the Babylonian Talmud, tractate Arachin 16a, which includes tzarut ayin, stinginess, as one of the sins for which “leprosy” is a punishment. The Talmud finds a basis for this contention in the phrase to be found in chapter 14 verse 35, which describes the procedure to be followed when an Miserly Marner individual discovers a “leprous blemish” in “his” house. The school of Rabbi Ishmael taught that such bizarre blemishes  were the consequences of the sinful attitude of one who thinks that his “house” is his and his alone, and who selfishly does not share his possessions with others.
Representatives of the nineteenth-century Mussar movement, which emphasized the central importance of ethical behavior in Jewish religious practice, used this week’s Torah portion to severely criticize miserliness and undue emphasis upon the retention of one’s possessions. Thus, one of the leaders of this movement, Rabbi Simcha Zissel Ziv, known as “the ‘Alter (Old Man)’ of Kelm” writes at length about the “shameful behavior of kamtzanut (stinginess).”
Rabbi Ziv, whom I’ll refer to from hereon as “the Alter,” delves into medieval rabbinic literature and finds a treasure trove of quotations condemning miserliness, and which find miserly behavior widespread in the communities in which they lived.
One example is this quotation from the work known as Sefer HaYashar, “The Book of the Upright,” which is attributed to one of the outstanding leaders of French Jewry in the twelfth century, Rabbenu Tam: “An individual’s miserliness is not limited to just one aspect of his overall behavior. Rather, the stingy person will fail to perform even basic mitzvot, good deeds, because he sees no benefit to be gained from performing them. If performing such good deeds will cost him even a minute monetary loss, he will find all sorts of excuses to avoid performing those good deeds. His stinginess will make it impossible for him to be a truly pious person.”
Interestingly, and almost paradoxically, the Alter finds that the character trait of miserliness is not always a negative one. It is sometimes praiseworthy, particularly when it is utilized as an antidote to a very different negative trait, namely undue extravagance. The Alter recognizes that whereas many individuals in the communities with which he was familiar were overly stingy, there were many who were given to excessive spending, often falling into irreversible debt in the process. He has no difficulty in finding earlier rabbinic authorities who condemn excessive spending as well as miserly selfishness.
In a collection of the Alter’s personal correspondence, we have an example of just how careful he encouraged his students to be in order to avoid profligate spending. In a letter to three of his young students, he urges them to conserve the stationery at their disposal and join together in writing letters to him on just one sheet of paper. He concludes his letter thus: “Remember that spending even one penny for naught is a violation of the prohibition against waste.”
The Alter’s insistence that one strike a balance between selfish stinginess and wasteful spending is a useful teaching for those of us who live in today’s affluent society. Often, we adopt distorted priorities and practice thrift with regard to important societal causes, and spend excessively on frivolous ones.
As always, Maimonides said it best when he advocated what has come to be called the “golden mean,” and advised us to carefully contemplate the downsides of extreme behaviors and adopt moderation in all of our endeavors.
Torah.Org: Rabbi Yissocher Frand
Why Was the Metzorah Put Into Solitary Confinement?
Tzora’as – which is one of the primary topics of this week’s parsha – is a consequence of a variety of sins, such as Lashon HaRah (gossip), Tzarus Ayin (miserliness), and Gayvah (arrogance). But for whatever reason, when a person has become a Metzorah – “his clothes must be torn, he must let the hair of his head grow long, he shall cloak himself up to his lips; and he is to call out: ‘Contaminated, contaminated!'” (Vayikra 13:45). There are many parallels here to the halacha of mourning. A person who is a Metzorah goes into a form of Aveilus, similar to an Avel.
The next pasuk continues: “All the days that the affliction is upon him, he shall remain contaminated; he is contaminated. He shall dwell in isolation; his dwelling shall be outside the camp.” (Vaykira 13:46). Beyond everything else, the Metzorah is placed into solitary confinement—outside the camp—until his Tzora’as is cured.
Rav Yaakov Kaminetzky, in his sefer Emes L’Yaakov, wonders why isolation is an appropriate punishment for a Metzorah. Rav Yaakov suggests that perhaps solitary confinement does not seem appropriate for a Metzorah. The halacha is (even though this is Biblically prohibited to do) that if a Metzorah rips off his signs of Tzora’as , he is no longer Tameh. This means that if a Kohen will examine him again and there is no more Tzora’as , he will be proclaimed Tahor. So perhaps if we put this fellow in confinement, we should maintain some kind of surveillance such as a video camera to ensure that he does not surreptitiously peel off his Tzora’as and try to be m’Taher himself! Why do we leave him out there in the middle of nowhere where he can do anything he wants?
Rav Yaakov rejects the possibility that he is placed in confinement because he has a contagious condition that we are concerned might spread to others. He insists that Tzora’as is not contagious. It is a spiritual disease, not a physical disease that we might consider as contagious.
Ironically, I found that the Meshech Chochma in Parshas Tazria in fact says that Tzora’as is a communicable disease. He brings several proofs from the Talmud and the Medrash that this is the case. The Meshech Chochma points out that this is why it was the Kohanim who had to deal with the Metzorah—because the Kohanim were on a higher spiritual level and had elevated merit, which would hopefully grant them added protection from such contamination.
Be that as it may, Rav Yaakov says that Tzora’as is not a communicable disease, which leads him to the problem: Why was the Metzora put into solitary confinement? Rav Yaakov explains that the purpose of this confinement is that we want to send the Metzorah a message from Heaven that based on his behavior, he should be incommunicado. The Ribono shel Olam is not happy with him. He is in a form of excommunication—the Ribono shel Olam does not want him around. By putting him in solitary confinement in this world, we are actualizing what is happening in Heaven. The hope and intent are that his isolation and confinement should bring him to Teshuva. Sitting in solitary confinement should help him recognize why he is in this type of situation.
I was thinking that perhaps there is another approach which might explain why the Metzorah must be placed in confinement “outside the camp.” A person who is a Metzorah, who has engaged in Lashon HoRah is a menace to society. His presence harms the community. We always think of a “danger to society” as someone who attacks or harms other people. But a Metzorah is just as much a menace to society. He destroys society because when people speak ill of one another and spread rumor—whether true or not true—about other people, it destroys the fabric of interpersonal relationships.
Therefore, his punishment is “You cannot be in society.” I heard an interesting chiddush in the name of Rav Yaakov Galinsky. If we consider the Ten Plagues, we may ask ourselves, “Which was the worst of the Makos?” A case could be made that Makas Bechoros was the worst of the plagues. But what was the most difficult plague to withstand—not in terms of the numbers who were killed or the damage, but simply the most difficult maka to endure?
Rav Yaakov Galinsky says the most difficult maka was the Plague of Darkness. The reason for that, he maintains, is that it says by Makas Choshech that “One man could not see his brother” (Shemos 10:23). This means that it was impossible to commiserate with someone else. By all the other makos, everyone suffered together. Everyone experienced Blood. Everyone experienced Lice. Everybody experienced Wild Animals.
Everyone complains about their problems. There was a city-wide blackout a couple of years ago due to a major storm. Everyone complained how tough they had it. I lost my freezer, I lost this, I lost that. Everyone commiserates with each other. When there is a blizzard… “Oy! It was gefairlich! I had so much snow on my drive way, I could not move my car for two weeks!” But at least you could talk to people about it, and everyone could share their personal problems. “You think that was bad? You should have seen what happened by me!”
Misery loves company. By every other plague, as bad as it was, at least there was company. However, during the plague of Darkness, people sat alone for three days and could not talk to anyone! It was impossible to tell anyone how bad it was! Nobody could tell you that he had it worse than you! “One man did not see his brother.” They all had to sit alone by themselves! To deal with a maka and not be able to share it with anyone is the most difficult maka to take.
This is what we do to the Metzora. We tell the person “You are a menace to society. You do not belong among people. You cannot have the comfort of being with other people to console you and commiserate with and comfort you. That is your punishment.” We deny the Metzora, who is a menace to society, the benefit of society—which is to have someone else there to comfort him.
Dvar Torah: Chief Rabbi Ephraim Mirvis
How can any one shabbat be greater than all the others?  This coming shabbat will have the title ‘Shabbat HaGadol’ – The Great Sabbath. Many reasons are given as to why the shabbat preceding Pesach has this name. The great 14th century Jewish scholar, the Tur, explains, “Lefi shena’aseh bo neis gadol.” – “It’s because on that shabbat, a great miracle happened.” 
An Open Display of Faith - This was the shabbat preceding Pesach when the Jewish People in Egypt took a lamb, which was deified by the Egyptians, and sacrificed it to Hashem. In this way they showed confidence in their faith: despite so many years of bondage, they were able to openly display the features of their faith. 
Although this was a special miracle, it took place at a time when there were numerous great miracles; all the plagues, the parting of the waters of the sea and so on – so why is this called the neis gadol, the great miracle?
Greatness
The term ‘neis gadol’ – great miracle – mentioned by the Tur – can also be translated as ‘the miracle of greatness’. 
Our people at the time showed greatness, and what was their greatness? It was the fact that they were proud of themselves and championed what they believed in without denigrating the Egyptians. 
Rebbe Yisrael Salanter the 19th century scholar would tell a story about two identical twins who were constantly taunting each other. Once he came across them arguing about who was taller than the other. One of the brothers pushed the other on the ground and said, Ahah! Can you see? I’m now taller than you are!” 
Rebbe Yisroel Salanter advised him, “If you want to appear to be higher than your brother, why don’t you stand on a chair?”
Championing our Values - The point here is that in life, to promote ourselves, we should try to raise the level of our achievement through championing what we value rather than through pushing others down. If we all did this, and if nations would do this, this world would indeed be a better place. 
So therefore on this great shabbat, let’s all recognise the importance of true greatness. 
Ohr Torah Stone Dvar Torah
The Significance of Purity and Impurity in The Relationship Between Humankind and God - Rabbanit Rivky Yisraeli
The Book of Vayikra – or Torat Kohanim as it is also known – deals primarily with the Mishkan/Mikdash; the sacred service performed therein and the eating of the holy sacrifices.  All of these can only be performed when one is in a state of purity. 
The weekly portions we have recently read deal with the laws pertaining to men and women who are in a state of impurity (with the exception of those who are impure because they have come into contact with a dead person; these laws are mentioned in another portion).  Let us attempt to understand the concepts of tum’ah and tahara [ritual purity and impurity] and how these are relevant to our own times.   
The list of “those who are impure” begins in the portion of Tazri’a and continues until the end of parshat Metzora.  The list comprises six states of human impurity in the following order:
The impurity of a birthing woman: “If a woman be delivered, and bear a male child, then she shall be impure seven days… But if she should bear a female child, then she shall be impure two weeks…”.  (Vayikra 12: 2, 5)
The impurity of one afflicted with leprosy – a metzora: “When a man shall have in the skin of his flesh a rising, or a scab, or a bright spot, and in the skin of his flesh it turns into the plague of leprosy…. and the priest shall look on him, and pronounce him impure…” (ibid. 13: 2, 3)
The impurity of a man who has a urethral discharge (zav): “When any man has a discharge out of his flesh, his discharge is impure…” (ibid. 15, 2)
The impurity of a man who has discharged semen: “And if the flow of seed should go out from a man… he will be impure until the evening…” (ibid. 15, 16)
The impurity of a menstruating woman: “And if a woman has a discharge, and her discharge in her flesh be blood, she shall be in her impurity seven days; and whosoever touches her shall be impure until the evening…” (ibid. 15, 19)
The impurity of a woman who bleeds beyond her menstrual cycle (zava): “And if a woman should have a blood discharge of many days not in the time of her menstrual cycle, or if she should have a discharge beyond the time of her menstrual impurity; all the days of the discharge of her impurity she shall be as in the days of her impurity: she is impure.”  (ibid. 15, 25)
A closer examination of this list brings to light a few interesting characteristics:  Some forms of impurity, like that of the birthing woman, a man who has discharged semen or a woman’s menstrual blood, are natural phenomena, reflecting good health. (It must be noted that a woman is termed a nida, a woman who becomes impure due to the discharge of menstrual blood, so long as her bleeding is regular and doesn’t continue beyond the normal number of bleeding days.  In other words – as long as her body functions normally and her cycle is orderly.  However, the minute the balance is broken and the bleeding goes on for longer than it should, this is looked upon as a disorder and the woman is then defined as a zava.
Other types of impurities are manifestations of illnesses: the impurity of the leper; the impurity of one who has abnormal urethral discharge and a woman with irregular or very long uterine bleeding.
It follows then that impurity does not necessarily denote a disorder.  Often, impurity is simply a reflection of good health; occasionally, it is a sign of illness.  (In fact, in the instance of an impurity resulting from the body’s natural course, one can immerse oneself as soon as the “symptoms” are over, and thus become pure again.  However, when the symptoms causing the impurity are the result of a disorder or illness, one has to wait an interim period until one is able to immerse and be purified.)
Impurity, at large, is not gender-specific. That said, there are types of impurity that are characteristic of males only (for example, semen or urethral discharge); while other forms of impurity are typically female (birth, menstruation, abnormal uterine bleeding over a long period of time.).  Some states of impurity are not gender-specific and can manifest themselves in both men and women (for example, leprosy).  No matter what kind of impurity we are dealing with, impurity may be transmitted from a woman to a man and vice versa through physical touch or intercourse.
    With the exception of kohanim – who are prohibited from becoming impure and, as such, are not allowed to be in contact with the dead – there is actually no prohibition to be impure. (In fact, it would be impossible to obligate one to maintain a state of purity since, in most cases, impurity is the result of circumstance, and not normally a state people choose to be in). 
Nevertheless, there are certain limitations that are imposed on one who is impure: s/he may not enter the Mikdash, nor may s/he eat of the flesh of the sacrifices. 
    Any person, irrespective of status or personality, can be in a state of purity or impurity. No person can remain pure for eternity; on the other hand, one always has the possibility to emerge from a state of impurity and become pure. 
If so, what is the significance of these two states?  An impure person is one who is physically distant from God due to the fact that he is unable to fulfill such commandments that signify physical closeness to God (entering the Mikdash, bringing sacrifices, eating from the sacred flesh of the offerings).  Is this bad in itself?  Not necessarily.  Our portion teaches us about the natural states that are part and parcel of human life, and the dynamics of our relationship with our Maker – movements comprised of closeness and distance, a concept called ‘ratzo vashov’ [“going and returning”] – describing the eternal human state of coming closer to God and then feeling distant from Him, intermittently. When one feels far away from his Maker, he longs for the moment when he can finally become pure again and reunite with God.  However, when one is in a state of purity, one also knows that it is for a limited time only, and that impurity cannot be evaded forever.  Closeness to God, if so, is built on dynamics of closeness and distance, and the constant longing for renewed closeness. 
It follows then that purity and impurity are a natural part of man’s relationship with God; a dynamic relationship based on constant back-and-forth movements which make the bond as significant and as deep as it is.  One must know that when it comes to our special relationship with God (and all our relationships for that matter – be they our spouses, our friends etc.), there is also a great significance to distance and separation.  There is no need to fear this temporary alienation, but to simply be aware of the fact that distance plays a part in the relationship, and can be used to better understand the connection and ultimately enhance the bond.
We truly hope that we will soon merit to engage in the true and pure worship of God – “Purify our hearts that we may truly worship You”, as we say in our prayers, “vetaher libeinu le’ovdecha be’emet“.    May it come to be soon!
Dvar Torah: TorahWeb.Org
Rabbi Eliakim Koenigsberg
Great Expectations
In Parshas Metzora, the Torah describes the korbanos that a metzora brings on the eighth day after he is purified. The typical metzora offers three sheep: one as a korban asham, one as a chatas and one as an olah (14:10). But a metzora who is poor and cannot afford to bring three animals instead offers one sheep as a korban asham as well as two birds, one as a chatas and the other as an olah (14:21-22). Chazal (Yoma 41b) derive from the extra word “zos – this shall be” that a wealthy metzora who offers a poor man’s korban does not fulfill his obligation. Only a poor metzora may bring the lesser korban.
There are two important lessons that this halacha highlights. First, the atonement of the metzora is not dependent on the size of the korban he brings. Rather, the Torah accords equal value to the larger korban of the wealthy metzora and the smaller korban of the poor metzora. In a similar vein, Chazal point out (Menachos 110a) that the Torah uses the phrase rai’ach nicho’ach (a pleasant smell) to describe both an animal offering and a bird offering to indicate that whether a person offers a large korban or a smaller one is immaterial; the key is that his intention should be l’sheim shamayim – his heart should be directed toward heaven (see Rashi, Vayikra 1:17).
The Ramchal comments (Mesilas Yesharim, chapter 26) that every person is capable of achieving the middah of chassidus, that is, to act in a way that is pleasing to the Creator – la’asos mah sheyaish nachas ruach l’yotzro bo. But since people and their life circumstances vary, their expression of chassidus will be different. Nevertheless, a simple person can achieve the same level of chassidus as the greatest talmid chacham as long as he serves Hashem to the best of his ability. For this reason, the smaller korban of the poor metzora has the same value as the larger korban of the wealthy metzora since each korban fulfills the obligation of its owner.
Despite the fact that the smaller korban of the poor metzora is acceptable for him, the wealthy metzora may not use it to fulfill his obligation. He must bring the larger korban. Why is that? The Chofetz Chaim explains that since the wealthy man can afford to give more, he is expected to do so, and he may not discharge his obligation with less. This idea is relevant not just in the realm of korbanos, but in all of one’s avodas Hashem. The more intelligence, talent and resources a person has, the more that is expected of him.
At the end of Parshas Ki Savo (29:3-8), when Moshe Rabbeinu takes leave of Klal Yisrael after forty years in the desert, he tells them, “Hashem did not give you a heart to understand and eyes to see and ears to hear until this day…And you shall safeguard the words of this covenant and fulfill them.” What is the connection between Moshe’s two statements? Rashi explains that Moshe was saying that a person does not fully understand his teacher’s way of thinking until forty years. Therefore, Hashem was not particular with you until this day. But now that you have gained a more complete understanding of Hashem’s will after forty years, He will be stricter with you. Be careful to keep all of the mitzvos properly because from this point on, you will be held fully responsible for them. The greater a person’s understanding, the more that is expected of him.
This is one of the messages that Hashem shares with Klal Yisrael at the time of yetzias Mitzrayim. The posuk says, “This month (of Nisan) shall be for you the beginning of the months; it shall be for you the first of the months of the year” (Shemos, 12:2). Why does Hashem emphasize that Nisan will be “for you” the first of the months of the year? The Sforno explains that Hashem was saying that from now on, after your redemption, the months will be yours to do with them as you choose. As long as you were enslaved, you were beholden to others. But now you start your “existence of free choice” – metzius’chem ha’bechiri.
Freedom is certainly a privilege. But it comes with a sense of responsibility. A slave cannot set goals for himself; he cannot aspire to greatness or accomplishment. He is controlled by his master’s will. But a free man can chart his own destiny. He has the power to choose whether to pursue his material desires or to live an elevated existence, whether to be satisfied with doing the minimum or to try to accomplish the most he possibly can. It is up to him to make something of himself.
At the time of yetzias Mitzrayim, Hashem exhorted Klal Yisrael to use their newfound freedom properly. And every year, as we approach the yom tov of Pesach and zman cheiruseinu, we are called upon to re-evaluate whether we are truly living up to that mission.
Rabbi Yakov Haber On Earthquakes, Eclipses, and Tzara'as

Much "buzz" has abounded in recently concerning two natural phenomena, a non-lethal earthquake hitting the tri-state area and a solar eclipse, total in many areas of the United States, but seen, to some extent, practically across all of that country. Much has been written and said about various Torah perspectives on these two events, for, as believing Jews, we do not attribute anything to mere happenstance. Here, I humbly submit some viewpoints culled from Torah sources with a modest attempt to connect these two natural events to broader current events and to the weekly Torah reading.

A famous passage in Maseches Brachos (59a) states:  AND OVER ZEVA'OT [a blessing is recited]. What are ZEVA'OT? R. Kattina said: A rumbling of the earth. R. Kattina was once going along the road, and when he came to the door of the house of a certain necromancer, there was a rumbling of the earth. He said: Does the necromancer know what this rumbling is? He called after him, Kattina, Kattina, why should I not know? When the Holy One, blessed be He, calls to mind His children, who are plunged in suffering among the nations of the world, He lets fall two tears into the ocean, and the sound is heard from one end of the world to the other, and that is the rumbling. Said R. Kattina: The necromancer is a liar and his words are false. If it was as he says, there should be one rumbling after another! He did not really mean this, however. There really was one rumbling after another, and the reason why he did not admit it was so that people should not go astray after him. R. Kattina, for his own part, said: [G-d] clasps His hands, as it says: "I will also smite my hands together, and I will satisfy my fury." R. Nathan said: [G-d] emits a sigh, as it is said: "I will satisfy my fury upon them and I will be eased." And the Rabbis said: He treads upon the firmament, as it says: "He giveth a noise as they that tread grapes against all the inhabitants of the earth." R. Aha b. Jacob says: He presses his feet together beneath the throne of glory, as it says: "Thus saith the Lord, the heaven is my throne and the earth is my foot-stool.”[1]

Although earthquakes are unpredictable events,[2] in the above passage, Chazal present various approaches as to the cause of their happening. At first glance, all of these statements - attributing earthquakes to various Divine actions - seem directly at odds with the contemporary scientific theory of tectonic plates which attributes earthquakes to the shifting of tectonic plates beneath the earth's surface. These plates, resting on liquid magma, are the foundation of all of the land above.[3] A fundamental statement of Maharal (Be'er Hagola 6:1) illuminates our understanding of this and similar statements of Chazal. Our Sages in their aggadic statements are rarely concerned about the siba or direct, natural cause of natural or historical phenomena. They do not deny that this is present, but since natural phenomena are created and controlled by Hashem, they are more focused on the "sibas hasiba - the cause of the cause." In other words, they seek the fundamental, spiritual, heavenly reason why either erratic natural phenomena (e.g. earthquakes and rainbows) happen at a specific time or why cyclical ones (e.g. eclipses and comets) were programmed into the fabric of the natural order of creation by their Creator.[4]

In light of this, our Torah luminaries have presented various central lessons inherent in the above-mentioned teaching of Chazal. Here, we present one of them. Maharal (Be'er Hagola 4:7) explains that Klal Yisrael being in exile represents a fundamental change of the proper state of the world.[5] Such a change causes, by means of Divine providence, another massive change in the world order, an earthquake. In the language of Maharal, "shinui goreres shinui." Perhaps we can elaborate based on another teaching of Maharal (Nesiv Ha'avodah 5) that the word for place, "makom," is related to the word "mekayeim" or causing existence. Without a place to rest on, nothing could exist; the bricks of a building are not its true source of existence, but rather the piece of land it rests on is. Hashem is called "Hamakom" since He is the true Source of existence for everything. Hence, when the world order is massively conceptually "shaken to its core" by the exile of the Jewish people, its very source of existence, the makom, is quite literally shaken by its core. According to Maharal, the various anthropomorphic expressions used by the various Amoraim[6] refer to different parts of the body representing various aspects of G-d's closeness to mankind - eyes, hands, heart (the source of sighs), the lower leg (the source of kicks) and the foot, each one focusing on a different level of Divine providence evidenced by the earthquake.[7]

Commenting on eclipses, Chazal (Sukka 29a) state (among other comments there) that when a "solar defect" occurs, this is a bad omen for the nations of the world. By contrast, when a "lunar defect" happens, this is an inauspicious sign for the Jewish people. Here too, Maharal (Be'er Hagolah 6:2), in answering the problem that these "defects" are predictable natural events, explains, as mentioned briefly above, that the world was created in an imperfect manner in light of the imperfections that different segments of mankind would later manifest. Perhaps we can also explain that just as there are times in the day which are more conducive to prayers being answered and seasons in the year where certain spiritual resources are more readily accessible, eclipse phenomena may represent such times.[8] In addition, many have noted that a solar eclipse caused by the moon, smaller than the sun by orders of magnitude, indicates the important teaching of "רבים ביד מעטים", that when one is allied with the Creator of the World and the Master of its History, the ability to overcome mighty nations can be granted even to the few and the weak.[9] Rav Aryeh Lebowitz quotes the Rishpei Eish that indeed a solar eclipse represents the victory of Klal Yisrael, represented by the moon, over the persecuting nations of the world, represented by the sun. The subsequent light of the sun represents the light of redemption over the entire world to follow that.

The bulk of our parasha deals with the physical phenomenon of tzara'as. As is quite evident, this is not to be equated with the medical condition known as leprosy. Neither its initial appearance not the halachos mandating its declaration as tamei or tahor corresponds to medical science. Nonetheless, tzara'as is a physical phenomenon on the body, clothing or home. This serves as an example of the Maharal's principle of sibas hasiba on an individual basis. True, there is a physical phenomenon governed perhaps by the rules of nature, but it clearly represents a Divinely machinated physical manifestation of some spiritual malaise as highlighted by Chazal in Midrashim listing the various sins which can cause tzara'as. Not just concerning tzara'as but concerning all travails in life, Chazal (Berachos 5a) adjure us: הרואה שייסורין באין עליו, יפשפש במעשיו - one who sees that suffering befalls him, should examine his deeds and return to G-d. In other words, one should constantly strive to see "the cause of the cause" and not suffice with a surface level focus on just the physical reason for the stress.

Klal Yisrael the world over, and, more manifestly, the yishuv in the Holy Land remain threatened by formidable enemy nations. The IDF remains locked in a multi-front war against Arab terrorists in Gaza, Yehuda and Shomron, Lebanon and Syria in a precarious struggle for survival. Iran, the modern-day kingdom of Persia, has threatened and, in light of recent events, presently threatens severe reprisal attacks against Israel and its interests abroad. Any other nation would go insane from fear under the current situation. But, the Jewish people, strengthened by the words of the haggada: "In every generation they rise up to destroy us, and the Holy One blessed be He saves us from their hand!" have confidence that they will survive against all odds.[10] The natural phenomena just occurring should both inspire us to be worthy of Hashem's protection by strengthening our avodas Hashem and by improving our interpersonal relationships and serve as an impetus to constantly realize that the Sibas Hasibos and Ilas Ha'ilos Above is the One truly running the show. May the aforementioned words of the Rishpei Aish be fulfilled in our days with a speedy victory over our enemies and may the illumination of the final redemption speedily shine in this month of the ge'ulah! אור חדש על ציון תאיר ונזכה כלנו מהרה לאורו!

[1] Translation courtesy of the online version of the Soncino Talmud.

[2] A quote from the United States Geological Survey: "Can you predict earthquakes? No. Neither the USGS nor any other scientists have ever predicted a major earthquake. We do not know how, and we do not expect to know how any time in the foreseeable future. USGS scientists can only calculate the probability that a significant earthquake will occur...in a specific area within a certain number of years." Available at https://www.usgs.gov/faqs/can-you-predict-earthquakes.

[3] A fascinating passage in Chazal perhaps references this by comparing the earth to a ship floating on the ocean (Midrash Tehillim 93) as explained by Rav Dovid Brown, Mysteries of Creation.

[4] A similar approach explains the difference between human history and Divinely recorded history as written in Tanach. The former concerns itself only with natural, historical cause and effect; the latter presents the inner Divine dimension. See the Daas Mikra introduction to the book of Shmuel.

[5] See also Netzach Yisrael 1.

[6] And the necromancer who, in the Gemara's conclusion, actually spoke truth. R. Katina dismissed his words in order to avoid people following his other falsehoods and forbidden behaviors.

[7] The existence of earthquakes before the Jewish people were exiled represented the imperfect state of the world which would allow for such an exile. These words of Maharal perhaps imply that in the perfect Messianic era, earthquakes will cease to exist. He writes this explicitly concerning eclipses (see below) ceasing in the Messianic era (Be'er Hagolah 6:2).

[8] I was delighted that Rav Aryeh Lebowitz expressed a similar thought in his recently published remarks on the eclipse.

[9] A fascinating insight by Professor Nathan Aviezer in his book, "In the Beginning: Biblical Creation and Science" suggests that, on a pshat level, the seeming contradiction between the passages describing the creation of the sun and the moon as, on the one hand ,"שני מאורות הגדולים" but, on the other hand, also as "המאור הגדול" and "המאור הקטון" can be resolved by noting that although in actual size, the sun dwarfs the moon being approximately 400 times larger than it, but in relative size - due to the sun's extreme distance from the earth and the moon's relative nearness being 400 times closer - they are practically equal. This is of course is what allows for a total solar eclipse of the gigantic sun by the small moon.

[10] Even CNN, notoriously anti-Israel in its news coverage, put out a series of videos entitled Against All Odds documenting the miraculous survival of the yishuv in Eretz Yisrael.
Torah.Org Dvar Torah: Rabbi Label Lam
Team Meeting - What is different about this night from all other nights?  What is the meaning of this question that is meant to drive the Pesach Seder into high gear? After all, one anonymous philosopher once said, “There is nothing more irrelevant than the answer to a question that was never asked.” A question opens the mind and creates a vessel to receive. To the extent the depth of the question is perceived so will be the depth of the cognitive receptacle. I’m afraid, however, that this question is woefully underappreciated and underutilized. It is all too often employed as a recital and an invitation for the children to express their objective cuteness. So what does it mean and how can it be best used?
Here is my thesis. Pesach Night at the Seder, such a supremely holy gathering of the entirety of the Jewish People. Rav Hirsch points out that when we went down to Egypt it was “Es Yaakov Ish u’Beiso” –“Yaakov, each man and his household”. When the time of the redemption came 210 years later we were by design configured again as households, families, eating our Korbon Pesach and readying to exit Egypt. Here we are 3,335 years later around the hearth of the family table in the same position again on the spiritual launching pad. Pesach night is a team meeting of ALL Klal Yisrael. Every family is a franchise of that original home of Avraham and Sara and of all the other homes that have preceded us. We are miraculously coordinated to clear away this time for a live meeting, separate and together all over the world as we have been gathering now generation after generation.
When I would have a meeting with my staff, I would not leave the event open to conversations that could run away anywhere. They needed to know that they were called to together for a purpose and I understood their time was valuable and that they might get hungry or tired along the way. Therefore I made sure to show some goodies at the beginning and for later too, and that we had a script, a guide, an agenda. After a team building exercise, we would review the agenda. It was usually a major question of concern to all teachers and administrators and the future of the institution and our employment, our mission, our collective reason for being. That’s all! This meeting is no different!
The Question: The Agenda: “What is different about this night from all other nights?” Night is classically exile. We have passed through many different types of challenges and opponents over the gauntlet of this historical journey. Each one required a different strategy. We have faced forces of annihilation and assimilation.
None were able to defeat us entirely but many, too many, have fallen along the way. We are the survivors of survivors. What is the secret of our survival? The asking and the answering of this simple question: “What is different about this night from all other nights?”
Woe to the general who fights that last battle and sorry is the baseball batter who is still swinging at the last pitch. What are we being served now? What are we currently up against? In which way is this exile different from previous exiles? How are we being threatened presently as a continuous family culture?
Nishtana means to change or learn. What can we learn from all the experiences of the past and how can we adapt ourselves to survive those forces presently poised to separate us from our national and familial mission? If we can come up with just a few ideas and examples of ways to strengthen ourselves and our families then we will stand a greater chance of navigating the storm around us.
Now this is all very heavy so the night needs to feel light, and it’s possible to do both. I find myself around this time of the year printing out lyrics of more current songs to add to the Lam Haggadah and distribute at the Seder. In recent years we have enjoyed singing together Shwekey’s “We Are a Miracle”. It’s a great summary of our collective history and a profound definition of our existence. Then just recently my youngest son introduced me to a song from 8th Day entitled, “Avraham”. One refrain there knocked me out. The first time I heard it I started to cry. I don’t know why. The words are, “Avraham, are we the children that you dreamed of? Are we that shining star that you saw at night?” What a beautiful way to reflect upon our own historical reflection, in the eyes of Avraham Avinu. It’s an awesome question! I love it! We sing it.
  This year I am thinking of adding the words to Joey Newcomb’s version of the Berdichever Niggun, “You Fall Down but You Get Back Up… Ki Yipul Tzadik Shiva Paamim V’Kam… The Tzadik fall seven times but rises…” I am hoping that one of the kids or grandkids will ask, “Abba – Zeidy, what does this have to do with the Seder?” The answer is, “Everything”.
  I had a real Irish poetry teacher in university and I remember well one thing he said, “Poetry gives the rowers a vision of the shore!” With a clarity of vision of where we are coming from and where we’re going to and a strategy of how we are to navigate the current, with a few good strong theme songs to give us a vision of the shore, we are certain to bridge history and destiny in our mini team meeting.
Yeshivat Har Etzion: Virtual Bet Midrash
Sicha of Harav Aharon Lichtenstein, z”l 
Studying the Laws of Leprosy
The Midrash on our parasha (Vayikra Rabba 19:3) addresses two seemingly contradictory verses in Shir Hashirim: the "Dod" (male lover) is described as "black as a raven" (5:11) and "[white as] the Lebanon" (5:15).  One explanation cited by the Midrash is that of Rabbi Shemuel Bar Yitzchak, who viewed these verses as references to certain areas of the Torah: "Even when they seem inappropriate and 'black' to teach in public, such as the laws of emissions, leprosy, menstruation, and childbirth, the Almighty says, 'Behold they are pleasant before Me,' as the verse states, 'The mincha [meal offering] of Yehuda and Jerusalem will be pleasant to God…'  Know that this is so, for, after all, the parshiyot of the 'zav' [male who experiences emissions] and 'zava' [female who experiences emissions] are not included together [in a single parasha, despite their similarity]; rather, each one stands independently [this testifying to their importance]."
  At first glance, it would appear that the Midrash refers to these parshiyot as seemingly "inappropriate and 'black' to teach in public" because they deal with private matters involving male and female bodies, regarding which modesty ought be applied.  If this were true, however, then the laws of "nega'im" - leprous skin infections - should not have been included in the list, for these laws deal with exposed parts of the body as well.  It seems, then, that these areas of study are "black" because of the widespread aversion to involvement in these disciplines.  These topics are dry and unappealing.  In fact, the expression "Nega'im ve-Ohalot" (Maskehet Nega'im deals with the laws of leprosy, and Masekhet Ohalot covers methods of transmitting ritual impurity) appears in several contexts as a code-word for dry, technical areas of halakha.  For example, it was once said to Rabbi Akiva, "What are you doing studying aggada - go deal with Nega'im and Ohalot!" (Sanhedrin 38b).  The Gemara in Masekhet Chagiga (11a) comments, "Nega'im and Ohalot have little mention in the Scripture but many halakhot."  The general popularity of aggada over halakha emerges in a story related in Maseket Sota (40a) of two amoraim who came to a city, whereupon one began teaching halakha and the other aggada.  Almost the entire city went to hear the lectures on aggada!
  The Almighty therefore declares that although these areas do not generally arouse interest, he considers them pleasant, as the verse states, "The 'mincha' of Yehuda and Jerusalem will be pleasant to God…"  But how does this verse relate to our issue?
  The Mishna at the end of Masekhet Menachot observes that the Torah applies the expression "of pleasant fragrance to God" to all sacrifices - animal sacrifices, bird sacrifices, and meal offerings, despite the vast difference in expense incurred between them.  The Gemara adds, "[This comes] to teach you that whether one does much or little [is irrelevant] so long as he directs his heart to Heaven."  The "mincha" (meal offering) is the cheapest sacrifice (as evidenced from the laws of "korban oleh ve-yored" - Vayikra 5), brought specifically by the poor.  The mincha thus symbolizes an offering generally looked upon with disdain, but accepted by the Almighty as wholeheartedly, as it were, as any other korban.  Therefore, the pleasantness with which God accepts the mincha, as spelled out in the aforementioned verse, accurately represents His positive outlook on the generally unpopular parshiyot of zav, nida, tzara'at, etc.
  It is not clear from the Midrash whether the "impropriety" of these areas of halakha is purely subjective, determined by popular conception, or if the Almighty Himself affords greater importance to certain areas of study and looks at others as more peripheral.  It would seem, however, that the Midrash refers to a subjective description, as suggested by its wording, "Even when they seem inappropriate and 'black'… "  
  We find support for this position in a striking gemara in (Eruvin 64a): "What does it mean, 'He who keeps company with harlots will lose his wealth'?  Whoever says, this topic is pleasing and this one isn't pleasing, loses the wealth of Torah."  A person must relate to all areas of Torah study with the same level of fondness, and may never view certain areas as unappealing.  
  One may, however, wish to question this comment in the Gemara in light of a seemingly contradictory passage (Avoda Zara 19a): "A person can study Torah only in the place where his heart desires."  Apparently, this comment bids one to choose the area of study that arouses his interest.
  The answer is that one may never relate to a topic as "ugly," or claim that it is boring or pointless.  He is entitled only to claim that a certain area does not appeal to him personally or doesn't speak to him, specifically.  Although one may be permitted to avoid studying topics that do not appeal to him, this in no way legitimizes a perspective that sees these areas as of a lesser quality or lesser importance.  The basis of one's relationship to Torah study must rest upon the awareness that within every part of Torah scholarship lies immense value.  One must strive to master the entire gamut of Torah knowledge, despite the fact that due to time limitations he focuses only on those areas that interest him the most.  The yeshivot selected several masekhtot for their curriculum not because they saw these masekhtot as more important, but because of the limited time generally spent by students in yeshiva.  They therefore decided to focus on the more basic masekhtot that provide the young student with the foundations upon which he will be able to continue and progress in the world of Gemara and halakha after his years in yeshiva.  One must study not only that which appeals to him, but must strive to reach a level where all subjects of Torah appeal to him.  (Summarized by Matan Glidai; Translated by David Silverberg)
Mizrachi Dvar Torah
Rav Doron Perez: We Are What We Think
There is a foolproof solution how to never say lashon hara, how never to say a bad word about anyone, one of the most difficult things to do. 
 The parshiot we are reading, Tazria and this week’s parasha Metzora, are about someone suffering from tzara’at, a disease which affects the body, clothes and houses – a metaphysical plague. The Sages say this stems from some kind of spiritual source, above all else from defamation and negative speech. That is why the perpetrator is sent out of the community? He or she spoke negatively and caused a division in society, so is removed from society. 
  So, how can we develop a strategy never to speak negatively about anyone?  Never think badly about anyone. If you always judge people favorably, always think and re-contextualize everything someone else does and think of them in a positive way, you won’t say anything negatively about them. That’s why our Sages emphasize the concept of judging people favorably. If we can see the world through a positive prism, you simply cannot say anything bad about others because you only think good of them.
	Likutei Divrei Torah
Gleanings of Divrei Torah
on Parashat Hashavuah via the Internet
	Sponsored by Arlene Pianko Groner and family
in memory of her Uncle Sol Pianko, z”l, whose yahrzeit is 22 Nissan,
and his brother, her Uncle Norman Pianko, z”l, whose yahrzeit was 3 Nissan
Chag Kasher V’Sameach!
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Short Thoughts for Pesach
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, z”l
Pesach is the oldest and most transformative story of hope ever told.  It tells of how an otherwise undistinguished group of slaves found their way to freedom from the greatest and longest-lived empire of their time, indeed of any time. It tells the revolutionary story of how the supreme Power intervened in history to liberate the supremely powerless. It is a story of the defeat of probability by the force of possibility. It defines what it is to be a Jew: a living symbol of hope. 

For many years I was puzzled by the first words we say on Pesach: ‘This is the bread of affliction which our ancestors  ate in Egypt. Let all who are hungry come and eat it with us.’ What kind of hospitality is it to offer the hungry the bread of affliction? Finally, though, I think I understood. The unleavened bread represents two things. It was the food eaten by slaves. But it was also the food eaten by the Israelites as they left Egypt in too much of a hurry to let the dough rise. It is the bread of affliction, but it is also the bread of freedom. 

Once a year, every year, every Jew is commanded to relive the experience of Egypt as a constant reminder of the bread of oppression and the bitter herbs of slavery – to know that the battle for freedom is never finally won but must be fought in every generation.

Rabbi Shlomo Riskin
 “You must surely instruct your colleague, so that you not bear the brunt of his sin” (Leviticus 19:7).
Judaism teaches us that “every Israelite is responsible for the other.” Except for the State of Israel, where the Jewish population continues to grow, Jews in the rest of the world suffer from internal “hemorrhaging.”
How do we “inspire” our Jewish siblings so that they remain within – or return to – our Jewish peoplehood? We recently celebrated the festival of Passover, and we are now “counting” each day towards the festival of Shavuot. The Hebrew term for the counting is sefira, a word pregnant with meaning. Its root noun is the Hebrew sappir, which is the dazzling blue—as the Bible records immediately following the Revelation at Sinai: “Moses and Aaron, Nadab and Abihu and the seventy elders of Israel then went up. And they saw the God of Israel, beneath whose ‘feet’ was something akin to the creation of a sapphire stone, like the essence of the heavens as to its purity” (Ex. 24: 9-10).
From this perspective, the days of our counting are a period of spiritual growth and development, of a connection between Passover and Shavuot. But when and how does this spiritual journey begin?
It begins with Passover, God’s encounter with His nation Israel at its conception. And the Hebrew sefira (counting/ sapphire) is also based on the Hebrew noun sippur, a tale, a story, a recounting – the very essence of the Passover Seder evening experience: “And you shall tell (haggada, telling a story) your child on that day saying…” (Ex. 13:8)
The Israelites came into Egypt as a family, the 70 descendants of Jacob. Hence the recounting of the story of our enslavement and eventual redemption is the recounting of family history. A nation is a family writ large: in a family, there are familial memories of origins; in a family there is a sense of commonality and community togetherness; in a family there are special foods and customs, special holidays and celebrations; in a family there are mandated values and ideals, that which is acceptable and that which is unacceptable “in our family”; and in a family there is a heightened sense of a shared fate and shared destiny.
Eda is the biblical word for community (literally “witness”), and every community attempts to recreate a familial collegiality. The relationship within the family is largely horizontal (towards each other) rather than vertical (connected to a transcendent God). And familial rites of togetherness are largely governed by family customs rather than by a Divinely ordained legal code.
Most importantly in families – as well as communities – every individual counts (once again, sefira).
Passover is our family-centered, communal festival, at the beginning of our calendar, at the very outset of our history, at the early steps towards our sefira march. On that first Passover we had not yet received our Torah from God, and we had not yet entered our Promised Land.
The Passover Sacrifice (Exodus 12) emphasizes our willingness to sacrifice for our freedom from slavery—our sacrifice of the lamb which was a defiant act of rebellion against the idolatrous Egyptian slave-society – and it attests to our uncompromising belief in human freedom and redemption even before we became a faith ordained at Mount Sinai. In order for every person/community to really count, large communities must be subdivided into smaller – and more manageable – familial and extra-familial units, “a lamb for each household” or several households together.
Special foods, special stories and special songs define and punctuate the close-knit nature of the event.
The ticket of admission is that you consider yourself a member of the family and wish to be counted as such; this entitles you to an unconditional embrace of love and acceptance, to inclusion in the family of Israel.
The rasha (wicked child) of the Haggadah is the one who seems to exclude himself from the family – and even s/he is to be invited and included! How do we engage our unaffiliated Jews so that they do not defect and fall away from us? We must embrace them as part of our family, love them because we are part of them and they are part of us, regale them with the stories, songs and special foods which are expressed in our biblical and national literature that emerged from our challenging fate and our unique destiny, share with them our vision and dreams of human freedom and peace, and accept them wholeheartedly no matter what.
From the Writings of Rabbi Abraham Isaac Hakohen Kook 
By Rabbi Chanan Morrison

Who is Free?
The major theme of the Passover holiday is, undoubtedly, freedom. But we must understand what this freedom is all about. Does it refer simply to the end of Egyptian slavery?Is it only political independence - a gift which has eluded the Jewish people for most of their 4,000-year existence?

The difference between a slave and a free person is not merely a matter of social position. We may find an enlightened slave whose spirit is free, and a free man with the mindset of a slave.

True freedom is that proud and indomitable spirit by which the individual - as well as the nation as a whole - is determined to remain faithful to his inner essence, to the spiritual dimension of the Divine image within. It is this quality that gives meaning and purpose to life. 

Individuals with  slave mentality live their lives and expresses views that are based, not on their own essential spiritual nature, but on that which is attractive and good in the eyes of others. In this way they are ruled by others, whether physically or by social convention, in body or in spirit.

Vanquished and exiled, the Jewish people were oppressed over the centuries by cruel masters. But our inner soul always remained imbued with the spirit of freedom. Were it not for the wondrous gift of the Torah, bestowed upon us when we left Egypt for eternal freedom, the long and bitter exile would have crushed our spirits and reduced us to a slave mentality. But on Passover, the festival of freedom, we openly demonstrate that we are free in our very essence, and our yearnings for that which is good and holy are a genuine reflection of our inner nature.

Aiming for Greatness

Ware charged to sing out in joy – God answered our prayers and rescued us from the bondage of Egyptian slavery:

I am the Eternal your God Who raises you up from the land of Egypt. Open your mouth wide and I will fill it. (Psalm81:11)

What is the connection between our redemption from Egypt and opening our mouths wide" to receive God's blessings?

A careful reading of this verse will note two peculiarities about the word ha-maalcha, "Who raises you up First of all, it does not say that God "took you out" of Egypt, but that He "raises you up. It was not merely the act of leaving Egypt that made its eternal impact on the destiny of the Jewish nation and through it, all of humanity. The Exodus was an act of elevation, lifting up the souls of Isracl. Additionally, the verse is not in the past tense but in the present -Who raises you up." Is it not referring to a historical event? We may understand this in light of the Midrash (Tanchuma Mikeitz 10) concerning the creation of the universe. The Midrash states that when God commanded the formation of the rakiya, the expanse between the upper and lower waters (Gen. :6), the divide between the heavens and the earch began to expand. This expansion would have continued indefinitely had the Creator not halted it by commanding, "Enough!" In other words, unless they are meant only for a specific hour, Divine acts are eternal, continuing forever. So too, the spiritual ascent of "raising you up from Egypt" is a perpetual act of God, influencing and uplifting the Jewish people throughout the generations.

There is no limit to this elevation, no end to our spiritual aspirations. The only limitations come from us, if we choose to restrict our wishes and dreams. But once we know the secret of ba-maalcha and internalize the message of a Divine process that began in Egypt and continues to elevate us, we can aim for ever-higher spiritual goals.

It is instructive to note the contrast between the Hebrew word for "Egypt" - Mitzrayim, literally, "limitations" - and the expression,"open up wide." God continually frees us from the comining restraints of Mitzrayim, enabling us to strive for the highest, most expansive aspirations.

Now we may understand why the verse concludes with the charge, "Open your mouth wide." We should not restrict ourselves. We need to above all self imposed limitations and transcend all mundane goals and petty objectives. If we can "open our mouths wide" and recognize our true potential for spiritual greatness, then”I will fill it -God will help us attain ever-higher levels of holiness.

Destroy Chametz, Gain Freedom
By the first day (of Passover] you must clear out your homes of all leaven. (Ex. 12:15)

WHY CLEAR OUT CHAMETZ? - Why does the Torah command us to destroy all chametz (leaven) found in our homes during Passover? It is logical to eat matzah; this fast-baked food has a historical connection to the Exodus, recalling our hurried escape from Egyptian slavery. But how does clearing out leaven from our homes relate to the Passover theme of freedom and independence?

FREEDOM OF SPIRIT - There are two aspects to attaining true freedom. First, one needs to be physically independent of all foreign subjugation. But complete freedom also requires freedom of the spirit. The soul is not free if it is subjected to external demands that prevent it from following the path of its inner truth.

The difference between a slave and a free person is not just a matter of social standing. One may find an educated slave whose spirit is free, and a free person with the mindset of a slave. What makes us truly free?  When we are able to be faithful to our inner self, to the truth of our Divine goals. One whose spirit is servile, on the other hand, will never experience this sense of self-fulfillment. His happiness will always depend upon the approval of others who dominate over him, whether this control is de iure or de facto.
THE FOREIGN INFLUENCE OF LEAVEN - What is chametz? Leaven is a foreign substance added to the dough. The leavening agent makes the dough rise; it changes its natural shape and characteristics.Destruction of all leaven in the house symbolizes the removal of all foreign influences and constraints that prevent us from realizing our spiritual aspirations.

These two levels of independence, physical and spiritual, exist on both the individual and the national level. An independent people must be free not only from external rule, but also from foreign domination in the cultural and spiritual spheres.

For the Israelites in Egypt, it was precisely at the hour of imminent redemption that the dangers of these foreign "leavening" forces were the greatest. At that time of great upheaval, true permanent emancipation was not a given. Would the Israelites succeed in freeing themselves, not only from Egyptian bondage, but also from the idolatrous culture in which they had lived for hundreds of years? To commemorate their complete liberation from Egypt, the Passover holiday of freedom requires the removal of all foreign leavening" agents.

CLEANSING OURSELVES OF FOREIGN INFLUENCES - In our days too, an analogous era of imminent redemption, we need to purge the impure influences of alien cultures and attitudes that have entered our national spirit during our long exile among the nations.

Freedom is the fulfillment of our inner essence.We need to aspire to the lofty freedom of those who left Egypt. To the Israelites of that generation, God revealed Himself and brought them into His service. This is truly the highest form of freedom, as the Sages taught in Avot (6:2):  Instead of "engraved (charut) on the tablets" (Ex. 32:16), read it as "freedom" (cheirut). Only one who studies Torah is truly free.

Dvar Torah: Chief Rabbi Ephraim Mirvis
Do we have the right blessing? At our seder tables, we will be taking maror and we will dip it in charoset. However, the blessing that we will be reciting will be ‘al achilat maror’ – on the eating of maror, with no reference to charoset.
Similarly during Succot, the Torah commands us to take the Arbah Minim, the Four Kinds, the lulav, the etrog, the hadass and the aravah, but what is the blessing that we recite? ‘Al netilat lulav’ – on the taking of the lulav. We don’t mention the other three.
The reason behind this is that in our halachot, our laws, relating to brachot, we differentiate between ‘ikar’ and ‘tafel’ – that which is important and that which is only of secondary significance – and the blessing is always over the most important part of that which we are blessing.
This, I believe, conveys to us a message of general importance within our lives. We should never lose the capacity to identify the ikar, what’s really important in our lives, and as a result, we shouldn’t waste our time with the tafel, that which is of only trivial significance.
Sometimes, however, it is challenging to identify what’s ikar and what’s tafel, for example:
A hardware superstore was once suffering from employee theft. The owners decided that they would position security personnel at the entrance to the store at the end of every working day. On the first day of this procedure one of the workers arrived with a wheelbarrow full of boxes. It took five or six minutes for the security workers to go through all the boxes, but eventually they discovered that they were empty, and they waved the fellow through.
On the second day, the same thing happened again, and on the third day, again. People had to wait in a queue so that this fellow could take his boxes home! After two weeks the owner came to this worker, and he said, “I know you’re up to something. Please tell me what it is and I’ll let you off.” The worker said, “You promise you’ll let me off?” and the owner promised. “Well,” said the worker, “I’m stealing wheelbarrows.”
You see sometimes the ikar, what really matters, is right there under our noses but all we notice is the tafel. It’s the empty boxes of life.
Now that the pandemic, thank God, is behind us, I have noticed that it has become common, as is human nature, for people to prefer to try to forget our traumatic experiences during Covid. I think that’s not a bad thing, but there’s one thing which we should never forget and that’s the lessons of Covid. And it was during Covid that all of us gained that capacity to differentiate between ikar and tafel – from the pandemic we learned that what’s important in life is home, it’s family, it’s community, it’s faith, it’s our spirituality,
At the seder table during the festival of Passover, we will dip maror – bitter herbs – into charoset. The blessing we’ll recite will be al achilat maror, we only mention the maror because that’s what counts, not the charoset. Therefore this year at our seder tables, let’s dip and while doing so remember not just about maror but about everything in life which is really important. And let’s not waste our lives, our precious time, with empty boxes.
Rabbi Dr. Nachum Amsel 
Making Seder of the Seder*
ָהא לחמא עניא This is the Bread of Affliction
There are a number of glaring questions both about the form and content of this paragraph, as well as its purpose in the Haggadah.

1) This is the only paragraph in the entire Haggadah that is written in the Aramaic language. If this was the vernacular at the time the Haggadah was written, then why isn't the entire Haggadah in Aramaic instead of Hebrew? And, if not, then what is unique to this particular paragraph that the Rabbis chose to write only it in Aramaic and not Hebrew like the rest of the Haggadah?

2) After raising the "Matzah of Poverty," We invite anyone and everyone who needs a Seder to join us at our table. But this seems like a very hollow invitation and a gesture devoid of meaning and sincerity. Who hears this invitation? Only the people already gathered at the table! If this invitation is indeed sincere, it would be made directly to people in need, days before the Seder. Alternatively, the Rabbis should have instituted this invitation publicly in the Synagogue after the Maariv-Evening service on Pesach night, in case anyone in attendance has no place to celebrate the Seder (if this were a yearly public custom, then people without a Seder would intentionally gather in the Synagogue waiting for such an invitation, and the offer would certainly have some actual takers). Even if this invitation is only supposed to be a symbolic gesture, then the Rabbis still should have placed it at the very beginning of the Seder before the Kiddush. Why is it placed specifically here, in the middle of the proceedings, when an invitation seems to make no sense?

3) The words כל דצריך ייתי ויפסח - “He who is in need, let him let him come and partake of the Pesach." Why is the Paschal sacrifice referred to in this particular paragraph, when today we do not offer this sacrifice after the destruction of the Holy Temple?

4) After we invite the people to join us, we state in this paragraph that this year we are in the Diaspora, but next year we hope to be in the Land of Israel (implying after the Coming of the Messiah, rebuilding of the Third Temple and offering the Paschal Sacrifice by the Holy Temple). While this is a noble aspiration and (should be) the desire of all Jews every day of their lives, why is it mentioned specifically here? What is the connection to inviting people to the Seder? We can understand this expression and sentiment AFTER the Seder is complete, and it is then that we traditionally do say "Next Year in Jerusalem." But why now? Why here?

5) We end this strange paragraph by saying that this year we are slaves, but we hope that by next year we will be free. Isn't the entire point of the Seder to feel free tonight, and NOT next year (see Introductory discussion of Seder-order)? And are we really slaves now, today, in the 21st century? And what is the connection between the slave-freedom statement and the previous sentiments and statements in this paragraph?

All five of these strong questions can be answered by understanding this הא לחמא עניא paragraph according to the NETZI"V (Rabbi Naftali Tzvi Yehudah Berlin, 1817-1893). According to his approach, this particular paragraph of הא לחמא עניא was added after the text of the Haggadah had been established many years before. While the original Haggadah text was in Hebrew, this later addition was placed in the Haggadah after the Destruction of the Temple, and was intentionally written in the vernacular Aramaic, precisely to show that it was a later addition. But why was it specifically added at all? And why added here?

The breaking of the Middle Matzah is the first introduction of Matzah at the Seder. Before the Temple's destruction Matzah represented only Matzah, and was eaten along with the Paschal Sacrifice and the Maror- Bitter Herbs. But AFTER the Temple was destroyed, the Matzah now ALSO symbolized and represented the Paschal sacrifice itself, which is forbidden to be brought subsequent to the Temple's destruction. That is why many have a custom not to eat any roasted meat at all on Seder night, so that no one may wrongly think that our meat in any way represents the Paschal sacrifice which had to be roasted. Therefore, it is the Matzah of the Afikoman that takes the place of the Paschal sacrifice, which also had to be eaten at the end of the meal for dessert, after the entire meal was served, and also had to be completed before midnight (Pesachim 119b). The reason this Matzah is now called "Poor Man's Bread" is because now, without the Temple, we are reduced to having this Matzah represent the Paschal Sacrifice.

But any symbol of something connected to the Holy Temple had to, by definition, be different from the original item or action in the Temple. Therefore, today's synagogue (Mikdash Me-at-Miniature Temple) may not at all resemble the structure of the Holy Temple at all. The Menorah inside the synagogue may not be of 7 branches like the original Menorah in the Holy Temple. In a similar manner, this Matzah that symbolizes the Paschal sacrifice, may not take on all of the Halachot-Jewish laws of the original Paschal Sacrifice. One example of this involves who may eat the Paschal Sacrifice. If the real sacrifice had been brought tonight, then the invitation for an outsider to be included in the eating of the roasted meat would have had to come much earlier. Every person who could eat from this sacrifice had to be designated or "invited" before it was brought or sacrificed, much earlier in the day. Inviting someone now, at the Seder, to eat from the meat of the Paschal sacrifice, would violate Jewish law and render it invalid. Thus, in order to clearly differentiate this Matzah before us from the Paschal sacrifice it represents, we specifically invite people now, at the first introduction of Matzah at the Seder, in order to demonstrate that this Matzah is indeed different from the Holy Temple's Paschal sacrifice, where such an invitation would be forbidden.

Now we can readily understand the context and connection of the כל" rest of the words in this paragraph. We intentionally say the words He who is in need, let him let him come and partake of the - דצריך ייתי ויפסח Pesach." We DO invite the person to partake of the Paschal sacrifice – in the symbolic sense – as we introduce its symbolic substitute, the Matzah. Today we are indeed situated "here" in the Diaspora (or at best in an Israel devoid of the Temple). Hence, as we recall the Paschal Sacrifice that once was, we long for next year in a Jerusalem where we can sacrifice the real animal and not substitute the Matzah. Thus, these words are indeed appropriate here. Similarly, we are indeed still psychological slaves in some sense, as long as there is no Temple. The ultimate freedom will be felt "next year" when we will, please G-d, be in the Temple in Jerusalem and offer the original Paschal Sacrifice.

Therefore, we highlight our lack of a Temple by pronouncing these words in Aramaic, the post-destruction vernacular, and realize that while we have to be satisfied now with the Matzah that only symbolizes the Paschal sacrifice, next year we hope to be in Jerusalem and offer up the actual sacrifice in the Holy Temple, where we will truly feel spiritually free in all senses of the word.

· This article is based on an excerpt of the Haggadah “Making Seder of the Seder” by Rabbi Dr. Nachum Amsel 
Ohr Torah Stone Dvar Torah
“Who am I?” Humility vs. Evasion
Rabbi Eliyahu Gateno

At the heart of the Exodus from Egypt, which we commemorate on the festival of Pesach, lies the shlichut of Moshe Rabeinu.  Moshe was sent on a mission by God Himself to save the People of Israel after the cry of their great agony – induced by the heavy bondage – had reached Heaven.  This notion has led many to ask why the name of Moshe is not mentioned at all in the Haggadah, and many a reason has been offered.  However, we sometimes forget the fact that at the outset of the story, Moshe Rabeinu stands before God and refuses to take on this mission. 

A closer examination of the verses will reveal that Moshe refuses to accept God’s unique and historical request/instruction no less than five times, offering a variety of excuses and reasons.  In fact, according to our Sages, these “negotiations” between God and Moshe lasted seven whole days. 

The first time God reveals Himself to Moshe in the Burning Bush, He says:  “Come now therefore, and I will send thee unto Pharaoh, that thou mayest bring forth My people the children of Israel out of Egypt” (Shemot 3:10). 
Moshe then responds: “Who am I, that I should go unto Pharaoh, and that I should bring forth the children of Israel out of Egypt?” (ibid. verse 11).  According to Rashi, Moshe puts forth two claims: (a) Who am I that I can speak to kings?[1]  (b) Why have the People of Israel merited that such a great miracle be done unto them and that I should take them out of Egypt?[2] 

Moshe not only doubts his own worthiness to carry out this mission, but also has doubts about the mission’s success.  According to Rashi, God responds to Moshe’s two claim thus:  “Certainly I shall be with thee” (Shemot 3:12), which ultimately means:  “As to your claiming that you are not worthy to come before Pharaoh, it is from me and not from you, and I shall be with you.”  And when God says: “When thou hast brought forth the people out of Egypt, ye shall serve God upon this mountain” (ibid) this comes to say: “When you asked which merits the People of Israel have to be deserving to be taken out of Egypt, there is great merit for this exodus, for they will get the Torah upon this mountain.”

Later on, Moshe Rabeinu tries to evade the mission by claiming: “What is His name?” [Who is this God that is sending me?] (Shemot 3:13), and when God answers, Moshe goes on to argue: “But they shall not believe me” (Shemot 4:1), to which God answers in kind and gives Moshes numerous signs to show the People. 

This is how the Ramban puts it:  “At this time Moshe did not utter worthy words… Immediately God responded and gave him the signs as answer to all his [Moshe’s] words.” 

Moshe’s fourth attempt to reject the mission is expressed through his fifth argument:  “I am not a man of words (Shemot 4:10), to which God replies: “I shall be with your mouth.”  But then comes Moshe’s fifth rejection: “Send, I pray Thee, by the hand of him whom Thou wilt send” (Shemot 4:13), followed by “and the anger of God was kindled against Moshe.” 

According to Rashi, Moshe’s words comprise two separate arguments: (a) He did not wish to accept a position of leadership which would make him greater than his brother Aharon, who was older than he, and for this reason he said to God – “send in the hands of the one You are used to sending” namely – Aharon, and (b) Send somebody else, for I will not merit to bring them into the Land nor be their savior in the future. 

Let us not err to think that this point of the dialogue marks the end of the negotiations.  Rather, it is our obligation to try and understand why God’s anger bursts forth following this particular point, and not in reaction to the other arguments presented by Moshe earlier. 

Furthermore, the verses do not seem to present an answer to Moshe’s second argument.  As to Moshe’s first argument, although there seems to be an answer in the verses – “Is there not Aharon thy brother the Levite? I know that he can speak well. And also, behold, he cometh forth to meet thee; and when he seeth thee, he will be glad in his heart” (Shemot 4:14) – this hardly suffices as an answer, since Moshe did not refuse because he was afraid of Aharon’s reaction, but because he did not want take on a role that would make him greater than his brother.  If so, this latter argument still goes unanswered. 

The Lubavitcher Rebbe (Likutei Sichot, Vol. 31, Parshat Shemot, Discourse III) explains that the answer to Moshe’s claims can be found a few verses later, in the description of Moshe’s going down to Egypt (Shemot 4:20):  “And Moshe took his wife and his sons, and set them upon a donkey”.  Our Sages, in their reference to the translation of the seventy scholars who translated the Torah [into Greek] for King Talmai, discuss the translation of the said “donkey” in the verse above.  Instead of using the word “donkey”, the Septuagint chose to use “carrier of people” lest King Talmai question Moshe’s usage of a lowly animal rather than a more worthy one (tractate of Megillah 9:1).  Still and all, we do not find in the words of our Sages a sufficient clarification as to why Moshe should choose to ride a donkey in particular.

Rashi alludes to a fascinating Midrash that refers to this donkey (Pirkei DeRabi Eliezer, Chapter 31): “This donkey was a designated one.  It was the same donkey that Avraham saddled on his way to the Akeida, the Binding of Yitzhak, and it is one and the same upon which will ride the Messiah when he should reveal himself.”  A deeper reading of the words of our Sages will reveal that they incorporate an answer to Moshe’s last two arguments.

Moshe’s first argument, whether we interpret it as a complete evasion like the Ramban – “Send, I pray Thee, by the hand of him whom Thou wilt send, for there is no one in the whole world who is less worthy than I am for this mission” – or whether we interpret it like Rashi who says that Moshe did not wish to take upon himself more greatness than Aharon his brother, ultimately Moshe still expresses doubt in God’s instruction, as if saying to Him that He had not considered the matter thoroughly enough before turning to Moshe.  Until this point, Moshe’s arguments were reasonable:  Who am I?  Why are Israel deserving of salvation?  Which name of God do I give them?  How will they believe me?  But at this point, Moshe seems to suggest that God did not put enough thought into His request – either because all others are more worthy than he is, or else because such a request of Moshe is inappropriate seeing that he is the youngest brother, unfit to have greatness beyond that of his elder brother.  To this God responds by instructing Moshe to take the donkey that had belonged to Avraham Avinu. What is the significance of this?  God wishes Moshe to put before his eyes, as it were, Avraham’s devotion when the latter was commanded to take his son and offer him as a sacrifice.  Avraham had not hesitated for a moment and went to fulfill God’s commandment without delay and without putting forth a single argument. 

As to the second argument, God wishes to hint to Moshe that the exodus from Egypt is the beginning of a long process, which begins with Moshe and culminates in the coming of the Messiah, and that Moshe cannot evade the mission by claiming that he will not be the one who brings the mission to its completion.

The above story of Moshe and his shlichut must serve as an important example to us, as shlichim, and the message it conveys must be constantly reiterated.  Although we have not merited Divine revelation, nor has God conveyed to us directly what precise shlichut we must fulfill, one who looks wisely upon his/her own life reality and circumstances will not fail to notice that there is always a crucial calling that must be undertaken.  However, sometimes the people most worthy of undertaking the mission try evading it by making arguments similar to those presented by Moshe.  When that happens, we must stand firm and respond to their arguments by giving them God’s answers to Moshe. 

If one does not wish to undertake a shlichut by saying “Who am I?” we must answer such a one that the mission is not a personal matter, as God said to Moshe – “It is from me and not from you, and I shall be with you.”  And if one rejects a mission by saying that another is more worthy than he, we must put before his eyes the image of Avraham Avinu saddling his donkey and setting out swiftly to sacrifice his son without any hesitation on his part, only complete joy.  And if one claims not to have the ability or competence to complete the task at hand, for it is too great, then let us say to him: “It is not upon you to finish the work” (Pirkei Avot 2, 15), but you must begin it nonetheless, even if another completes it.  And remember that this does not detract from your part in it, just like Moshe’s role in the Exodus is no less great even though the ultimate redemption will only come to pass when the Messiah completes it. 

[1]   As is phrased by the Ramban: “I am the lowliest of men, a mere shepherd, while he is a great king.”  And in the words of the Ibn Ezra: “Who am I that I should go unto Pharaoh?  Even if it is only to present him with an offering and a gift, I am still not worthy of entering the court of the king for I am a stranger.”

[2]   According to Rashi, Moshe seems to be doubtful of the People of Israel’s right to salvation.  However, the Ramban renders a different explanation:  “Who am I that I should take the children of Israel out of the land of Egypt – for You told me to take them to the Land of Canaan, and since they are a wise and clever People, surely they will not want to follow me to a land filled with nations greater and mightier than them.”  The Ibn Ezra, too, takes a different approach and explains thus:  “Even if I were worthy of presenting myself before Pharaoh… is Pharaoh such a fool to listen to me and send away a multitude of slaves from his country and set them free?”

Dvar Torah: TorahWeb.Org
Rabbi Michael Rosensweig
"Yehi libi tamim be-chukecha": Korban Pesach as Chukim - Pillars of Commitment
The midrash (Shemot Rabbah, parshat Bo) exemplifies purity of faith, belief, and commitment in halachic life ("yehi libi tamim be-hukecha") by invoking two core mitzvot - korban Pesach and parah adumah. This unanticipated pairing is predicated on the fact that that each of these halachic pillars embodies the category of chok. The parallel between "zot chukat ha-Torah" (Bamidbar 19:2) and "zot chukat ha-Pesach" (Shemot 12:43) is noted to reinforce the link. [It is interesting to note that while the term "chok" is usually translated by Unkelas as "keyam", these two are rendered "gezeirat", signifying the formal category of "chok".] While parah adumah's credentials as the ultimate and personification of chok is self-evident, as it is defined by the paradox that effecting ritual purity triggers defilement of the purifying agent (metamei tehorim, metaher temeim), an enigma that even the wisest of all men was unable to decipher (see also Ramban Bamidbar 19:2), the characterization of korban Pesach as a chok, even as an archetypal chok, is more mystifying. The Torah does ubiquitously use the term chok in connection with the Pesach (see Shemot 12:14, 24, 43; 13:10, Bamidbar 9:3,12, 14). However, it also repeatedly provides a ready rationale - "u-pasahti aleichem" (Shemot 12:12, 13, 23, 27) for this unusual korban. This etymological explanation is frequently emphasized and is halachically consequential, as it forms the explication-recitation mandated by R. Gamliel (Pesachim 116b) in conjunction with the mitzvah of Pesach (See Rambam, Hilchos Hametz U'Matzah 8:4, Ramban, Milhamot, Berachot ch1, and his comments on hashmatat ha-esin no. 15) and the imperative of sipur yetziat Mitzrayim (Rambam, Hilchos Hametz U'Matzah 7:5), deepening the mystery of this uber-chok designation. Certainly, many of the specifics of this korban are singular, even relative to other korbonot, but these novel dimensions cohere compellingly with the evident motifs that underpin this mitzvah, reinforcing the impression of an accessible and rational mishpat, rather than inexplicable, impenetrable chok. Sefer ha-Chinuch (13,14,17 etc.) and Rambam (Moreh Nevuchim 3:53) supply additional perspectives that explore and accentuate singular facets of this challenging korban, reinforcing the enigma: in what sense is korban Pesach truly a chok, never mind one whose stature compares with or even equates to the uber-chok, parah adumah?
Numerous mefarshim engage the question of korban Pesach's chok status, even without the pressure of justifying this grandiose comparison to parah adumah. The Griz (also cited in Haggadah shel Pesach mi-Beit Levi) posits that korban Pesach is a chok to the extent that it belongs to the world of korbonot that generally attains that status. This approach is intriguing when one considers korban Pesach's extraordinarily distinctiveness within that world. While korban Pesach certainly retains the status of a korban (Rambam treats this topic in Sefer Korbonot, not in Avodah. See also Rambam Hil. Korban Pesach 1:3), it is offered outside of the "aleha hashleim" time frame of other korbonot (see Pesachim 59a and Rambam Hil. Temidim 1:4 and Lechem Mishneh), is developed in sefer Shemot rather than Vayikra, is designated as "Pesach la-Hashem", requiring lishmah in a manner that may exclude any obvious generic fallback status typical of most korbonot (see Zevachim 2a, Pesachim 61a and especially Rambam's view on Pesach le-sheim chulin - Pesulei ha-mukdashin 15:11), and it redefines, refines, or adapts many other korbonot conventions to project its singular message.
The Beit ha-Levi (parshat Bo) perceives the depiction of korban Pesach as a chok, despite the fact that the Torah provides a very compelling explanation, as exemplifying the perspective that all mitzvot and halachot are essentially Chukim, both regarding their ultimate Divine (and thus, unfathomable or impenetrable) purpose and with respect to the motivation of their execution. In a celebrated halachocentric passage, he argues that even halachic institutions apparently tied to historical events, like yetziat Mitzrayim, constitute transcendent themes that have independent value that may also be prior to or disconnected from the events that introduced them. [This halachocentric perspective coheres with, although it is a particularly striking manifestation of Brisker ideology.]
The Sheim Mishmuel (parshat Tzav - inyanei Pesach), specifically addressing the difficulty of this very midrash, emphasizes that it was vital that Benei Yisrael respond to this Divine imperative as if it was an unfathomable chok, or at least with no regard for its eminently evident objective. Consciously cultivating this submissive orientation was a critical step in the necessary transition from Egyptian servitude to enthusiastic immersion in Divine service and the exclusivity of Hashem's sovereignty. This process- the forceful substitution of Divine jurisdiction in place of dehumanizing human slavery- was a precondition to extricating the nation from the brink of spiritual extinction. Thus, the mentality of chok applied to the rational korban Pesach- "zot chukat ha-Pesach", constituted an important breakthrough in bringing about "halelu avdei Hashem- velo avdei Paroh" [This view is rooted in the insights of his father, the Avnei Nezer that are also developed in his halachic work (YD 554:12).]
Perhaps a brief reevaluation and expansion of the chok concept may further clarify the equation in the midrash between Pesach and parah adumah, the references to purity of faith ("tamim"), as well as the ubiquitous usage of "chok" in the korban Pesach context. While the paradoxical or unfathomable, exemplified by parah adumah, is the most ubiquitous and familiar chok, the concept is yet broader. The Talmud (Yoma 67b, see mefarshim Bamidbar 19:2 and beginning of parshat Behukotai) defines chok as something that is permanently etched in stone, and that should not be second-guessed ("chok chakti lecha ve-ein reshut le-harher acharei"). Unkelos typically renders "chok"-"keyama", an enduring law (though as noted, in these two contexts he opts for "gezerat"). The Torah often uses this term to express the enduring or permanent application of a law or laws, notwithstanding otherwise relevant changing circumstances. The laws are not only enduring, they are the core foundations for an unshakeable bond that itself cannot be intellectually rendered or even accurately articulated, but that is the sole anchor of a purposive life. Rambam, rightfully regarded as a colossal champion of religious intellectualism, unequivocally asserts (conclusion of Hil. Meilah) the axiological primacy of chukim over that of mishpatim, the more accessible rational mitzvot. This preference certainly reflects a profound awe and appreciation for the transcendent dimensions and the inner logic of halachic institutions and details. But it also spotlights the idealism and purity of motive and purpose that is entailed in and mandated by halachic commitment. chukim both test and further facilitate and manifest the permanent relationship with Hashem, which transcends pragmatic considerations as well as human understanding. Indeed, the midrash accentuates not subservience for its own sake, or even to initiate or reinforce submission, but pure and idealistic faith in Hashem- "yehi libi tamim bechukecha"- that extends to his mitzvot, and any Divine fiat. Parah adumah quintessentially embodies the most common application of chok - unqualified embrace of the intellectually impenetrable. Korban Pesach, though thoroughly comprehensible, constituted an act of faith in the most inhospitable of circumstances that absolutely defied personal self-interest and any pragmatic calculation. As such, it reflected the apex of chok-surrender, religious commitment, and faith that indelibly transformed Kelal Yisrael by cementing a permanent and unqualified bond with Hashem.
This bond was significantly formalized and advanced at keriyat Yam Suf, when faith and unqualified commitment was extended also to the role of Moshe Rabbeinu, the linchpin of the oral tradition and the embodiment of the halachic partnership between Hashem and Kelal Yisrael (Sheim mi-Shemuel, in his Haggadah, also develops this theme). It was then that "yehi libi tamim bechukecha" was converted into "vayaminu ba-Hashem u-be-Moshe avdo", triggering a spontaneous shirah that is an enduring expression of our spiritual aspirations.
Mizrachi Dvar Torah
Rav Doron Perez
The Value of History
One of the remarkable books about the Jewish contribution to the course of humanity was written by an American-Irish historian Thomas Cahill in his book “The Gifts of the Jews.” In this book he recalls so many remarkable contributions that the Jewish people have made to the destiny and course of human history. 
First and foremost, he says, is the understanding of the idea and concept of history. Before the Jews, no one looked back at the past with any moral or spiritual value. After all, the past has passed! 
Cahill says the Jewish people taught the world that the past has infinite value. Both in terms of learning from the past, and in terms of our identity and destiny. After all, as Santayana famously said, those who do not learn from history will be condemned to repeat it. Not looking back at the past means you don’t look at your own actions, and if you don’t learn from them, you will repeat them, teaching us about how to behave. 
But it is deeper than that. Rabbi Benjamin Blech in his Haggadah develops this idea – that for the Jewish people it is far deeper – our past is part of our identity. More than any other part of Judaism, the mitzvah of the Haggadah is looking back and re-learning and re-teaching what it means to be a part of the Jewish story. That the past has so much to tell us about the future. 
As Rabbi Berel Wein says, if you don’t look in the rear-view mirror, it is very hard to know where you are going if you don’t see where you came from, because where you came from informs who you are and where you ought to be going. 
May we all, as we come together with our families at the Seder and recount and reexamine what it means to be part of the Jewish story, may our glorious past and the gift of history inform us of who we are and where we come from, so that we know better where we are heading.
Rabbi Shlomo Riskin
Pesach – Last Day
“…God made the people take a roundabout path, by way of the desert…” [Ex. 13:18].
Having observed the Passover Seder just one week ago, we would do well to reflect back on that experience now in order to glean new insights for everyday life. For example, why did we recline while eating matzah? In what I believe is a teaching that captures the essence of Passover, our Sages state that on Passover Eve, “…even a pauper should not eat until he reclines, and he should be given not less than four glasses of wine, even if he is so poor that he eats by means of the community charitable fund” [Mishna, Pesachim 10:1].
   One night a year, even the destitute throw off the shackles of their misery and feel as if they, too, have been freed from Egypt. They, too, celebrate this festival, which speaks of a nation of slaves transformed into a free people. And all of us on the communal ‘tzedaka committee’ must make sure that every last Jew, no matter how poor he or she may be, shall be given the opportunity to recline like the most free of people.
  Fascinatingly, our Mishna’s concern that even the poorest recline is based on a Midrashic comment to a verse in Exodus, where we read that when Pharaoh finally lets the Israelites go, “…God made the people take a roundabout path, by way of the desert…” [Ex. 13:18].
  The Hebrew word for ‘being made to take a roundabout path’, ‘vayasev,’ has, curiously enough, the same root of the Hebrew word ‘reclining’ (yesev). The Torah explains that God takes the Israelites on a roundabout path because taking the most direct route would have caused the Hebrews to pass through land of the Philistines. This act could have provoked an aggressive nation who might very well have attacked and frightened the Israelites into retreat.
  Despite having witnessed the fall of the Egyptian empire, the miracles of the Ten Plagues and the splitting of the Reed Sea, the Israelites are still frightened to wage war. God knows that they are still slaves at heart. One of the manifold tragedies of slavery is the psychological impact on the victim whereby he believes himself to be worthless and incapable of fighting for his rights.
  Indeed, Moses learns this lesson after he slays an Egyptian taskmaster for beating an Israelite, an act he had probably hoped would incite and inspire the Hebrew slaves to rise up against their captors and demand their freedom. The very next day, when he tries to break up a fight between two Hebrews, they taunt him for having killed the Egyptian. Instead of hailing Moses as a hero who risked his own life to save a fellow Jew, they deride him. Slavery corrupts captor and captive alike.
  If power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely, then powerlessness corrupts most of all. A magnificent post-Holocaust Australian play, “The Edge of Night,” has a former Kapo declare: “There were no heroes in Auschwitz; there were only those who were murdered and those who survived.”
  A slave feels helpless: uncertain of his ability to obtain food, he becomes almost obsessed with the desire for a piece of bread – almost at any cost. From this perspective, the desert possesses not only a stark landscape, but also a stark moral message concerning the transformation of an enslaved Hebrew into a freed Hebrew.
  The manna, which descended daily from heaven, was intended to change the labor camp mentality of greedy individuals in Egypt into a nation in which “…the one who had taken more did not have any extra, and the one who had taken less did not have too little. They gathered exactly enough for each one to eat…” [ibid., 16:17-18].
  The Haggadah begins, “This is the bread of affliction that our ancestors ate in the Land of Egypt. Whoever is hungry, let him come and eat; whoever is in need, let him come and join celebrating the Passover offering.” This is more than just generous hospitality; it is fundamental to Jewish freedom; the transition from a frightened, selfish and egocentric mentality of keeping the food for oneself into a free and giving mode of sharing with those less fortunate.
  Now we understand clearly why the Midrash connects ‘reclining’ with a ’roundabout’ path. Far beyond use of the same root, the very purpose of this path is intended to purge the state of mind that still thinks like a slave, frightened not only of Philistines, but of another mouth who one fears is always waiting to take away the little bit that one has. Therefore, it is when we give so that others, too, may have and thus feel free, that we demonstrate in a most profound way that we are no longer slaves, but are truly free.
Yeshivat Har Etzion: Virtual Bet Midrash
In a Manner Expressive of Freedom: Ma’aseh (Action) and Kiyyum (Fulfillment) in the Mitzvot of Pesach  - Rav Ezra Bick   
Introduction - This shiur will deal primarily with the mitzvot of the seder night, but first I wish to clarify two points.  
First, generally speaking, a distinction must be made between a halakha and its reasons: The reasons for a mitzva may be important and worthy (and many Jewish thinkers have dealt with them), but they are not necessary for the performance of the mitzva. One need not experience or remember the reasons for the mitzva in order to fulfill one's obligation. 
As an illustration of this point, Rav Hai Gaon explains that the inner meaning of the mitzva of blowing the shofar on Rosh Hashana relates to the story of the Akeida, but it is clear that a person fulfills the obligation even without contemplating the connection between the shofar and the ram that was sacrificed in place of Yitzchak. Why? Because the reasons for a mitzva, as important as they may be, are irrelevant on the "pure" halakhic plane.[i]  
Second, a distinction must be made between the "act [ma'aseh] of the mitzva" and the "fulfillment [kiyyum] of the mitzva" – that is to say, between the action performed in the framework of the mitzva and the content or goal of the mitzva itself.  
A good example of this distinction can be seen in the mitzva of circumcision: the mitzva act is the cutting of the foreskin (over which one recites the blessing, "who has sanctified us with His commandments and commanded us about circumcision"), but there is an additional "fulfillment" of entering into the covenant of Avraham Avinu (over which one recites the blessing "to bring him into the covenant of the patriarch Avraham"). Admittedly, this distinction does not usually find practical expression; regarding most mitzvot, the act of the mitzva and its fulfillment are identical. However, there are cases where this distinction has an effect, as we will see regarding the mitzvot of Pesach.  
The Reason for the Mitzva  - “In a Manner Expressive of Freedom”: The Four Cups of Wine at the Seder  
The night of the seder is unique with regard to the distinction between a halakha and its reasons, as the halakhic requirements of the seder include conceptual aspects. While the tendency in most instances is to remove such matters from the definition of the mitzva and leave them exclusively on the conceptual level, on the night of the seder, we instead draw them in to the realm of halakhic obligation.  
One of these conceptual elements is the goal of acting "in a manner expressive of freedom." This idea arises in several mitzvot of the night, including the eating of matza and the drinking of the four cups of wine. For example: In the time of Chazal, a distinction was made between "raw" wine, which had a strong taste, and "diluted" wine, which had water added in order to temper the flavor. The Gemara in Pesachim addresses whether raw wine may be used for the four cups that must be drunk at the seder:  
If he drank them raw [undiluted], he has discharged [his duty]. Rava said: He has discharged [his duty] of wine, but he has not discharged [his duty] of [expressing his] freedom.  (Pesachim 108b)  
Raw wine is also wine, but it is not the wine of cultured people (in the time of Chazal).[ii] Thus, Rava argues that drinking such wine does not fulfill one’s obligation of drinking the four cups. Why? The Rambam[iii] emphasizes that there are two separate aspects of the mitzva: "four cups" and "a manner expressive of freedom"; with raw wine, one fulfills only the first aspect:  
A person who drank these four cups from wine which was not mixed [with water] has fulfilled the obligation to drink four cups of wine, but has not fulfilled the obligation to do so in a manner expressive of freedom. (Rambam, Hilkhot Chametz u-Matza 7:9)  
Following on the distinction between "four cups" and "freedom," the Griz, Rav Yitzchak Soloveitchik (in his novellae on the Rambam, Hilkhot Chametz u-Matza 7:7), explains that there are two different laws relating to the four cups: First, that the blessings recited on the night of the seder (Kiddush, the blessing of redemption, Grace after meals, and Hallel) must be recited over wine – just as Kiddush and Havdala are recited over wine every Shabbat. On the night of the seder, there are four blessings, and it therefore turns out that we drink four cups, one cup for each blessing. Second, that one drink "in a manner expressive of freedom" – i.e., a large amount of wine. This second aspect is unique to Pesach and does not necessitate specifically four cups; the main point is that one should drink a large amount of wine.  
We see here a good application of the distinction between the "act of a mitzva" and the "fulfillment of a mitzva": Regarding the first aspect of the law of the "four cups," the act and the fulfillment are identical; both involve the drinking of wine. In contrast, regarding the second obligation – "in a manner expressive of freedom" – the act of the mitzva is the drinking, whereas the "fulfillment" is not the drinking itself, but the expression of freedom through liberal drinking. Since raw wine was not favored by free men in the time of Chazal, one who drinks raw wine discharges his duty of wine – with respect to the obligation to drink wine with each blessing – but does not discharge his duty of expressing his freedom.[iv]  
The Reasons for Matza and Maror  
The idea that our obligations on the night of the seder go "beyond" the ordinary acts of a mitzva also arises in relation to the mitzvot of eating matza and maror: they must be not only imbibed but tasted. Once again, it is Rava who presents this idea:  
Rava said: If one swallows matza, he discharges his duty; if he swallows maror, he does not discharge his duty. (Pesachim 115b)   
Rashi and the Rashbam (ad loc, both s.v. bala matza and bala maror) disagree about the case of one who swallows maror, whether the text should read that he does not discharge his duty (as in our printed editions) or that he does discharge his duty. Thus, they disagree whether "it is impossible that he did not taste the taste of maror" (Rashi – and thus, he has discharged his duty) or whether "we need the taste of maror, and there is none" (Rashbam – and thus, he has not discharged his duty). Either way, they agree on the basic principle: In contrast to other mitzvot that involve eating, the mitzva of maror requires not only that one eat it, but also that he sense its bitter taste.  
The Rashbam proposes a similar idea regarding the "taste of matza":  
"If one swallows matza" – without chewing it, he discharges his duty, for he fulfilled "in the evening you shall eat unleavened bread," for it is eating. Nevertheless, ideally we require the taste of matza. (Rashbam, Pesachim 115b)  
The Rashbam's source is in the Gemara in Berakhot (38b, in connection with the blessing recited over cooked vegetables), where it is stated that "we require the taste of matza" (and thus the matza may not be boiled); he proves from this statement that there is significance not only in eating the matza, but also in tasting it. Nevertheless, the Rashbam explicitly writes that tasting the matza is the optimal way of fulfilling the mitzva, but it is not indispensable.[v]   
The requirement of "the taste of matza" also arises in the context of the law that "one does not conclude after the Paschal [lamb] with an afikoman" (Mishna Pesachim 10:8). The Gemara there (120a) explains after a short discussion that the same law applies in our time: one may not eat any other food after eating the matza of "afikoman," which serves as a remembrance of the Paschal offering. Though there are others who adopted a different explanation, the Ba'al ha-Ma'or (Pesachim 26b in the pages of the Rif) argues[vi] that this law stems from the fact that there is a requirement of "the taste of matza" even with respect to the matza of afikoman.[vii]   
To summarize: As with the four cups, so too with matza and maror, we find an extra requirement that goes beyond the "ordinary." Regarding the four cups, the requirement is to drink the wine "in a manner expressive of freedom," while regarding matza and maror, there is a special requirement that one sense the taste – in contrast to all other mitzvot that involve eating.    
Mentioning Pesach, Matza and Maror  
Thus far, we have seen two instances on the seder night of a blurring between a mitzva and its reasons. We now turn to the clearest example of this phenomenon, namely, the mention of "pesach, matza, and maror."   
Rabban Gamliel used to say: Anyone who does not make mention of these three things on Passover does not discharge his duty. And these are they: The Paschal offering, matza, and maror. (Mishna Pesachim 10:5)  
This law in itself is quite surprising. In a modern formulation, we might say as follows: If you did not offer a midrashic exposition, you have not discharged your duty.    
Indeed, because of the exceptional nature of this duty, some Rishonim did not codify it. The Rambam did codify it, however, in the context of the obligation to retell the story of the exodus from Egypt:   
Anyone who does not mention these three matters on the night of the fifteenth has not fulfilled his obligation. They are: the Paschal sacrifice, matza, and maror. (Hilkhot Chametz u-Matza 7:5)  
The meaning of the phrase "does not discharge his duty" is unclear. The Ramban (Milchamot Hashem, Berakhot 2b) writes, on the one hand, that "he has not fulfilled his obligation in proper manner," but also emphasizes that this does not mean he has not fulfilled his obligation at all. As he puts it: "This does not mean that he must go back and eat again the Paschal offering, matza, and maror." In any case, it is clear that mentioning the Paschal offering, matza, and maror is part of the mitzva; even if we say this mention is not indispensable, it certainly involves a mitzva.  
The Mitzva of Relating the Story of the Exodus  - Sharpening the Difficulty  
In all these examples, we see that on the night of the seder, the experiential aspects are part of the fulfillment of the mitzva: Regarding the wine, in addition to the requirement to drink it, the drinking must be done "in a manner expressive of freedom." Regarding the maror and matza, there is significance in their tastes – which are reminiscent, respectively, of the hard labor in Egypt and the redemption from it. And most of all, Rabban Gamliel rules that in order to fulfill one's obligation, one must also make a special statement of "the Paschal offering, matza, and maror."  
The central point that ties all of these examples together is that without internalizing the content, without the experience, one does not fulfill his obligation on the night of the seder: With the wine and the maror, internalizing the content (by drinking the wine "in a manner expressive of freedom" and by sensing the bitter taste of the maror) is indispensable for fulfilling one's obligation, whereas with the matza and the recitation of the words of Rabban Gamliel, that internalization is required at least for the optimal fulfillment of the mitzva (even if it is not necessarily indispensable). Why?  
“A Man Must Present Himself”  
If we return to the Rambam in Hilkhot Chametz u-Matza, we see that the explanation for this is quite simple: the special requirement of internalizing the content, beyond the ordinary requirement of performing the "act of the mitzva," stems from the mitzva of relating the story of the exodus from Egypt.   
Anyone who does not mention these three matters on the night of the fifteenth has not fulfilled his obligation. They are: the Paschal sacrifice, matza, and maror… These statements are all referred to as the Haggada. (Hilkhot Chametz u-Matza 7:5)  
The mitzva of relating the story of the exodus does not only include speech; it also has a practical expression – acting "in a manner expressive of freedom" while drinking the four cups of wine and while reclining:   
Therefore, when a person feasts on this night, he must eat and drink while he is reclining in the manner of free men… (Hilkhot Chametz u-Matza 7:7).  
That is to say, drinking wine and reclining express the same "manner of freedom" that is obligated by the mitzva of relating the story of the exodus – the Haggada. It also stands to reason that this is why special importance is attached to the experiences of the night, as expressed by "the taste of the maror" and "the taste of the matza" that we saw above.    
The Rambam mentions another requirement in the framework of the mitzva of relating the story of the exodus:    
In each and every generation, a person must present himself as if he, himself, has now left the slavery of Egypt…. (Rambam, Hilkhot Chametz u-Matza 7:6)  
The question, of course, is: What does this requirement entail? The answer seems to be simple: The Rambam's ruling that "a person must present [le-har'ot] himself" indicates that the mitzva is not only to remember the exodus, but to live it. On this night, each person goes out from slavery to freedom.   
In contrast to the Rambam's halakhic ruling that one must mention "the Paschal sacrifice, matza, and maror," the text of the Rambam's Haggada includes an addition at the beginning of this statement, following the Mishna in Pesachim (10:5):   
Rabban Gamliel said: Anyone who does not mention these three matters on Pesach has not fulfilled his obligation: the Paschal sacrifice, matza, and maror. (Rambam, Hilkhot Chametz u-Matza, text of the Haggada)    
In the Haggada, we cite not only the halakha that one must mention "the Paschal sacrifice, matza, and maror," but also the introduction to it, namely, the words: "Rabban Gamliel used to say." Why?   
The reason is that the mitzva is to live the exodus from Egypt. On this night, the Jew goes out from slavery to freedom. The mitzva to relate the story of the exodus goes beyond knowledge of the dry history, and includes a renewed experience of the exodus. This experience is not created through the reading of history books, but by way of a story: "Ask your father, and he will declare to you; your elders, and they will tell you" (Devarim 32:7). A person must know from where he comes and to where he is going. It is therefore important to emphasize that Rabban Gamliel said this: We act by virtue of the earlier generations and continue them. This is the central idea of the night of the seder.   
The Renewed Experience on the Night of the Seder  “A Remembrance of the Exodus from Egypt”  
Now we can understand the difference between the telling of the story of the exodus from Egypt on Pesach, on the one hand, and on the other hand – the mitzva of remembering the exodus from Egypt every day, and in general, the rest of the mitzvot that serve as "a remembrance of the exodus from Egypt. Unlike the latter category, the night of the seder is not exclusively about remembrance.   
Throughout the year, there is an obligation to remember our history – as on the festival of Sukkot, which mentions the exodus from Egypt: "That your generations may know that I made the children of Israel dwell in booths, when I brought them out of the land of Egypt" (Vayikra 23:43).[viii] But regarding the mitzva of the Haggada and relating the story, we are not only remembering history; we are also engaged in a renewed experience of the exodus from the slavery of Egypt, as the Rambam rules: "In each and every generation, a person must present himself as if he, himself, has now left the slavery of Egypt" (Rambam, Hilkhot Chametz u-Matza 7:6). That is to say, we are dealing with an internalization of the exodus from Egypt – now.   
This is the "fulfillment" of all the various reasons for mitzvot that we saw: the four cups, the taste of maror, the taste of matza, the Haggada – these are all "fulfillments" of the obligation to retell the story of the exodus from Egypt. The speech and the actions are meant to cause us to internalize the idea that the exodus is not something that happened a long time ago, but something that is happening right now: We were there, and therefore our lives were embittered, we were redeemed, and thus we went out to freedom.  
Therefore, the various acts of eating are accompanied by taste: One should really feel that "they embittered their lives" (Shemot 1:14), which in essence are our lives. This is true also of the experience of redemption that occurs when we eat the matza and taste it. Of course, for the same reason, there is a special requirement of mentioning "the Paschal sacrifice, matza, and maror" – as part of the retelling of the story of the Haggada.[ix]    
The Redemption that Takes Place Every Year  
Understanding what happened in the exodus from Egypt is only the beginning, because slavery and freedom are experiences that everyone has all the time. Jean-Jacques Rousseau argued that "man is born free but everywhere is in chains" (The Social Contract, Book I , Chapter One), and thus he ignited the modern freedom movement that assumes that man is fundamentally born free and yet is shackled. Judaism, however, says the opposite: We were created enslaved, and only with a mighty hand and outstretched arm did God break the iron rods and redeem us from Egypt. In other words, a Jew's natural condition is slavery; were it not for God, the Torah, and miracles, he would not be free – and therefore, he needs to be newly liberated every year.    
This is the uniqueness of Pesach as compared to the other festivals: Every year before Pesach, each and every one of us is a slave, just as our ancestors were slaves, and on the festival he is liberated anew, just as they were liberated. One must strongly internalize that we really came out of Egypt, and thus re-experience the redemption every year.  
The renewed liberation begins with the statement that had we not been redeemed, we would still be slaves in Egypt; it intensifies with the eating of the maror, which has the taste of the bitterness of Egypt, and with the eating of the matza, which has the taste of God's redemption. A Jew eats both the bitterness of Egypt and the redemption so that the experience should be real, so that he will be truly free. The requirement that "the taste of the matza and the Paschal sacrifice be in his mouth" (Tosafot, Pesachim 120a, s.v. maftirin) stems from the fact that the desired fulfillment is not merely eating and chewing, but being free. This is achieved through the taste and through leaving it in one's mouth even after the meal.   
Rabbi Yosef Soloveitchik used to say that the Haggada includes a retelling of the story of the exodus from Egypt by way of speech, and here, in the words of Rabban Gamliel, begins the retelling of the story of the exodus by way of actions. This is the additional and deeper level that we experience on the night of the seder, and this is the special nature of the experience of the Haggada of Pesach – to be redeemed every year anew.  (Translated by David Strauss)  
[i] In the same way, even in the (exceptional) cases where the Rambam brings a reason for a mitzva, he emphasizes the distinction between the mitzva itself and the reason, which he calls an "allusion": "Even though the sounding of the shofar on Rosh Hashana is a decree, it contains an allusion. It is as if [the shofar's call] is saying: Wake up you sleepy ones from your sleep…" (Hilkhot Teshuva 3:4).  
[ii] The reality today is different, and it is not clear that this detail of the halakha applies in our time.   
[iii] The Rashbam (Pesachim 108b, s.v. yedei cheirut) similarly wrote that "this is not a complete mitzva," but he did not explain what he meant.  
[iv] Thus we can understand the next line of the Gemara there: "If he drank them [all] at once, Rav said: He has discharged [his duty of drinking] wine, but he has not discharged [his duty of] four cups."   
[v] To explain this using the terminology of Brisk, it may be argued that the Rashbam maintains there must be a taste of matza in the object [cheftza], but there is no obligation falling upon the person [gavra] that he actually taste it (though it is preferable).  
[vi] The Gemara states that the prohibition to eat something else after eating the matza is self-evident, and therefore it is not mentioned in the Mishna. It explains there that one may not eat after the matza of afikoman because "its taste is not strong." This argument, which is formulated in the negative, was adopted by the Ba'al ha-Ma'or in the positive.  
[vii] There is a great controversy among the Acharonim regarding this halakha: In order to allow people to continue the meal even after midnight and still fulfill their obligation according to all opinions (regarding the latest time one can eat the afikoman), the Avnei Nezer proposed eating the afikoman before midnight, continuing the meal after midnight, and then eating an additional afikoman – with the stipulation that if the end of the time for eating the afikoman ends at midnight, he will fulfill his obligation with the first afikoman, and if it ends at dawn, he will fulfill it with the second afikioman. Rav Chayyim of Brisk maintained that this does not help, because in his opinion the taste of the matza must stay in his mouth until the morning, while according to this proposal, the taste of the first afikoman will certainly stay in his mouth only until midnight.   
[viii] Admittedly, the Bach (OC 625:1) maintains that regarding the mitzva of sukka as well, remembering the reason for the mitzva is part of its fulfillment – but his opinion has not been accepted.   
[ix]  For example, according to the Maharal, the Paschal offering expresses the selection of Israel.  
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