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Orlglnally dur ancestors were idol worshipers,

but now the Omnipresent has brought us near
to His service, as it is written: Yehoshua said to all
the people, “So says HASHEM, God of Israel: Your
fathers always lived beyond the Euphrates River,
Terach the father of Avraham and Nachor, and they
served other gods. Then I took your father Avraham
from beyond the river and I led him through all the
land of Canaan. | multiplied his offspring and gave
him Yitzchak. To Yitzchak | gave Yaakov and Eisav:
to Eisav I gave Mount Seir to inherit, but Yaakov and
his children went down to Egypt.”!
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# “THE WATER USED FOR MAKINGSTHE:
dough from which the matzos are baked
— both for regular matzah and for

f matzah shemurah — must ‘have stood
overnight after having been drawn from a river or well. This- water.
must be stored in‘aTeceptacie which is not connected to the source of
water and must be left there for at leasttwelve hours: The reason for
letting it stand is that water, when drawn from 4 river or well, maybe.

Waté? that has
stood overnight

that it refers to the statement that “We were slaves to Pharaoh in Egypt.” In the
Haggadah bath opinions are followed: Earlier (p. 90) Shmuel’s version was pre-
¢+ sented; and here the Haggadah begins Rav’s version. But according to either
oplmor the question presents itself: Why did the Sages see fit to institute this
#particular format? Why must we begin the story of the Exodus with a description
of the deplorable situation in the distant past whether in a physical sense (ac-

somewhat warm, and if it were to be used immedxately, the matzah f
dough might ferment more rapidly because of the water's heat.

cording to Shmuel) or a spiritual sense (Rav)?
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R’ Moshe Feinstein saw in thi¥ arrangement apn important lesson in human
psychology. Sometimes a person decides to undergo an important change to
§)§tter his quality of life, to ““turn over a new leaf” in his attitudes, personal habits,
‘etc. Often a person in such a situation will cut himself off from his past completely,
considering himself “reborn,” in a spiritual sense, totally erasing from his con-
sciousness any relation with his “previous life.”” This approach is incorrect, R’
Moshe said, and may even do more harm than good. The path to personal
improvement is a long and difficult one, fraught with setbacks, occasional re-
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lapses, and the like. As we read in Mishlei (24:16), “’A righteous person falls seven
times and he always rises up again.” The Sages tell us in a similar vein, "A person

1
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cannot fully understand the words of the Torah unless he first errs in them”” (Gittin
43a). If a person does not recall his previous poor state he is likely, during one of

these occasional setbacks, to find himself with nothing at all to grasp at. If,”

however, he constantly keeps his past in mind, degrading as it may be, he can
and this will supply him with sufficient patience to survive his temporary lapse in
enthusiasm until his motivation becomes reinvigorated. ‘

This, explaiied R’ Moshe, is the message of the format of “’beginning with the
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“Indignity and eniding with the prestige.”” However unsatisfying our present spiri-
tual, emotional, or physical situation in life is; we may always take solace when we
reflect that matters were once much worse, and that, compared to those times, we
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have come a long way. ‘
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«$ INTIAYY DIPWI 13 WaY) Arniak v Yy Ay Maty nymnn — At first our

-ancestors were idolaters, but now the Omnipresent has brought us close to His
service. . . “Has bri lose” (1127p) is a less intense term than that used by
JHashem Himself to describe the same p "HHP7Y) you
unto Me as a nation” (Shemos 6:7). Although from Hashem’s perspéc—tive He
took us unto Himself without our active Involvement af all, from our own
perspective, our coming close to Hashem was the resulf of The eXercise of-our
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free w;l‘. Still, we recognize and acknowledge that Hashem has brought us
close, ' k:as created circumstances which aided us to make the right choices.
These “7“Tude the travalls that the Patriarchs withstood with Hashem’s help, the
course of events that led to the descent to Egypt and the eventual Exodus, the
miracles of the-parting of the Red Sea, the manna, and the Well of Miriam, until
He brought us to Mount Sinai, gave us the Torah, and brought us into the Land

of Israel. Ultimately, He has brought us close to His sacrificial service in the Beis
HaMikdash .
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In order to understand this part of the Haggadah, we need to raise a basic
question regarding the entire enterprise of the Exodus from Egypt. On this
night, we are thanking Hashem for delivering us frém slavery and persecu-
tion in Egypt. But wasn’t it Hashem who decreed that we should go down
there in the first place!?

If a doctor.came by and fixed your broken leg, you would certainly be full
of gratitude. But if someone else came and broke the leg, who then also hap-
pened to be a doctor who is prepared to fix it, your feelings of gratitude might
be somewhat more subdued!

Exactly what is behind the celebration of our Exodus?

Let us consider a third scenario, where the doctor breaks a rib in order to
have access to vital organs that are in dire need of treatment.

This changes the picture dramatically. Set against this much greater prob-
lem, the breaking of the vib is no longer looked upon as the problem. In fact,
it is now looked upon as the beginning of the cure. o

.~ Inorder to fully appreciate the meaning behind the slavery in, and Exodus
from, Egypt, it is important to realize that the Jewish People had a problem

that threatened their very existence: namely, that originally our fathers were

_idol worshippers.

The fact that our ancestral roots lay in idol worship meant that as a People
we stood little chance of standing firm against the pagan culture in which all
of our neighbors were steeped. Three heroic figures, Avraham, Yitzchak, and
Yaakov stood up against paganism and found the One God. With the decline
of generations, however, there was a very real concern that their descendants
would not be able to maintain their steadfastness against the rest of the
world, and the entity known as the People of Israel would effectively dissolve.

The answer to this problem was to go down to Egypt. ' s

¥ And here we confront a startling idea. The Jewish People were formed not
onl;; by the Exodus from Egypt, but also by tl.le oppression experienced while

_they were there!

15~

B'Ih;e, Torah® itself refers to Egypt as “the smelting furnace.” Through ex-,
treme conditions, a furnace refines metal and rids it of foreign admixtures.
Forging Jewish identity meant ridding it of any affinity with the prevalent
cultures with which it shared a common ancestry. The persecution and deg-
radation of our People by the Egyptians, who were the most powerful and
successful culture of the time, led to a fundamental disillusionment on the
part of the Jewish People as to what constituted ultimate success.”® -

The Jewish People are referred to in a number of places as “Hashem’s
When a seed is put into the ground, it reaches a state of near total
di.s'integration before attaining a categorically higher level of existence and

»Gg

planting,

emerging as a plan.Similarly, being reduced to the level of slaves represent-
ed a core deconstruction of the Jews as a People. This meant that when they
wqge- taken out by Hashem, they were entering national existence anew,
fundamentally free of their idolatrous roots.®

* Attaining this newfound status does not mean that they were now imper-
viou_?to bad habits or incapable of imitating the idolatrous ways of others.
However, the essential makeup of the Jewish People had been established,
which ensured that they would ultimately be able, as a People, to recuperate
from such lapses and maintain their eternal bond with Hashem.
. M"ﬂlis is why we refer to our idol-worshipping roots as part of our discus-
‘sion on Seder night, for that is the full context within which the entire Egypt
experience needs to be placed.*’ Set against this broader problem that began
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long before we went down to Egypt, the enti
the difficult times, constituted the solution.5

Let us now return to the verses quoted from Yehoshua. The first verse
expresses the first clause that “ori

g ginally our fathers were idol worshippers.”
The subsequent verses culminating with the words “... and Yaakov and his -
sons went down to Egypt,” which we saw earlier as redundant, are in fact an

expression of the second clause: “but now the Omnipresent has brought us

Dear to His service.” The process of Hashem bringing us near to Him actually
began Ay

veg with us going down to Egypt.©
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gprestige” (Pesachim 116a). R” Aharon Kotler wondered why the early idolatrous

'stage of our pre-Avraham history should be included in the story of the Exodus.

This Sordid element of our past does not seem to have anything to do with our
sojourn in Egypt or our Exodus from there.

R’ Aharon explained that this thought is mentioned in ordertoroffset the follow-
ing objection that might have been raised: Why should we thank God for ending
the exile that He Himself forced upon us? If someone imprisons me for no reason
and then, at long last, sets me free, do | owe him any thanks? This is why the
H}_gggdah.ment"rcnrthéﬁcﬁlﬁt “originally our ancestors were-idol worshipers.”
The ordeal of subjugation to the Egyptians was ordained by God in order to purge
us of these negative traits that still lurked inside of us. The proof that these

Pd&al Tous inclinations were in fact latent in our ancestors at that time is that over

Ctheir two-century stay in Egypt they descended to the forty-ninth (and next-to-last)
[ével of impurity. Yet, despite the spiritual shortcomings of our ancestors at that -

time, "“the Omnipresent has brought us near to his worship.”
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The two opinions in the Talmud as to how to begin the Haggadah, the text
of spirityal freedom, are thus really quite similar, differing only in emphasis.

The first opinion is that beginning the Haggadahiwith “We were sla\.{es
unto_Pharaoh in Egypt” is most appropriate because it refers to the total

VIVA PINLIMIND DX TIAYY [PWYH TINYY 1M 0I8Na YRV D
PInm 1y oman SNYY YN R VP VYN LMIAR MENI THYY "D

VY IR TY LmeYm oown myvs apy’ M

,RNNAR YNVY PPN IpYRY THPY DRIV SV VAN MY AN WY 1IN
AR MR DATIR PINY N85 WAV 9,11 ATIY FY_1¥nY 0NN vm

enslavement. both physical and spiritual, to which the Israelites were subject,

‘7@nn”nw TIRD RON 12 DRI "IN W™D DON DINN 1Ph_vp vynd,

and from which God extricated them. The second opinion contends that
this approach might be misinterpreted and lead one to think that we are
celebrating primarily our liberation from captivity. We might thereby
lgTs.ight of the primacy_of the spiritual liberation of the Exodus.. If is
therefore preferable to begin with an account of.our humble origins,
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our being descendants of idolaters, people enslaved by the drives ?f the

human body. : 5
EThis helps us better understand the greatness of the patriarch Abraham,
who was the first person to categorically reject idolatry and to come to
an awareness of the true God. It was Abraham’s spiritual character, his
rjsing above‘the tyranny of passion, that enabled him to grasp thc‘e truth. TE']’;G_SES",CLQL@MnOt That one prays to a figurine of wood
It was because Abraham consciously chose to became subservient to petal, or clay. It is simply unthinkable that sensible el cou!d,

the wilk of God that he was able to master himself rather than be a slave —

ﬁccording to one opinion in the Talmud, the Haggadah should migh

WMLW%QMWES prior to the
.;];.lxggan-saga, rather than with, “We were slaves unto Pharagh in Egypt.”

at s the Tationale underlying this opinion?

-

to his physical drives, and he was therefore able to see through the be so foolish as to believe that these inanimate objects which were the
spuridus nature of the prevailing pagan beliefs, At this point Co:! re- greation of their own hands were indeed deities that possess supernaturai
vealed Himself to him, and commissioned him to spread the truth of powers. .
spirituality. The principle underlying idolatry is stated very simply in the Talmud, in
We cannot expect to succeed in the search for truth as long as we are . regard to the recurrence of this practice among the ancient Israelites. “The
un;.villing to accept the consequences that follow our finding the truth, which Israelii= s knew that these images were of no substance, but they used themin
includes frustrating some of our animal drives. qrder to achieve positive sanction for otherwise forbidden relationships”
Truth and spirituality are inseparable. (Sanhedrin 63b).
» Various temptations to which humans are subject are forbidden by edict of
. C‘ﬂ the Torah, while others are proscribed by one’s conseience. A person who
» wishes to indulge his desires, yet appease his conscience and be free of guilt
~ for being in violation of any moral principles, may reach a rather simple
<5 WNIK M Y7 ATIRY TR L abnon fsolution: Establish an authority that will set moral standards that will satisfy
— '« first our ancestors were idol- ong’s whim and will pronounce edicts that will permit one to behave in
iaézgss- = ‘l;‘}:‘;Siz:‘g:iflzrftrgr;wgn‘:fsf‘g% whatever way one wi'shes. In order for this authority to have the right to
and spiritual exile — 1.€., estrangement dictate moral and ethical standards, it must be imbued with those properties
from a proper spiritual and religious that qualify it for this function, and what better qualification can there be than
G e ket ba o |
Q%la_e:cestors underwent. mentioning 3\ \ The distinction between Torah belief in God versus the belief in idols is
first the spiritual emptiness of Terach thus very elementary. According to Torah, God created man and dictates
and finally the physical exile of “and

L e : hpw man should-behave. In idolatry, man creates his own gods and dictates
Yaakov and his sons went down lo to ther: to tell him what he wishes to hear,

'VILNA GAON / /79371 wy»2

Egypt.”  —

desires, and who, in order to placate his conscience, obtains a hechsher
(authorized positive sanction) from the gods he creates for himself. This is
egsential tohim because he is either unable or unwilling to resist his physical
drives. In other words, the idolater is a person who is dominated by his
impulses and is a slave to his own passions.

The - !vlater is thus a person who is under domination of his physical
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<5 Feeling the Closeness

The baal Haggadah writes that our ancestors served idols, and
now the Almighty has brought us close to His service. The Chasan
Sofer gives a magnificent insight into the length that Hashem goes o

ghow us His love. We would think that since the Jewish people had
served idols, we had, in essence, felt that we were alienated from
our Father in Heaven. Yet, He did just the opposite and brought us

loser to His service.
?%' When the Haggadah uses the word “ve achshau — and now,” this
one word says it all. Hashem, in His kindness and benevolence,

does not look at our past; He looks only at the way we are now.
This means that even though the Jewish people worshiped idols

in the past, that is all but erased. Hashem chooses to focus on the

here and now. This word — ve’achshav — brings with, it so much
ghgpe, so much encouragement. We need not be bogged down with
guilt and insecurity about our inadequacies and shortcomings. We
don’t have to wallow in the mistakes we have ‘made. It is all about
the present: what we want to do now; what we hope to become now.
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