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The
Paradox
of the
Seder
by Chief Rabbi Ephraim Mirvis
A night of polar
opposites. That is
certainly what Seder
night is. All other
Jewish calendar events
are either happy or sad in nature,
but the juxtaposition of both in our
Seder experience is unique.
In his commentary on the
Haggadah, Abarbanel (Rabbi Don
Isaac Abarbanel, 1437-1508) points
out that, indeed, this is the most
noticeable feature of the Seder,
prompting the children to cry out,

“How different this night is from
all others!” The Ma Nishtana
reveals two contrasting features of
the proceedings which symbolise
slavery and subjugation (matzah
and maror) and two which represent
royalty and freedom (dipping and
reclining).
Surprisingly, our eating of maror
similarly conveys the same paradox.
We are all familiar with maror
representing the bitterness of our
Egyptian bondage. In addition, the
Gemara (Pesachim 39a) states that

In loving memory of Yehuda ben Yaakov HaCohen z”l

Torah Reading Summary for 1st Day Pesach
First Day Torah Reading (Shemot 12:21-51)
This reading is a section of parashat Bo, in which Moshe relates the laws of the
Pesach offering. The blood on the door frame will ‘indicate’ to God to ‘pass over’ the
Israelite houses and to smite only the Egyptians.
The tenth plague strikes Egypt at midnight, leaving no house without a death.
Pharaoh searches frantically for Moshe and Aharon (Rashi) and tells them to leave.
The Jews take their dough with them before it has time to rise. The Egyptians agree
to let them take gold and silver items. The nation travels from Ra’amses to Succot.
They bake the unleavened dough and make matzot.

by eating lettuce one can fulfil one’s
obligation of eating maror, because
the Hebrew for lettuce is chasa,
referring to the mercy (chas) with
which the Almighty treated us by
redeeming us from slavery.
This revealing dichotomy is most
strikingly found early in the Seder
when we break the middle matza in
half, which is interpreted by some
to represent servitude and by others
to symbolise salvation. The Torah
(Devarim 16:3) describes matza
as lechem oni, the bread of a poor
person. This prompts the Gemara
(Pesachim 115b) to declare, “Just
as a poor person is accustomed to
eating a broken piece of bread, so
too must we eat matza in pieces.”
The Chida (Rabbi Chaim Yosef
David Azulai, 1724-1806), however,
takes a contrary view. He explains
that we halve the middle matza
to recall how Hashem halved our
period of bondage. In the ‘Brit bein
habetarim’ – the ‘Covenant between
the parts’ (Bereishit 15:13), Hashem
had informed Avraham, "You shall
surely know that your descendants
will be strangers in a land that is
not theirs, and they will enslave
and oppress them for 400 years."

However, our Sages calculate that
the period of Israelite bondage
lasted for 210 years, just more than
half that time. Alternatively, the
Da’at Zekeinim al Hatorah (a Torah
commentary compiled in the 12th13th century) suggests that halving
the matza reminds us of both the
splitting of the Red Sea and the
River Jordan.
The dramatic manner in which
festivity and mourning come
together at the Seder table is
amplified by the Rema (Rabbi
Moshe Isserles, 1530-1572) in the
Shulchan Aruch, who points out
that the evening of first night Seder
will always be the same day of the

week as the opening evening of
the following Tisha B'Av. This is the
reason, he explains, why just before
Tisha B'Av and also at our Seder we
have a hardboiled egg to eat.
The striking contradictions of
our Seder experience represent
the pendulum of our fate, which
has often swung dramatically and
swiftly from one extreme to the
other. We pray that just as we
were slaves to Pharaoh in Egypt
and overnight Hashem gave us our
freedom, so may the Jewish people
today, in the State of Israel and
throughout the world, be blessed to
be delivered swiftly and decisively
from all trouble and sorrow.

The striking contradictions of our Seder experience represent
the pendulum of our fate, which has often swung dramatically
and swiftly from one extreme to the other.
Maftir – First and Second Days (Bemidbar 28:16-25)
Maftir is read from a second Sefer Torah, from the section of parashat Pinchas
detailing the extra offerings brought during Pesach.
First Day Haftarah
The reading is taken from the Book of Yehoshua (Joshua). 40 years after leaving
Egypt, all uncircumcised males (who had been exempt from fulfilling the mitzvah in
the harsh conditions of the desert) fulfilled the mitzvah of brit milah in a place called
Gilgal. The nation then brought a Pesach offering and ate matzot. The preparations for
conquering Jericho then began.

by Jodie Herszaft, Tribe Israel team
Seder night begins with
the declaration “Ha
lachma anya – This is
the bread of affliction”,
in which we invite anyone who does
not have a Seder to join us. This
opening to our Seder seems incredibly
puzzling. We are all sitting down with
exactly the right number of places
set for the number of people present.
Surely we do not actually intend to
invite others to join us at this late
stage? Furthermore, it is recited in
Aramaic, a language which most
people no longer understand, and in
the comfort of our own homes where
no one who is in need of a meal can
hear us. Why the seemingly purely
ceremonious invitation to start our
Seder night?
Maybe our invitation is not
intended for outsiders, but rather
for ourselves. Whilst we may be
physically sitting at the table, our
minds can sometimes be elsewhere,
distracted and preoccupied. Therefore,
we are inviting and reminding
ourselves to be present, in order to
be able to gain from the Seder night
experience. Seder is more than just

a recollection of historical facts, but
rather a personal experience in which
each one of us is meant to feel like we
are being personally redeemed from
Egypt. Today we are blessed not to
be slaves as the Jews were in Egypt,
yet we are sometimes still stuck in
our own inner ‘Egypt’, with internal
slave-masters holding us back from
becoming our best selves. Whether
it is bad habits, our internal critique
or fears, many of us have obstacles
standing in the way of our achieving
greatness.
Studies suggest that training
our minds to live in the moment
and be fully present in a situation
without distractions has numerous

We are being
reminded that it is our
job to engage both our
head and our heart
in every experience,
in order to truly be
present and gain the
most we possibly can.

benefits1. This ability has been found
to help protect against psychological
symptoms such as anxiety, depression
and stress and is thought to enhance
psychological health and wellbeing.
This same principle is taught to
us in Shemot 24:12: “And God said
to Moshe, ‘Ascend to Me on the
mountain and be there, and I will
give you the stone tablets, the law
and the commandments, which I
have written to instruct them’”. The
Kotzker Rebbe (Rabbi Menachem
Mendel Morgensztern, 1789-1859)
asks why the need for the seemingly
superfluous command of “and be
there”? Of course Moshe would be
there after being commanded to
ascend the mountain! He explains
that sometimes we ‘ascend the
mountain’ but are not really there.
We are being reminded that it is our
job to engage both our head and our
heart in every experience, in order to
truly be present and gain the most we
possibly can.
As we say “Ha lachma anya” this
year, we invite ourselves to be fully
present in order to begin our own
personal redemption.

1 See for example https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5755604/
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And we can
breathe… After
what feels
like months of
preparation, cleaning everything
including cupboards we never
use and making enough Pesach
treats to feed the Jewish nation
leaving Egypt - Pesach has
begun!
We shared the story of the
Exodus, we tried our best to
re-live those ancient years of
slavery and the Jewish people’s
journey to freedom and in
doing so, tap into the pain and
suffering of our ancestors. As
the matzah crumbs fly, creating
even more mess than before
Pesach, we are still obligated
to ask the most fundamental
question… During this festival
that celebrates our freedom, are
we truly free?
When the Jewish people left
their shackles behind and tasted
the free desert air, they walked
the long road of freedom, but soon
realised that it was not going to be
a quick process. It took them seven
weeks until they stood at the foot
of Mount Sinai and accepted the
Torah on Shavuot. Seven weeks
which many of our great sages
understood to be necessary
to shake off not their physical
chains, but their slave mentality.
It took almost no time for them
to leave Egypt, but much time
for Egypt to leave them. Growth
takes preparation, commitment
and change. They would have to
change themselves, learn a “new
normal” and confidently leave
behind Egyptian ideologies and
practices.
As we now stare at the holes
in the matzah, we also see the
flaws and ‘holes’ in ourselves
that we need to fill in order to

From
Matza to
Cheesecake:
Seven Habits,
Seven Weeks
by Rebbetzen Lisa Levene, Belmont United Synagogue
bring our true selves to that
same freedom, to be ready to
receive the Torah once again on
Shavuot.
We are taught: “You shall
count for yourselves from the day
following the day of rest, from
the day on which you bring the
Omer as a wave-offering; the
counting shall be for seven full
weeks. Until the day following
the seventh week shall you count
fifty days." (Vayikra 23:15–16)
From the second night of
Pesach until the arrival of
Shavuot, we count the days. For
forty-nine days, seven weeks of
seven days, the crescendo builds
as we eagerly await day 50 and
the re-experiencing of receiving
the Torah.
The seven weeks that
characterised this process of
internal change and spiritual
growth for our ancestors is
still as pertinent for us today
as it was for them. Kabbalistic
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sources teach us that these
seven weeks correspond
to seven sefirot, ways God
manifests Himself in the world,
seven ways we can connect
to Him and better understand
ourselves. It is an opportunity
for us to focus on one aspect of
our character each week, and
improve it. From the rainfall of
matza crumbs to the making of
cheesecake, this is a journey that
we all now take.
May we be blessed to use this
time effectively, not just to count
in the literal sense but to ensure
we make every day count, and in
so doing, experience true inner
freedom.
To receive your free copy of ‘The
Jewish International’ magazine,
which includes insights into this
journey through the Omer: ‘Seven
Habits for Seven Weeks’, please
contact Lisa directly at
lisalevene@gmail.com.
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Sefer Shmuel (the Book of Samuel)

Chapter 26:
The Final Encounter

by Pnina Savery, US Jewish Living Educator and
Participant in the Chief Rabbi’s Ma’ayan Programme
Chapter 26 begins
with King Shaul (Saul)
discovering David’s
whereabouts and
pursuing him. However,
that night, David and his nephew
Avishai enter Shaul’s camp. They find
Shaul sleeping, with all his soldiers
asleep around him. Avishai wants to
kill Shaul but David refuses to allow
him to kill the Divinely-anointed king.
Instead, he expresses confidence
that “God will strike him…, his day
will come and he will die” (1 Shmuel
26:10). This new sense of security
derives from the previous story, in
which God killed David’s enemy,
Naval.
Instead, David removes Shaul’s
spear and flask of water to prove that
he had been in close proximity to the
king. They then leave and David calls
out from afar, waking up the camp.
He criticises Shaul’s soldiers for not
guarding him properly. David does not
plead his innocence, realising that
Shaul will never accept it. Instead, he
expresses anger that Shaul has forced
him into a nomadic existence.
The chapter ends with Shaul
admitting that he has sinned and
blessing David. However, despite this
possible attempt at reconciliation, the
text ends with the words, “So David
went his way and Shaul returned to
his place” (ibid. v.25). This parting

The encounter in our
chapter takes place at
night, under the cover
of darkness, while the
whole camp is sleeping.
This gives David added
protection.
is final – David and Shaul do not
meet again. The disconnect between
them can be seen in the way they
address each other: in Chapter 24
their language was respectful and
intimate. This is absent here. When
David addresses Shaul, the text states
that he spoke “from afar, with great
distance between them” (ibid. v.13).
We see many times in the Tanach
that geography can have a deeper
meaning; here they are not only
separated physically but emotionally
too.
There are many similarities
between Chapters 24 and 26. Both
relate an encounter when Shaul
is at the mercy of David, yet David
restrains himself and his men from
killing Shaul. On both occasions Shaul
emerges unscathed. Both times,
David shows his reverence for God’s
anointed one and recognises the hand
of God in the events. This causes
academics to question whether
this is simply a repeated account

of the same incident. However, on
closer inspection, we can identify
several differences that give added
significance.
Yehuda Kiel (1916-2011), in his
Da’at Mikra commentary on Tanach,
points out the obvious difference:
that David was Shaul’s son-in-law
in Chapter 24, whereas in Chapter
26, he is not1. He no longer has
the protection of Michal, who had
saved his life in the past. Not only
does David no longer have a family
connection to the king, he now has
an understandable desire for revenge
against his former father-in-law who
has given his wife away in marriage
to another man!
Kiel explains that the similar, yet
different, story in our chapter further
highlights the greatness of David. The
encounter in our chapter takes place
at night, under the cover of darkness,
while the whole camp is sleeping.
This gives David added protection.
Moreover, David has two new wives
by our chapter and consequently
greater status. In contrast, the
previous encounter took place when
David was comparably weak and
alone, surrounded by Shaul’s soldiers
in daylight with no easy escape. That
David refrained from killing Shaul in
Chapter 24 was impressive, but given
the circumstances in this chapter, it is
even more commendable.

1 At the end of the previous chapter, the text informs us that, bafflingly, Shaul married his daughter Michal to a second
husband, Palti, even though she was apparently still married to David, since no details of any divorce are provided.
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A FREE SELF-GUIDED WALKING TOUR
FROM THE UNITED SYNAGOGUE

Explore old Jewish London at your own
pace, as you’ve never experienced before.
Along the way meet the bold, innovative
and resourceful Jews of our past, that
helped to shape our community of today.
With the United Synagogue’s fascinating
self-guided walking tour, learn more about
our extraordinary journey.

Tour highlights include:

The Brune Street
Soup Kitchen

The Great, New &
Hambro Synagogues

Jews’ Free School
in Bell Lane

A medieval
Jewish cemetery

Illustration of The Jew Old Clothes Man (background, left) taken from The Project Gutenberg EBook of London Labour and the London Poor by Henry Mayhew
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