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L. How Does Midrash Reflect on Questions Raised by the
Haggadah?

Why were the Israelites enslaved?
Karpas (Haggadah, p. 7)

The price of parental favoritism
1. We have a custom that karpas is a remembrance of the striped coat (k’tonet pasim) that our
father Jacob gave to Joseph which caused a chain of events that led our ancestors to go down to

Egypt.
Sefer HaMinuchah, Rabbenu Manoach of Narbonne, 14th century

2. A man should never single out one son among his other sons, for on account of the two ounces
weight of silkk, which Jacob gave Joseph in excess of his other sons, his brothers became jealous
of him and the matter resulted in our ancestors’ descent into Egypt.

Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 10b

3. We were slaves of Pharaoh... (Haggadah, p. 9)
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To teach the Israelites a lesson
4. Before the Israclites went down to Egypt, the children of the matriarchs degraded the children
of their maidservants [literally, female slaves] and did not treat them in a fraternal way.! And this
was very difficult for the Holy One to see. The Holy Spirit would cry out, “Every part of you is
Jair” (Song of Songs 4:7). Said the Holy One, “How can I make them accept the maidservants’
children? I wili send them down to Egypt and they will all be slaves. When 1 redeem them I will
give them the commandments of Passover to observe—to them, and their children, and their
children’s children. And they will all say avadim hayinu, we were slaves to Pharaoh and will
discover that they are all equal.” Why did God do this? To announce the Holy One’s greatness
and glory to all creatures of the world and to let them know they should make peace among all
God’s creations.”

Pesikta Chadatta, a late medieval midrash (in Ozar HaMidrashim)

5. He said unto Abram [his name had not yet been changed to Abraham]: Know well
that your offspring shall be strangers in « land not theirs, and they shall be enslaved
and oppressed for four hundred years... (Haggadah, p. 14).
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Abraham’s lack of fuith
6. Why was our Father Abraham punished and his children doomed to Egyptian servitude for
two hundred and ten years? ... Because he went too far in testing the attributes [i.c., the
promises] of the Lord, as it is written, And he said, Lord God, how shall I know that I am to
possess [the land]? (Genesis 15:8).

Babylonian Talmud, Nedarim 32a




7. Then Moses returned to the Lord and said, ‘O Lord, why did you bring harm on this people?
(Fxodus 5:22.) Tt was then that Moses exchanged words with God, by asking Him: why did you
bring harm? What is the meaning of this expression? It is usual that when one man asks another:
“Why have you done this?” he is angry with him, and yet Moses said to God: why did you bring
harm! In fact, this is what he said to God: “I have perused the book of Genesis and read therein
the doings of the generation of the Flood and how they were punished, and that was according to
what they deserved; also how the generation of Sodom which witnessed the separation of races
were punished, likewise according to what they deserved.” Moses said, “But this people, what
has it done to be more enslaved than all the preceding generations? Is it because our father
Abraham said: *How shall I know that I am to possess [the land]? (Gen. 15:8). And You said to
him: ‘Know well that your offspring shall be strangers’ (Gen. 15:13). Well, if this be so, then
Esau [Rome and Christendom] and Ishmael [the Arab world], also being [Abraham’s]
descendants, should likewise have been subjected [to slavery|; moreover, the generation of [saac
or Jacob should have been subjected rather than my own generation!”

Exodus Rabbah 5:22, 10" century

Punishment for trying to assimilate
8. The Rabbis commenced this discourse with this verse: They have dealt treacherously against
the Lord, for they have begotten strange children; now shall the new moon devour them with
their portions (Hosea 5:7). This teaches that when Joseph died, they abolished the covenant of
circumeision, saying: ‘Let us become like the Egyptians.” You can infer this from the fact that
Moses had to circumeise them on their departure from Egypt. As soon as they had done so, God
converted the love with which the Egyptians loved them into hatred, as it is written: He furned
their heart to hate His people, to deal crafiily with His servants (Psalms 105: 25).

Exodus Rabbah 1:8, 10™ century

How do we explain Israel’s ability to survive chronic persecution?

9. This promise has sustained our ancestors and us. For not only one enemy has
risen against us to annihilate us, but in every generation (b’chol dor va’dor) they rise
against us. But the Holy One, Blessed be He, saves us from their hand (Haggadah, p.
14).
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10. One midrash imagines the ministering angels warning God that the people of Isracl will
surely prove faithless in exile because periodically they had fallen into idol worship when they
lived in their own land. God argues that Israel will surely remain faithful and declares that the
Egyptians could not even withstand ten plagues and...

...“so they are extinct and gone... As for Israel, even though I bring troubles and chastisements
upon them in this world, they do not recoil from Me, but remain steadfast and therefore endure in
every generation (b ’chol dor va’dor).” God continues to argue Israel’s case before the angels.
“Lo, I burdened them with ever so many troubles in this world, and I brought chastisements
against them in every generation, yea, in every hour; yet they do not recoil rebelliously—...and




even in the moment of their anguish at the hands of the unutterably wicked they speak of Me as
‘He who is righteous.” Even in such a moment they say, “We have sinned, we have committed
crimes...” [The midrash continues with the confession (vidui) recited on Yom Kippur.)

Pesikta Rabbati 35:1, 607" century

How should we respond when God doesn’t “save us from their hands”?

11. “Who is like You, O Lord, among ihe mighty (b’eilim)?” (Ex. 15:11). “Who is like You
among the silent ones (b 'ilmim), O Lord, who is like You, who though seeing the insult heaped
upon Your children keeps silence?”?

Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael, 3™ century

12. You do not work miracles for us as you did for our ancestors.... They who were in Egypt
obeyed but a single commandment [slaying the Paschal offering] and went forth that very night;
but what of me? [ have obeyed all the commandments...From what did You redeem our
ancestors from Egypt? Was it not from the oppression of the Egyptians of which God said, “4And
I have also seen the oppression...”? (Ex. 3:9). For me too, life is nothing but oppression by an
enemy. Did you not send redemption from the hand of two redeemers [Moses and Aaron] to that
generation...? Send two redeemers like them to this generation!

Midrash on Psalms (42/43:5), 3-13" centuries

II. How Does the Haggadah Use Midrash?
The Sword over Jerusalem and
Echad Mi Yodei’a?

13. Mighty hand refers to the disease among the cattle, as it is written: Behold
the hand of the Lord strikes your cattie which are in the field, the horses, the
donkeys, the camels, the herds, and the flocks--a very severe pestilence (Ex. 9:3).
Outstrefched arm means the sword, as it is written: “His drawn sword in Itis hand,
outstretched over Jerusalem” (I Chronicles 21:16, Haggadabh, p. 18).

Sifre on Numbers (Piska 115), 4™ century
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14, I Chronicles 21:16 And David lifted up his eyes, and saw the angel of the Lord standing
between the earth and the heaven, his drawn sword in his hand siretched over Jerusalem. ..
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15. The passage from Sifre comments on: “f am the Lord your God (ani Adonai elohaichem),
who brought you out of the land of Egypt to be your God. 1 the Lord your God (ani Adonai
elohaichem)” (Numbers 15:41). The midrash tells a tale about Ezekiel, who prophesied in the
time of the First Temple’s destruction and the Babylonian exile. He railed against the people for
defiling themselves with the “fetishes of Egypt” and following false prophets. The midrash




constructs a conversation, unreported in the book of Ezekiel itself, between the prophet and
“certain elders of Israel” (Ezekiel 14:1),

They said to Ezekiel, “If a master sells his slave doesn’t the master loose his authority
over the slave?” “Yes,” he answered. They said to him, “Since God has sold us to the
nations of the world, are we not exempt from God’s authority?” Ezekiel said to them,
“But if a master rents out his slave on the condition that the slave return, is the slave no
longer subject to his master?” [The midrash now quotes from a subsequent chapter in
Ezekiel which repeatedly refers to God’s redemption of the Israelites from Egypt.] “And
what you have in mind shall never come to pass—when you say, “We will be like the
nations, like the families of the lands, worshiping wood and stone.” As I live—declares
the Lord God—I will reign over you with a strong hand and with and outstretched
arm...(Ezekiel 20:32-34). [The midrash now elaborates.] . Mighty hand refers to the
discase among the cattle, as it is written: Behold the hand of the Lord strikes
your cattle which are in the field, the horses, the donkeys, the camels, the herds,
and the flocks--a very severe pestilence (Ex. 9:3). Quistretched arm means the
sword, as it is written: “His drawn sword in his hand, outstretched over Jerusalem” (1
Chronicles 21:16).

Sifre on Numbers (Piska 115), 4" century

The Sifre’s midrash stresses the interdependence among the Exodus, Israel’s loyalty to God, and
the vicissitudes of lsrael’s history among the nations: “For i is to me that the [sraelites are
servants (avadim, literally slaves); they ar¢ My servants, whom I freed from the land of Egypt, 1
am the Lord your God” (Lev. 25:55). “And if you...refuse to obey Me... I will bring a sword
against you... I will send pestilence (dever) among you, and you shall be delivered into enemy
hands” (Lev. 26:21, 25).

16. Echad Mi Yodei’a? (Who Knows One?) 2979 0 1Hn

Who knows one? I know one. One is our God in heaven and earth....

Who knows thirteen? I know thirteen! Thirteen are the attributes of God; Twelve are the
tribes of Israel; Eleven are the stars [in Joseph’s dream]; Ten are the commandments;
Nine are the months to childbirth; Eight are the days to circumcision; Seven are the days
of the week; Six are the orders of the Mishnah; Five are the books of the Torah; Four are
the matriarchs of Israel; Three are the patriarchs of lsrael; Two are the tablets of the
covenant; One is our God in heaven and earth (Haggadah, p. 57).

17. As a consequence of his prayer, the penalties to be imposed for David’s numbering Israel
were successively reduced... the three days of pestilence were reduced to thirty-six hours [by
counting the days and not the nights]. Besides, good pleaders appeared in behalf of mercy for
Israel. There came the seven days of week, the eight days prior to circumcision—thus fifteen; the
five books of the Pentateuch, and the three patriarchs—thus twenty three. And according to
Rabbi Tanchuma the Ten Commandments and the Two Tables [tablets] of the Covenant—a total
of thirty five. Others suggested that in lieu of Commandments and the Tables, the heads of the
twelve tribes appeared. In any event there remained only one hour of pestilence. But, behold,
how many hosts died out in that brief time [i.e. 70,000]."

Pesikia Rabbati, 11:3, 6-7% century




I Chronicles 21
[. And Satan stood up against Israel, and provoked David to make a census of Israel.
2. And David said to Joab and to the rulers of the people, Go, count Israel from Beersheba to
Dan; and bring their number to me, that I may know it.
3. And Joab answered, The Lord make his people a hundred times so many more as they are; but,
my lord the king, are they not all my lord’s servants? Why then does my lord require this thing?
Why will he be a cause of trespass to Israel?
4. And the king’s word prevailed against Joab. And Joab departed, and went throughout all
Israel, and came to Jerusalem.
5. And Joab gave the sum of the number of the people to David. And in all Israel there were one
million and one hundred thousand men who drew sword; and in Judah there were four hundred
and seventy thousand men who drew sword.
6. And he did not count Levi and Benjamin among them; for the king’s command was odious to
Joab.
7. And God was displeased with this thing; and he struck Israel.
8. And David said to God, I have sinned greatly, because I have done this thing; but now, I pray
you, take away the iniquity of your servant; for I have done very foolishly. '
9. And the Lord spoke to Gad, David’s seer, saying:
10. Go and tell David, saying, Thus said the Lord, I offer you three alternatives; choose one of
them, that I may do it to you.
11. And Gad came to David, and said to him, Thus said the Lord, Choose:
12, Either three years of famine; or three months of destruction by your foes, while the sword of
your enemies overtakes you; or else three days of the sword of the Lord, pestilence on the land,
and the angel of the Lord destroying throughout all the borders of Israel. Now decide yourself
what word I shall bring back to him who sent me.
13. And David said to Gad, I am in great distress; let me fall rather into the hand of the Lord; for
very great are his mercies; but let me not fall info the hand of man.
14. And the Lord sent a pestilence upon Israel; and there fell of Israel seventy thousand men.
15. And God sent an angel to Jerusalem to destroy it; and as he was destroying, the Lord saw and
he repented of the evil, and said to the angel who destroyed, It is enough, stay now your hand.
And the angel of the Lord stood by the threshing floor of Ornan the Jebusite.
16. And David lifted up his eves, and saw the angel of the Lord standing between the earth and
the heaven, having a drawn sword in his hand stretched out over Jerusalem.
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Then David and the elders of Israel, who were clothed in sackcloth, fell upon their faces.
17. And David said to God, Was it not I who commanded the people to be counted? It is I who
have sinned and done very wickedly; but as for these sheep, what have they done? Let your
hand, T pray you, O Lord my God, be against me, and against my father’s house; but let not the
plague be upon your people.
18. Then the angel of the Lord commanded Gad to say to David, that David should go up, and set
up an altar to the Lord on the threshing floor of Ornan the Jebusite.
19. And David went up at the saying of Gad, which he spoke in the name of the Lord.
20. And Ornan turned back, and saw the angel; and his four sons with him hid themselves. And
Ornan was threshing wheat.




21. And as David came to Ornan, Ornan looked and saw David, and went out from the threshing
floor, and bowed himself to David with his face to the ground.

22, Then David said to Ornan, Grant me the place of this threshing floor, that I may build an altar
on it to the Lord; you shall grant it to me for the full price; that the plague may be stayed from
the people.

23. And Ornan said to David, Take it, and let my lord the king do that which is good in his eyes;
behold, I give you also the oxen for burnt offerings, and the threshing instruments for wood, and
the wheat for the meal offering; 1 give it all.

24. And king David said to Ornan, No; but I will buy it for the full price; for I will not take that
which is yours for the Lord, nor offer burnt offerings without cost.

25. And David gave to Ornan six hundred shekels of gold by weight for the place.

26. And David built there an altar to the Lord, and offered burnt offerings and peace offerings,
and called upon the Lord; and he answered him from heaven by fire upon the altar of the burnt
offering,

27. And the Lord commanded the angel; and he put his sword back into its sheath.

28. At that time when David saw that the Lord had answered him in the threshing floor of Ornan
the Jebusite, then he sacrificed there.

29. And the tabernacle of the Lord, which Moses made in the wilderness, and the altar of the
burnt offering, were at that time in the high place at Gibeon.

30. And David could not go before it to inquire of God; for he was afraid because of the sword of
the angel of the Lord.

! This midrash taps into a tradition holding that J oseph was working “with his brothers as a helper to the sons of his
father’s wives, Bithah and Zilpah... and Joseph brought back evil reports about them” (Gen. 37:2. According to
Gen. Rabbah 78:8 Joseph accused his brothers of insulting the sons of Jacob’s bondmaids and calling them slaves.
The Jerusalem Talmud (Peah 44, chapter 1, halachah [4) contains a version of the story which says the bondmaids’
sons were treated as slaves.

% A. Jellinek, Bet HaMidrash, (Jerusalem: Sifre Vahrman, 1967), vol. 6, p. 38.

* MRI Shirata 8:19-25, vol. 2, p. 60-61. See also Gittin 56b,

* Pesikta Rabbati, 11:3. See also the Midrash on Samuel 31:3 and Midrash on Psalmns 17:4. These midrashim
elaborate on the story as it appears in Il Samuel 24:12-17. Virtually the same story appears in I Chronicles 21: 10-
16.







The Passover Haggadah: Midrashic Reflections
Hebrew Texts
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The Last Night in Egypt: Knocking in the Night

The midrash describes what happened on the night of the last plague, the slaying of the
Egyptian first born. Egyptian mothers have taken their first born children to the homes of
Istaelites and beg the Israelites to take their children in so they will escape death. Divide your
Seder guests into three groups. Ask one group to play the Egyptian mothers, pleading for the
lives of their children. The other two groups are Israelites. One group argues for taking in the
Egyptian children. The other group opposes this. In the end, what have your guests decided to
do?

When you’ve finished, read the following tenth century midrash (Exodus Rabbah 18:2):

When Moses said: “I will smite all the firsthorn” (Ex. 12:12), some of the Egyptians were
afraid and some not; those who were afraid brought their firstborn to an Israelite and said:
“Do please allow him to pass with you this night.” When midnight struck, God smote all the
firstborn; as for those who took asylum in the houses of the Israelites, God passed between
the Israelites and the Egyptians, depriving the latter of life while leaving the Israelites alive.
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A Sourcebook of Engaging Tales, Texts & Activities
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