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Introduction 

It is a curious thing. Each year millions of 
Jews around the world sit down to make a 

Pesach Seder to commemorate an event that much of the 
world thinks never happened, including the majority of Jews. 
But, we make one anyhow, including Jews who question the 
origin of this tradition. 

We are not the only people to do this. Various religions and 
cultures also continue to celebrate questionable historic 
events, the spirits of which tend to be contradicted by 
present-day lifestyles. It’s the power of tradition that keeps 
alive what for many died long ago. 

Hypocrisy? Sometimes. Perhaps this is what bothers the Evil 
Son, the Evil Son and main antagonist in the Haggadah. He’s 
the one who has the gumption to ask, “What does this ser-
vice mean to you?”  

As the Bais HaLevi  explains, it’s not that the Evil Son dis1 -
agrees that the Pesach Offering once had meaning. A lamb 

 Rabbi Yosef Dov[a] Soloveitchik (1820–1892) was a rabbi of Brisk 1

(Brisker Rebbe), and the author of Bais HaLevi by which name he is 
better known.
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Introduction 

back then was an Egyptian god, and we had to break away 
from that to become worthy of redemption. “But who,” the 
Evil Son asks, “makes a god out of a lamb today?”  2

Though we “break his teeth” for asking his question and 
chastise him saying, “Had you been there, you would not 
have been redeemed!” the truth is, his question is a good 
one. In fact, it is one that the Haggadah each year asks all of 
us to answer by the end of the evening. The right answer is 
not only liberating, it is freedom itself. 

Because the problem with the Evil Son is not his question, 
but his answer. For him, the question is the answer, because 
for him it is rhetorical: this service may have made sense 
back in the days of leaving Egypt, but today it is meaningless. 

For that, we break his teeth and rap his knuckles. But how 
do we know for sure that the Evil Son would not have left 
Egypt had he been there? Would he not have had a different 
perspective then while actually going through redemption?  

Not really. It is his approach to truth in general that reveals 
his Four-Fifths mentality. Had he been there, the Evil Son 

 Haggadah Shel Bais HaLevi. Hence, when the Haggadah says, “to 2

you, and not to him,” the “him” he refers is really “Him,” that is, God 
Himself. That is, the Evil Son doesn’t just say the mitzvah has no 
meaning for him, but for God as well.
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Introduction 

would have been part of the 12 million Jews who died during 
the Plague of Darkness for not wanting to leave Egypt.  De3 -
spite what they witnessed, they chose to remain in Egypt 
because they did not get the message of the Pesach Offering.  

Sure, we no longer worship Egyptian gods, and therefore no 
longer have to parade through the streets with a lamb, an 
Egyptian deity, to prove our loyalty to God. But that is not 
the entire reason for the Pesach Offering. The Pesach Offer-
ing is always relevant, even long after the Exodus is but a dis-
tant memory.  

And before it as well. The Midrash says that Adam HaRishon 
told his two sons, Kayin and Hevel, to bring their offering on 
the fourteenth of Nissan, the destined night for the Pesach 
Offering by the future Jewish people.  The Bais HaLevi says 4

that our forefather Avraham was already eating matzah on 
the fifteenth of Nissan, hundreds of years before Egyptian 
exile even began. 

If so, the question becomes: Do we eat matzah because 
there wasn’t enough time to bake bread when leaving Egypt? 
Or was there not enough time to bake bread so that we 
would eat matzah each year on Pesach? Was leaving in haste

 Rashi, Shemos 13:8; Sanhedrin 111a.3

 Pirkei d’Rebi Eliezer, Ch. 21. 4
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Introduction 

—b’chipazon—incidental or intentional?  5

Contrary to the Evil Son’s way of thinking, mitzvos are eter-
nal. They are beyond everyday reality. They are not circum-
stantial, though specific circumstances may have led to their 
introduction, as in the case of the exodus from Egypt and the 
Pesach Offering. If anything, the mitzvos make the specific 
outcomes possible, such as the Exodus in Moshe’s time, as 
they will the leaving of exile in our time.  

It is the Chacham—Wise Son—in each generation who un-
derstands this. He might be part of the evolving world, but 
he also lives above it. While the Evil Son thinks that the 
modern world is where it is at, and that the Torah world is 
antiquated, the Wise Son knows the opposite is true. From 
the Wise Son’s perspective, it is the modern world that is dat-
ed, and the Torah world that is eternal. Hence, the Hag-
gadah’s response to his question: You, in turn, must teach 
him the laws of Pesach… 

Wait, that’s it? That’s the Wise Son’s entire reward for being 
on the right side of the argument? Absolutely. Unlike the Evil 
Son, halachah ( Jewish law) for the Wise Son is not just re-
strictions to keep a Jew in spiritual line. It is the path to true 
freedom, designed by God to help a person overcome in-

 You must eat it b’chipazon—in haste… (Shemos 12:11)5
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Introduction 

stinctual behavior that overrides the will of the soul.  

In fact, it is one of the greatest ironies of life how people 
think they are free when they are in fact slaves to their yetzer 
haras.  Mitzvos, and the halachos for properly implement6 -
ing them, are the only true defense a person has against their 
yetzer hara and the true freedom it stifles. Seeing that the 
Wise Son has bought into that truth, we further supply him 
with the means to achieve it.  

So what’s it going to be, the Wise Son’s idea of freedom, or 
the Evil Son’s? That is the question the Haggadah poses to 
all of us each year we sit down to make a Seder. The rest of 
the evening is to decide for ourselves which path we want to 
follow, as the prophet said: 

Who is wise and will understand these, discerning and will 
know them; for the ways of God are straight, and the right-
eous will walk in them, and the rebellious will stumble on 
them. (Hoshea 14:10) 

In closing, it is more practical to read the commentary in ad-
vance of the Seder, and underline particular points to bring 
up during the Seder. The night is not timeless for everyone 
at the Seder, and patience varies from person to person. 

 The evil inclination, our bodily instinct to satisfy material desires, 6

usually at the cost of spiritual growth. 
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Seder 

WHEN WAS THE last time anyone sang a table of contents? 
That is the way many families begin their Pesach Seder each 
year. Why, and why is it called a Seder at all? 

The Torah says: 

The earth was tohu vavohu—null and void, and there was 

darkness upon the face of the deep, and the Spirit of God 

hovered above the water. God said, “Let there be light!” and 

there was light. (Bereishis 1:2-3) 

The creation of light did not only illuminate a very dark 
world. It was the first step towards ending the tohu—chaos—
of the first day of Creation, and each subsequent act of creat-
ing added to that. By Day Six and the creation of man, all that 
remained to complete the process was to not eat from the 
Aitz HaDa’as Tov v’Ra, the Tree of Knowledge of Good and 

12

קַדֵּשׁ. ורְּחץַ. כּרְַפּסַ. יחַץַ. מגיִּד. 
רַחצְהָ. מוצֹיִא מצַהָּ. מרָורֹ. כּורֵֹךְ. 

שֻׁלחְןָ עורֵֹךְ. צפָוןּ. ברֵָּךְ. הלַלֵּ. 
נרְִצהָ.



Seder 

Evil. 

Had Adam HaRishon complied, he would have banished 
chaos from Creation completely and Yemos HaMoshiach, the 
Messianic Era, would have begun. He didn’t, and instead in-
creased the chaos in Creation, ending paradise and leaving 
his descendants to struggle against the chaos of history. 

History therefore is meant to be the tikun—rectification—of 
this, which is why, the Gemora says, the Torah was given:  

Reish Lakish said: “What is the meaning of: ‘And there was 

evening and there was morning, the sixth day—HaShishi’ 

(Bereishis 1:31)? Why [is it not written shishi only? Why] do I 
require the extra Heh [which is not used for any of the other 
days]? It teaches that The Holy One, Blessed is He, estab-
lished a condition with Creation and said: ‘If the Jewish peo-
ple accept the Torah [on the sixth day of Sivan in 2,448 
years], you will [be able to continue to] exist; and if they do 
not accept it, I will return you to the state of tohu vavohu—
chaos and disorder.’” (Shabbos 88a) 

This leads us to the answer of another important question 
about which we should remind ourselves every day: Why did 
God overtly step into history, suppress the laws of physics, 
and break the laws of free will to save the Jewish people? 
This is also something that many have come to take for 
granted. 
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Seder 

The prophet Yeshayahu said it the clearest:  

I am God; I called you for righteousness and I will strength-

en your hand; and I formed you, and I made you for a 

people’s covenant, for a light to nations. (Yeshayahu 42:6) 

As we saw on the first day of Creation, it is light that brings 
order to chaos. Without light, there can be no order. Each 
year the Jewish people sit down and maker a Seder to re-
mind us that we were redeemed from slavery for a specific 
mission: to bring the light of Torah to the world and order to 
Creation. 

But it is clear from history that what God calls order and 
what man calls order can be very different. This brings us to 
the next part of the Seder: Kadesh.
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Kadesh 

THE FOUR CUPS of wine correspond to the four terms of 
redemption in the Torah, derived from these verses: 

Therefore, say to the Children of Israel, “I am God, and I 
will take you out (vehotzeisi) from under the burdens of 
the Egyptians, and I will save you (vehitzalti) from their 
labor, and I will redeem you (vega’alti) with an out-
stretched arm and with great judgments. And I will take 
you (velakachti) to Me as a people, and I will be a God to 
you, and you will know that I am God your God, Who has 
brought you out from under the burdens of the Egyptians.” 
(Shemos 6:6-7) 

Each word represents a different stage in the redemption 
process from Egypt.  The first term (vehotzeisi) refers to the 1

 Aderes Eliyahu, VaAira 6:6.1
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Kadesh 

end of the labor, the second (vehitzalti) to the end of all op-
pression, the third (vega’alti) to the actual leaving of Egypt, 
and the fourth (velakachti) to the receiving of the Torah. In 
a more general sense, however, each stage of the redemp-
tion process can be applied on a personal level as well.  

Since this is the first cup, one should have intention for the 
first terms, vehotzeisi—I will take you out.  

One of the most important differences between human be-
ings and animals is the ability to distinguish between the holy 
and the profane. This is what allows a person to strive for 
spiritual excellence and have a relationship with God: 

God spoke to Moshe, saying: “Speak to all the congregation 
of the Children of Israel, and say to them, ‘You shall be holy, 
for I, God your God, am holy.’” (Vayikra 19:1-2) 

If a person loses this ability, they lose their Godliness and 
descend to the level of Dalet-Mem of “Adam,” the level of the 
“chamor—donkey,” which cannot make such distinctions.  2

They descend to the lowest level of spiritual impurity, as did 
the Jewish people in Egypt, making them completely materi-
al. 

Adam—man—is spelled Aleph-Dalet-Mem. Aleph is the 

 This is explained in more detail in Maggid.2
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Kadesh 

number one, and similar to the word aluph, which means 
“chief.” Therefore, Aleph alludes to God, and comprised of 
two Yuds and a Vav, it has a total gematria of 26, the same 
gematria as the Shem Hovayah, God’s four letter Ineffable 
Name.  An Aleph even points Heavenward. 3

Therefore, the Aleph of Adam represents the Godly part 
within man, the soul. The Dalet-Mem spells dahm—blood, 
the symbol of man’s physical component (chomer), the 
physical body we have in common with animals. When in 
balance with the Aleph, the letters combine to spell Adam, 
which has the same gematria as geulah—redemption. 

If a person ignores their soul, pursuing the whims of their 
body, the Aleph all but disappears, leaving only the Dalet-
Mem. Hence, the first of the Ten Plagues was blood, to show 
the Jewish people what had become of them after 209 years 
in Egyptian exile. Since the revelation of God increased with 
each plague, they also strengthened the Aleph in the Jewish 
people until, fully restored, the Dalet-Mem became Aleph-
Dalet-Mem, equalling geulah, both in gematria and reality. 

It is the Aleph—the soul—in a person that provides the ca-
pacity to be mavdil, that is to separate between good and 
evil, holy and profane, pure and impure. Therefore, the abili-

 Osios d’Rebi Akiva. 3
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Kadesh 

ty to make such separations measures the health of the 
Aleph in a person, their level of holiness, and their capacity to 
relate to God, as it says: 

You must therefore distinguish between kosher animals and 
non-kosher ones, between unclean birds and clean ones…
You must be holy to Me, for I, God, am holy, and have sepa-
rated you from the nations so you can be Mine. (Vayikra 
20:25) 

Bringing order to chaos depends upon this, as human histo-
ry makes clear. Too often people do not think deeply enough 
into ideas to see how they are either similar or different from 
one another because, on the surface, the opposite seems to 
be true. Such mistakes have been quite costly, even deadly at 
times.  

We acknowledge this truth and imperative by beginning 
Shabbos and Yom Tov with Kiddush, a word that also means 
“separation.” It is an important step in the direction of true 
freedom.  

Like royalty, everyone at the Seder should have their cup 
filled with wine (or grape juice) by another person for each 
of the four cups.  

The person making Kiddush should pick up their cup with 
both hands, and then hold it in the right hand only (or left 
hand if left-handed) for the brochah. The cup should sit in 
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Kadesh 

the palm of the hand so the fingers can wrap around the 
cup from below like rose petals around a flower.  4

After the brochah, each person should drink the majority of 
the cup (at least 3.3 fluid ounces) at one time while sitting 
down and leaning on the left side (women do not have to 
lean).  

If the first night of Pesach is Friday night, then the first cup is 
also Shabbos Kiddush, a Torah obligation. One should 
therefore drink at least 4.42 – 5.07 fluid ounces for the first 
cup only.        5

Begin here on Shabbos and include the bracketed words: 

 Zohar, Introduction, Os 2.4

 Sefer Kol Dodi, Siman 2:6.5
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ויַהְיִ ערֶֶב ויַהְיִ בקֶֹר יוםֹ  
י:   ִ שּׁ ִ השַּׁ

ָמיַםִ והְאָרֶָץ וכְלָ  ויַכְלֻוּּ השַּׁ
צבְאָםָ. ויַכְלַ אלֱהֹיִם בּיַוּםֹ 

בְיִעיִ מלְאַכתְּוֹ אשֲרֶׁ עשָהָׂ  השַּׁ
ְביִעיִ מכִּלָ  ויַשְִּׁבתֹּ ביַּוּםֹ השַּׁ
מלְאַכתְּוֹ אשֲֶׁר עשָָׂה. ויַבְרֶָךְ 

It was evening and it was day,  
the sixth day.  

And the heavens and the earth 
and all their hosts were com-
pleted. And on the seventh day 
God finished His work which 
He had made, and He rested 
on the seventh day from all His 



Kadesh 

Continue here; begin here on a weeknight: 

20

ְביִעיִ  אלֱהֹיִם אתֶ יוםֹ השַּׁ
ויַקְַדֵּשׁ אתֹוֹ, כּיִ בוֹ שָׁבתַ 

מכִּלָ מלְאַכתְּוֹ אשֲֶׁר בּרָָא 
אלֱהֹיִם לעַשֲוׂתֹ. 

work which He had made. 
And God blessed the seventh 
day and made it holy, for on it 
He rested from all His work 
which God created to do. 

סבַרְִי מרָָנןָ ורְַבּנָןָ ורְַבּותֹיַ 

בּרָוךְּ אתַּהָ ייְָ אלֱהֹיֵנוּ מלֶךְֶ 
העָולֹםָ בּורֵֹא פּרְִי הגַפָןֶ. 

בּרָוךְּ אתַּהָ ייְָ אלֱהֹיֵנוּ מלֶךְֶ 
העָולֹםָ, אשֲֶׁר בּחָרַ בּנָוּ מכִּלָ 
עםָ ורְומֹמְנָוּ מכִלָּ לשָוׁןֹ וקְדִשְָּׁנוּ 
במְּצִוְתֹיָו. ותַּתִּןֶ לנָוּ ייְָ אלֱהֹיֵנוּ 
בּתָותֹ למִנְוחּהָ  בּאְהַבֲהָ (שַׁ
וּ) מועֹדֲִים לשְִׂמחְהָ, חגַיִּם 

וזּמְנַיִּם לשְָׂשוׂןֹ, אתֶ יוםֹ 
בּתָ הזַהֶ ואְתֶ יוםֹ) חגַ  (השַַׁ
המַצַותֹ הזַהֶ, זמְןַ חרֵותּנֵוּ 

(באְּהַבֲהָ), מקִרְָא קדֶֹשׁ, זכֵרֶ 
ליִציִאתַ מצִרְָיםִ. כיִּ בנָוּ בחָרְַתָּ 

Blessed are You, God, our 
God, King of the universe, 
Who creates the fruit of the 
vine. 

Blessed are You, God, our God, 
King of the universe, Who has 
chosen us from among all peo-
ple, and raised us above all lan-
guages, and made us holy 
through His commandments. 
And You, God, our God, have 
given us in love (Shabbos for 
rest and) festivals for joy, holi-
days and times for rejoicing this 
day (of Shabbos and this day) of 
this holiday of Matzos, the time 
of our freedom (in love) called 
holy, recalling the departure 
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On Motzei Shabbos, a candle with two flames should  
be lit from an existing flame, and this added. Since it is Yom 

Tov, the candle should burn out on its own. 
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ואְותֹנָוּ קדִַּשְׁתָּ מכִּלָ העָמַּיִם, 
בּתָ) ומּועֹדֲֵי קָדְשֶךָ  (ושְַׁ

(בּאְהַבֲהָ ובּרְָצוןֹ,) בּשְִׂמחְהָ 
ובּשְָׂשוׂןֹ הנִחְלַתְּנָוּ. בּרָוךְּ  

בּתָ וְ)  אתַּהָ ייְָ, מקְַדֵּשׁ (השַַׁ
ישְִׂרָאלֵ והְזַּמְנַיִּם. 

from Egypt. For You have cho-
sen us and sanctified us from all 
the nations, (and Shabbos) and 
Your holy holidays (in love and 
desire) in joy and rejoicing You 
have bequeathed us. Blessed 
are You, God, Who (sanctifies 
Shabbos and) Israel and the 
times.  

בּרָוךְּ אתַּהָ ייְָ אלֱהֹיֵנוּ מלֶךְֶ 
העָולֹםָ, בּורֵֹא מאְורֵֹי האָשֵׁ.  
בּרָוךְּ אתַּהָ ייְָ אלֱהֹיֵנוּ מלֶךְֶ 

העָולֹםָ, בּורֵֹא מאְורֵֹי האָשֵׁ. 
בּרָוךְּ אתַּהָ ייְָ אלֱהֹיֵנוּ מלֶךְֶ 
העָולֹםָ המַבַדְִיל בּיֵן קדֶֹשׁ 
לחְלֹ, בּיֵן אורֹ לחְשֶׁךְ, בּיֵן 
ישְִׂרָאלֵ לעָמַּיִם, בּיֵן יוםֹ 

ְביִעיִ לשְֵׁשֶׁת ימְיֵ המַּעַשֲֶׂה.  השַּׁ
ַת  בּתָ לקְִדֻשּׁ ַת שַׁ בּיֵן קְדֻשּׁ

Blessed are You, God, our 
God, King of the universe, 
Who creates the lights of fire. 

Blessed are You, God, our 
God, King of the universe, 
who makes a distinction be-
tween sacred and profane, 
between light and darkness, 
between Israel and the nations, 
between the seventh day and 
the six workdays. You have 
made a distinction between 



Kadesh 

Conclude with this brochah on the first night of Pesach:

22

the holiness of the Shabbos 
and the holiness of the festival, 
and You have sanctified the 
seventh day above the six 
workdays. You have set apart 
and made holy Your people 
Israel with Your holiness. 
Blessed are You, God, who 
makes a distinction between 
holy and holy. 

יוםֹ טובֹ הבִדְַּלתְָּ,  ואְתֶ יוםֹ 
ֵשֶׁת ימְיֵ המַּעַשֲֶׂה  ְביִעיִ משִּׁ השַּׁ

תָּ  תָּ. הבִדְַּלתְָּ וקְִדַּשְׁ קִדַּשְׁ
ָתךֶָ.  אתֶ עמַּךְָ ישְִׂרָאלֵ בקִּדְֻשּׁ

ברָּוךְּ אתַּהָ ייְָ המַּבַדְִיל בּיֵן 
קדֶֹשׁ לקְדֶֹשׁ.

Blessed are You, God, our 
God, King of the universe, 
Who has granted us life, sus-
tained us, and enabled us to 
reach this time.

בּרָוךְּ אתַּהָ ייְָ אלֱהֹיֵנוּ מלֶךְֶ 
העָולֹםָ, שֶׁהחֶיֱנָוּ וקְִימְּנָוּ 

והְגִיִּענָוּ לזַּמְןַ הזַהֶ.



Urchatz 

RITUAL WASHING IS not about removing physical dirt, but 

spiritual “dirt” called tuma. It is one thing to know the dif-

ference between holy and the profane, but a higher level of 

awareness to distinguish between the spiritually pure and 

impure, tahor and tamei.  

Even the Jewish people require the Torah to define spiritual 

purity and impurity. Many of the underlying principles defy 

human logic and are chukim, or statutes, which, as Rashi 
explains, are the source of derision for skeptics.  1

Becoming an “Adam Shalaim—Complete Person” means 

living with the reality of spiritual purity and impurity, and 

 Rashi, Bamidbar 19:2.1
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trying to achieve the former. This is why the Talmud refers to 

the Jewish people as “Adam,” and the gentile nations as the 

“Umas HaOlam—Nations of the World.”  2

Spiritual purity is a “system” for making sure that one is truly 

living a holy life, which is why there are so many laws of 

tuma v’taharah regarding the Temple and its service. Every 

Jew is supposed to be a temple in their own right so that 

God can dwell within them.  Even beyond the Temple a per3 -

son has to try and maintain a higher level of spiritual purity. 

The most severe level of tuma is a dead body. We were cre-

ated to have a relationship with God, which a dead person 

cannot have, as it says, “Neither will the dead praise God” 
(Tehillim 115:17). Tuma, therefore represents a person’s lim-

itation to connect to God and must be removed to remove 

that limitation. Through this washing at the beginning of the 

Seder, we do this, if only symbolically. 

Netilas Yadayim is also a reminder of Temple times when 

such a washing actually made a difference. Then a person 

had to be careful not to impart spiritual impurity to others or 

to food, which hands could do to wet food. Touching karpas 
dipped into salt water makes it susceptible to impurity from 

 Yevamos 61a. 2

 Shemos 25:8.3
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our hands. Therefore, we first purify our hands, connecting 

us to Temple times and redemption. 

The person leading the Seder washes their hands as if for 
bread except without the blessing, “al netilas yadayim.” 
Some have the tradition of having the water brought to 
them at the table as royalty would.

25



Karpas 

THE WORD KARPAS in reverse is Samech-Peh-Raish-Chof, 
and alludes to the 600,000 Jews who suffered hard labor dur-
ing Egyptian slavery. Samech equals 60, and the last three 
letters spell the word parach, which means “harsh.” There-
fore, the karpas is dipped into salt water because it repre-
sents the tears the Jewish people cried because of their slav-
ery.  

How does this part of the Seder help the growth process of 
the Aleph to make us an Adam and free? The essence of the 
growth process is gilui Shechinah, the revelation of the Di-
vine Presence in the world, which is what the 10 plagues in-
creasingly did. The more intellectually and emotionally tan-
gible God’s involvement in history becomes, the more pow-
erful a soul becomes in everyday life. 

The act of dipping karpas into salt water and eating it re-
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minds us about the impossible situation we, the Jewish peo-
ple, once faced and how God overtly stepped into history to 
turn the tables on our oppressors and redeem us. It reminds 
us to not let adversity drain us of hope or make us assume 
that God doesn’t care about us anymore. Not only will the 
difficult times end, but they will be followed by better times 
that can make us forget them. 

But we shouldn’t. Humility, the Gemora says, is one of the 
most important traits to develop and strengthen,  a major 1

theme of the evening. It is the basis of self-honesty, which is 
central to become a Tzelem Elokim, someone acting in the 
“image of God.” Recalling what it was like being down-and-
out is always humbling. 

Nothing stands in the way of Aleph-based growth more than 
ga’avah, unhealthy pride. As the Talmud says, Torah flows 
downward from Heaven, and only something lower can re-
ceive it.  Thus it says: 2

Moshe was very humble, more than anyone else… 
(Bamidbar 12:3) 

This made Moshe Rabbeinu the fitting channel he was for 
God’s Torah because it meant that he would not let personal 

 Avodah Zarah 20b. 1

 Eiruvin 53b.2
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bias distort his perception of truth. It is a way of telling us 
that the Torah Moshe gave over was the same version God 
told him. That’s important for freedom because it says: 

Rebi Yehoshua ben Levi said…“It says, ‘The tablets were the 
work of God, and the writing was the writing of God, 
graven—charus—upon the tablets’ (Shemos 32:16). Don’t 
read charus—graven, but cheirus—freedom, for there is no 
free person but one that occupies themself with the study of 
the Torah.” (Pirkei Avos 6:2) 

That is, the Torah God gave to us, not the one misinterpret-
ed by those whose lack of humility prevents them from accu-
rately passing on the word of God. 

Everyone takes a vegetable (other than marror and often 
celery) and dips it into the salt water. A piece smaller 
than a kezayis (less than 24 grams) should be used to 
avoid a doubtful after-blessing. The blessing is said with the 
marror in mind since it will also be eaten before the seu-
dah.
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בּרָוךְּ אתַּהָ ייְָ אלֱהֹיֵנוּ מלֶךְֶ 
העָולֹםָ, בּורֵֹא פּרְִי האָדֲָמהָ.

Blessed are You, God, our 
God, King of the universe, 
Who creates fruit of the 
ground.



Yachatz 

IT IS THE breaking of the middle matzah that transforms it 
into Lechem Oni—Poor Man’s Bread. A poor person, not 
knowing if they’ll have food tomorrow, rations what they 
have today.  1

The Maharal goes deeper. He says that a poor person is ac-
tually a free person.  They are “free” to move at will because 2

they are not tied down to any one place through any owner-
ship of property. How many times throughout Jewish history 
have Jews lost their chance to escape danger because of their 
possessions? How many people might have already made 
aliyah if they weren’t “stuck” paying off mortgages? It was 
one of the reasons why the 12,000,000 Jews died during the 

 Pesachim 115b.1

 Haggadah Shel Pesach.2
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Plague of Darkness.  

Poor people tend to be humble people as well. Lacking sta-
tus and worldly possessions, they have no way to compete 
with others, or to think more highly of themselves than they 
are. Humility is one of the most important traits and tools of 
a truth-seeker because subjective people distort truth for 
personal benefit. 

Therefore, the Mishnah concludes: 

This is the way of the Torah: Eat bread with salt, drink water 
in small measure, and sleep on the ground… (Pirkei Avos 
6:4) 

Does this mean that every Jew should divest themself of 
their wealth? This would suggest the opposite: 

Four are considered as if they were dead: A pauper… 
(Nedarim 64b) 

The resolution is summed up here: 

At the time of the death of Rebi Yehudah HaNasi, he raised 
his ten fingers toward Heaven and said in prayer: “Master of 
the Universe, it is revealed and known before You that I 
toiled with my ten fingers in the Torah, and I have not de-
rived any benefit from the world even with my small finger.” 
(Kesuvos 104a) 
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That was quite a claim considering it says that Rebi’s table 
never lacked anything, even during off seasons.  We can also 3

assume that he dressed and acted the part of a prince of the 
Jewish people, who reportedly was close friends with Anto-
nios.  What did Rebi mean? 4

He meant that he only took advantage of his material wealth 
and position as part of his service of God and on behalf of 
the Jewish people. He may have enjoyed the office and all of 
its perks, but it is not why he took or kept it. Though he per-
sonally benefited from what he had, he never had it for the 
sake of personal benefit. He did not define himself by mater-
ial wealth, living the life of a rich man with the attitude of a 
poor one.  

The Talmud adds: 

There is no poor person except with respect to knowledge. 
(Nedarim 41a) 

Perspective in life is everything. The right one makes a per-
son happy and life meaningful, and the wrong one results in 
constant disappointment. But perspective is based upon 
perception, and perceptions are influenced by the assump-
tions we live with. Faulty assumptions mean faulty percep-

 Avodah Zarah 11a.3

 Avodah Zarah 10b. 4
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tions, and a faulty perspective on life.  

Therefore, what a person knows makes the difference be-
tween true and mistaken ideas about freedom. No one will 
argue that having a lot of material possessions means a per-
son is financially poor. But they will argue that being finan-
cially well off is not the key to ultimate freedom, and often-
times hinders it. Poor Man’s Bread warns us about this and 
encourages a person to think deeply about what truly makes 
them happy in life. 

Matzah in general teaches this. Chometz represents bloated 
pride and is associated with the yetzer hara, a person’s evil 
inclination.  But though we know how to avoid chometz in 5

food, it is a lot harder to avoid it in life, unless a person takes 
the advice of this mishnah to heart: 

If there is no flour, there is no Torah. (Pirkei Avos 3:21) 

Obviously. But what is less obvious is this: 

Flour comes from the grinding of wheat, which the Ultimate 
Wisdom made for this purpose. Through this man is distin-
guished from the animals, as already stated in the Talmud: 

 The yetzer hara is called the se’or sh’b’issa, the leaven that is in the 5

dough, because just as leaven “bloats” dough to make bread, the yet-
zer hara bloats a person’s personality to make them believe they are 
more than they actually are (Brochos 17a).
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When The Holy One, Blessed is He, told Adam, “It will bring 
forth thorns and thistles” (Bereishis 3:17), a tear formed in 
his eye. He said before Him, “Master of the Universe! Will I 
and my donkey eat from the same trough?!” (Pesachim 
118a). Thus, had it not been that his food was ground finely, 
he would not have been able to achieve the completion of 
Torah (i.e., receive Torah at Mt. Sinai 26 generations later).  
(Meiri, Pirkei Avos 3:21) 

The process of refining wheat into flour symbolizes the intel-
lectual process of breaking down an idea to refine it, some-
thing an Adam must do to understand its essence and impli-
cations. The deeper a person probes, the more they expand 
their Aleph and the more Adam they become. The matzah 
hints to this as well. 

This is why Yachatz also produces the Afikomen, which is 
hidden and then searched for by children at the Seder. We 
are training them to be truth-seekers, to use the Talmudic 
process throughout life to become a chacham—wise son, 
and avoid becoming an evil one. Ultimately, evil is the ab-
sence of good, something that is not always obvious from 
the outside. 

The Meiri is explaining that had Adam HaRishon not realized 
he had intellectually descended to the level of a donkey, 
mankind would never have possessed the intellectual capaci-
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ty to receive Torah at Mt. Sinai 26 generations later. We would 
have intellectually and spiritually stagnated, and kemach—
flour—represents our transformation back in the direction of 
an Adam. 

The problem happened again two millennia later when the 
Jewish people assimilated into Egyptian society, descending 
to the 49th level of spiritual impurity. This meant that they, 
effectively, “ate” from the same trough as the “donkey.” The 
nine plagues helped to expand their Aleph and separate the 
Jewish people from the Egyptian people and, once again, 
flour in the form of matzah became the symbol.  6

The gematria of kemach—flour—and Pesach are the same.  7

Replacing the word kemach with Pesach in the mishnah 
above, it reads: “if there is no Pesach, there is no Torah,” that 
is Shavuos, the holiday that celebrates the receiving of Torah, 
50 days after leaving Egypt. 

The middle matzah is broken in two, and the smaller piece 

 The Maharal explains that the Egyptian people, because of their 6

obsession with material pleasures (chomer), were represented by the 
chamor, the donkey, which is also devoid of spirituality.
 Kemach is spelled with the letters, Kuf (100), Mem (40), and Ches 7

(8), for 148. Pesach is spelled Peh-Samech-Ches (80+60+8), also 
totaling 148. According to Kabbalah, this makes the words inter-
changeable. 
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is placed back between the two other matzos. The larger 
piece is wrapped up as the Afikomen, and put over the 
shoulder as the fleeing Jews did in their time, and we say, 
“We leave Egypt in haste.” 
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IMAGINE THE SURPRISE and excitement on everyone’s face 
when I came out the first time dressed up as Moshe 
Rabbeinu, dramatizing the night of the first Seder in Egypt. I 
made sure to speak with a great sense of urgency, instructing 
everyone there as if they too were part of that initial redemp-
tion from Egypt.  

After a few moments, the surprise transitioned to amuse-
ment. Adults laughed while children watched wide-eyed, 
taken in by the drama of the moment. My plan had worked 
better than any sweets could have, hooking the attention of 
all those at the Seder table. It made going through the rest of 
the story so much easier…for me as well. Nothing like an 
adrenalin rush to get your body into the moment. 

My plan worked so well that dressing up and acting out the 
Exodus became family legend, and everyone looked forward 
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to it each year after that. My challenge each Seder was to find 
a way to make it surprising and inspiring, even for those who 
knew what to expect. Eventually, I ordered a long, white wig 
and beard that allowed me to really look the part. Wrapping a 
broom handle in blue cellophane gave it a mystical sapphire 
look.  

Eventually, we added a Pharaoh (my son) to the act, which 
added humor to the redemption drama. Then I would lead 
all those who would follow outside to miraculously cross an 
imaginary Red Sea, using my own sound effects  to make it as 
real as possible. It was all quite tiring but also very exhilarat-
ing, and it has always provided us with momentum to get to 
the meal, no matter how late. 

We make a Seder each year, not just to commemorate our 
redemption from Egyptian slavery, but to initiate and 
strengthen new generations, so that they can choose  to car-
ry on the message and the appreciation. The Haggadah 
provides the body of the Seder, but we have to put the  soul 
into the evening if the tradition is to remain alive and vibrant 
for ourselves and our children.  

It takes more than good learning habits to keep a three-mil-
lennia tradition alive. It takes inspiration, renewed each year 
by carrying out the Pesach Seder and recounting the story as 
if we too left Egypt. 
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Lechem Oni (Poor Man’s Bread) has three connotations: af-
fliction (inui), poverty (ani), and answer (oneh). One, al-
most tasteless piece of unleavened bread reminds us of three 
things: our affliction in Egypt, the role of poverty in freedom, 
and that we should ask and answer many questions during 
the Seder.  

The latter meaning is particularly relevant to Maggid, the 
“telling” of the story,” and the questions and answers that 
follow. However, by this it should be clear that matzah itself 
is the answer. But what was the question? 

The most obvious question is: Why do we exclusively eat 
matzah on Pesach as opposed to bread? The Torah answers 
this question with: 

They could not delay, nor had they made provisions for 
themselves. (Shemos 12:39) 

But why did they not have enough time to bake bread? How 
much time does it take to make chometz? Anyone who has 
seen matzah being baked knows that the problem is not too 
little time, but too much time. It is a frantic operation to 
make sure that the dough does not stay unworked for 18 
minutes, at which time it becomes real chometz. No one had 
18 minutes back in Egypt to let their dough rise while they 
made other preparations for the journey to freedom? 

The traditional answer is that, being on the forty-ninth level 
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of spiritual impurity that was Egyptian society, we had to 
avoid sinking to the fiftieth level at which point we could no 
longer be redeemed. By forcing Egypt to push the Jewish 
people out of Egypt, God saved us from spiritual oblivion 
and the matzah recalls that close call.  

So yes, we eat matzah on Pesach because we did not have 
enough time to bake bread. But did we really have to leave 
Egypt so quickly to save the Jewish people? This says other-
wise: 

The commentators explain that they had to leave quickly in 
order to avoid descending to the fiftieth level of the Fifty 
Gates of Impurity. However, this does not seem to be cor-
rect, but just the opposite seems true! The strength of impu-
rity had been eliminated as a result of the revelation of the 
Divine Presence [through each of the ten plagues], as it says, 
“Not even a dog will growl for the Children of Israel” (She-
mos 11:7). He judged their gods and killed their firstborn, so 
how can it be that impurity had any control [at that point], 
God forbid? It is only relevant to say this at the end of the 
oppression and the beginning of the redemption [with the 
first. Had the redemption not begun [with the first plague ], 1

and they had remained slaves in Egypt, then there would not 

 After only 209 years of Egyptian exile, and not the 400 years God told 1

Avraham about. 
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have been a rectification, God forbid, since they had entered 
the forty-ninth level of impurity…Once the redemption had 
already started however with the plagues twelve months the 
year before, the Sitra Achra  began to lose power and con2 -
tinued to do so from that time onward…By the month of 
Nissan, and especially on the first night of Pesach, it was 
completely beaten, conquered, and on the verge of destruc-
tion. Therefore, how could there  have been any more con-
cern about falling to the fiftieth gate [the night they made 
the Seder]? (Drushei Olam HaTohu, Chelek 2, Drush 5, Anaf 
2 Siman 4)  3

According to this, the Jewish people started to leave the Fifty 
Gates of Impurity with the first plague. When they sat down 
to make the first Seder in Egypt as God carried out the 
plague against the firstborn, the Jewish people were clear of 
all impurity: 

It is impossible to say that the reason why they could not 
remain in Egypt was because they would fall to the fiftieth 

 Literally, “Other Side,” the name of the angel responsible for facilitat2 -
ing rebellion against God through sin. It is also called the “Sattan,” 
which means “obstructor” because it interferes with people perform-
ing good. 
 Rabbi Shlomo Elyashiv, zt”l (b. Šiauliai, Lithuania, 1841–d. Israel, 3

1926).
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level, God forbid, since on the first night of Pesach impurity 
had no power at all. (Drushei Olam HaTohu, Chelek 2, 
Drush 5, Anaf 2 Siman 5) 

Why then did they have to leave b’chipazon? For the oppo-
site reason: 

Since The Holy One, Blessed is He, emanated His holy light 
onto the Jewish people, as the author of the Haggadah 
writes, “The King of Kings was revealed to them” they could 
not remain in Egypt a moment longer or the Sitra Achra 
would have become completely eradicated, eliminating free-
will, the purpose of Creation. (Drushei Olam HaTohu, 
Chelek 2, Drush 5, Anaf 2 Siman 5) 

How radical. Firstly, we left quickly to save the Egyptians, not 
the Jewish People. Secondly, we had to save evil to save 
good.  What does all this mean, especially since the Talmud 4

says: 

In the time to come, The Holy One, Blessed is He, will bring 
the evil inclination and slay it in the presence of the right-

 The Leshem further explains: Egypt was the head of all [spiritual im4 -
purity at that time] and had it been destroyed then the Sitra Achra 
would also have been destroyed, as well as the yetzer hara (evil incli-
nation). Free-will would no longer have existed, and for this reason 
they could not delay (Drushei Olam HaTohu, Chelek 2, Drush 5, Anaf 
2, Siman 5).
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eous and the wicked. (Succah 52a) 

Why did God hold off on something that He plans to do later 
anyhow? Because: 

Since this [redemption] was not the result of their own 
deeds, it was contrary to the purpose of Creation, and it was 
not possible for these wondrous lights  to remain since free-5

will would have ended…Therefore, the great light was re-
moved from them immediately after the first night of Pesach, 
because it was intended that its continuation should be the 
result of their own deeds. (Drushei Olam HaTohu, Chelek 2, 
Drush 5, Anaf 2, Siman 5) 

And we’ve been working on it ever since. Therefore, it says 
that… 

One must look at themself in each generation as if they too 
have come out of Egypt. (Haggadah) 

…because each generation is just finishing what the previ-
ous ones did not, making the final redemption the last act of 
the first one.  

This is why the final redemption is called Keitz HaYomim, 
literally “End of the Days.” The days? Which days?  The days 6

 These were high spiritual lights that are not influenced by our deeds.5

 It could just say, Keitz Yomim—End of Days. 6
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