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Why is Eliyahu Invited to Our Seder?
Rabbi Marianne Novak
Class of 2019

There is a certain kind of relief when at our Passover Seders, after saying Grace After Meals and pouring
the third cup and possibly also at this time pouring the cup for Eliyahu, we rise from our reclining positions,
open our doors to let in some fresh air and sing the traditional song about Eliyahu HaNavi, Elijah the
Prophet. While this break is most welcome, the bigger questions are, ‘Why do | invite Eliyahu to the Seder?
And given his history, what is his purpose at my Seder? (Do | really want a guy like Eliyahu having carte
blanche to enter my home and partake of the wine, albeit the cup left for him, at my Seder Table?) Why do
we then ask God to ‘pour out his wrath’?

Before looking at the mechanics of the Seder at this point, it is important to do a little review of who Eliyahu
was in Torah text and how he transforms in the Rabbinic imagination such that he is included in the
Haggadah and Seder ritual.

The first place we find Eliyahu is in the book of Kings. After King Solomon’s demise, the Jewish kingdom
has been split in two; the Land of Israel and the Land of Judah, each with its separate king and monarchy.
Israel, the northern Kingdom was led by the King line of Yerav-am and the Kingdom of Judah followed the
Solomonic line of King Rehav-am.

The Kings of Israel by and large did not follow Torah, and each King was more corrupt and more
enmeshed with idol worship than his predecessor. As the navi opens in | Kings 17, Ahav and his evil wife
Ezevel rule over the northern kingdom, practicing idol worship, specifically the worship of Baal. Ezevel also
campaigns to kill and rout out all true prophets of the true God of Israel.

In | Kings 17, Eliyahu shows up, somewhat out of the blue (possibly a marker for how his character later
appeatrs in history), to tell King Ahav the following:

Elijah the Tishbite, an inhabitant of Gilead, said to N ARNKN V72 1WA AYNN INYR MR
Ahav, “As the LORD lives, the God of Israel whom | NNITDN 1797 'MTRY UK ‘n{jvgg IR N
serve, there will be no dew or rain except at my 72T '977DK D 0Nt 7Y NI D1IYN
bidding.” '

Ahav is told by Eliyahu, God’s servant, that there will be no rain except when I, Eliyahu, decide it should
come. Eliyahu is right in understanding that from our tradition, if the people do not follow the word of God,
the result could be a drought. (see Deuteronomy 11:13-21, Second Paragraph of the Shema prayer).
However, Eliyahu doesn’t cast the directive as going through God but going through him- ‘...except at my
bidding... :127'9%7-0x 2... Eliyahu doesn't tell Ahav of a way to gain favor back with God but tells him
simply, I, EI'iyahu will decide and you must go through me.

Immediately after this incident, God sends Eliyahu away on a somewhat solitary journey to Wadi Cherith.
God, although grateful for Eliyahu’s loyalty, senses that perhaps his zealotry and his personification of
himself as the source of God’s power might lead to some disastrous results. God needs allies on earth
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especially at this time in history, but they must be allies who will affirm God’s mission on earth instead of
undermining it.

In his solitude, Eliyahu’s food runs out and God tells him to go to Zarpata where a widow would feed him.
The widow was without food yet she followed Eliyahu’s specific directions and miraculously she had
enough food to last a lifetime. Soon after the woman's son fell ill and Eliyahu called out for God to heal the
boy and he was healed. (I Kings 17:24)

And the woman answered Elijah, “Now | know that you are a MYT N NRY IR NYRD NKAL
man of God and that the word of the LORD is truly in your nPY 1'92 ‘NI NN n'pﬁg YU'N 1D
mouth.” '

Eliyahu now is filled with God’s spirit and believes in his power to perform miracles. He is called a man of
God and when he speaks his words are seen as truly coming from God. And it is with this power and
confidence that three years later God tells Eliyahu to go before Ahav and tell him that God will now bring
rain upon the earth.

Eliyahu arranges to meet with Ahav and have a powerful showdown with the prophets of Ba’al at Mount
Carmel. Eliyahu succeeds in bringing fire down from Heaven to consume his sacrifice and proves the
emptiness of Ba’al worship. The prophets of Ba’al are executed, the people of Israel declare their faith in
the One True God, and by the end of the day, the rains have come. Eliyahu has succeeded in his mission!

Until the morrow, when Ezevel, furious at uprooting of Ba’al worship,,threatens to kill Eliyahu. Eliyahu then
goes into exiley He arrives at a dry bush, without food, water or hope.

(I Kings 19:4)
He himself went a day’s journey into the wilderness. He NNA 240 X311 0iY)77 12702 )7 NI
came to a broom bush and sat down under it, and NN THINY ‘ingg-ng 9xe1 [TNX] NNK DY
prayed that he might die. “Enough!” he cried. “Now, O SDANA DIN AV K77 W91 NP N ARY 27 |

LORD, take my life, for | am no better than my fathers.”

God hears his cries and an angel brings him food. The angel appears to Eliyahu again to give him and to
help him prepare for a journey of 40 days and 40 nights to the Mountain of Horeb, otherwise known as Har
Sinai. Once he arrives, he goes into a cave and God asks him why he is here.

(I Kings 19:10)

He replied, “I am moved by zeal for the LORD, the God of ni‘ N2y N 1Y 'nNn N]7 Nl
Hosts, for the Israelites have forsaken Your covenant, 27T nnA™M NN YY" 12 1n n nw")
torn down Your altars, and put Your prophets to the X MR 2N 400 Txm nKI 107D
sword. | alone am left, and they are out to take my life.” 1nn7'7 'W9ITNX 1Yl Y

Eliyahu characterizes the situation from his point of view only. Hinting, that only he, Eliyahu, alone is loyal
to God. The Jews have betrayed God and there is no hope for them in Eliyahu’s estimation.
The rabbis of the Midrash however are uncomfortable with not only Eliyahu’s zealotry and violence but his
insistence that there is no hope for the Jewish people. True prophets, like Moshe, worked hard to get the
people to repent. They plead with God the destruction of the people of Israel.
In Shir HaShirim Rabbah 1:6:1, the Midrash elaborates on this interaction between God and Eliyahu
reflecting these concerns.
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..As is written about Elijah: (I Kings 19:14) And he said, |
have been very jealous for the Lord, the God of hosts; for
the children of Israel have foresaken Thy covenant.

The Holy one replied to Elijah: This is MY covenant. Is it
yours?

Elijah: Thrown down Thine altars.
The Holy one: These are MY altars. Are they yours?
Elijah: And slain Thy prophets with the sword

The Holy one : They are MY prophets. What concern is it of
yours?

Elijah: And | alone remain and they seek my life, to take it
away.

See what is written in that context: And he looked and
behold there was at his head a cake baked on the hot
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stones (retzaphim) (1 Kings, 19:6). What is meant

by retzaphim? R. Samuel bar Nachman said: Retz

peh, 'silence (break/smash) the mouth'- silence the mouth
of him who spoke slander of My children...

In the rabbinic imagination of this scene, God scolds Eliyahu and reminds him that his role as prophet is to
instruct the Jewish people and help them to repent and choose God. God appreciates Eliyahu’s zeal and
fortitude but he is worried that such zeal when misplaced could lead to even greater destruction for the
Jewish people. aAs the narrative continues, God takes Eliyahu up to Horev, much like He took Moshe, in a
way to teach him a Torah of loyalty and zeal but without such violence towards and lack of hope for the
Jewish people. Again God asks Eliyahu why he is there and he again repeats the same rejoinder: (I Kings
19: 14)

He answered, “l am moved by zeal for the LORD, the
God of Hosts; for the Israelites have forsaken Your
covenant, torn down Your altars, and have put Your
prophets to the sword. | alone am left, and they are out to
take my life.”

DTM") ni’ NX2X '7'7N I'n ']'\N]? N]7 WYJN'I
|0ﬁ 1T NNATA NN 'nnw' 'n 1n p=

"D'? 'JN ANIXRI AN 120D TN'JJ J‘INI
IARNFY 'YX 1Y)

God listens and sets up a way for Eliyahu to protect himself and set up the ruling governments. God also
sets up a successor to Eliyahu in Elisha. All these directives hint that God, despite trying to curb his violent
nature at the incident at Horeb, has created safeguards in case Eliyahu goes back to his warring ways
including taking him, as Ovadiah stated before, ‘...the spirit of the LORD will carry you off, | don’t know
where.. u'rx N7 WK 'Y ']Nw' I’'n nnl-- a place somewhat suspended from earth and heaven, a place
where God couid send Eleahu into action when needed.

But as we begin the second book of Kings, it seems that Eliyahu is back to his old tricks, killing anyone he
perceives as his enemy or an enemy of God. Ahav the evil king of Israel dies and his successor, Ahaziah
is injured. Ahaziah asks his messengers to go ask the god of Ekron, the Baal- Zevuv (The Lord of the
Flies) if he would recover. Eliyahu receives prophecy from an angel of God that king Ahaziah will die.
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Eliyahu tells this information to the Ahaziah’s messengers who then relay the information back to the King.
The King’s captain summons Eliyahu but, (Il Kings 1: 10)

Elijah replied to the captain of the fifty, “If | am a man of ~ w'x~Dx| D'winDD W23 2TN 9N NI

God, let fire come down from heaven and consume you RALSEL G Dmwn” n WX TIN X DX
with your fifty men!” And fire came down from heaven INX 728P1 DMYD"N UK TINI 1'Ynnnyi
and consumed him and his fifty men. 1'UnnnKI

Eliyahu proceeds to then rain fire down the sky and kill 100 additional messengers. In the very next
chapter, we are told that God is preparing to take Eliyahu to heaven not necessarily killing him.
(Il Kings 2:1-12)
When the LORD was about to take Elijah up to heaven D'AYN N0 1NYIN-NIX N Nizyna
in a whirlwind, Elijah and Elisha had set out from Gilgal. 2272070 VYKL 1NN 171

While Eliyahu will no longer be on earth, it is not completely clear from the narrative that he is truly dead.
None of the traditional biblical language used to explain death--such as sheol or being gathered to his kin,
are used here. Elisha watches his mentor being taken away in a very unusual manner. (Il Kings 2: 11-12)

As they kept on walking and talking, a fiery chariot with fiery nan ATl 1|‘71 DN npR il
horses suddenly appeared and separated one from the QY DDY 2 1T9' UK '010] UKD
other; and Elijah went up to heaven in a whirlwind. :D'NYD Nwea 1R
Elisha saw it, and he cried out, “Oh, father, father! Israel’s AN | N \w\m NI DX VTN
chariots and horsemen!” When he could no longer see him, 7m'| Tiy 1NX) N'?I 1'g191 ‘mw- 1))
he grasped his garments and tore them in two. oW D1Y7 DY 'TA2

Eliyahu, becomes in our tradition, suspended between heaven and earth. His job as agent of God is not
over, not only in the rabbinic imagination but in the prophetic literature as well. Eliyahu completely
transforms from one who would kill anyone not loyal to God to one who will be seen as kind and loving.
Eliyahu will no longer give up hope in the Jewish people from repenting from their evil ways, as the agent
of God that shows up every time the Jewish people actively affirm covenant. Eliyahu changes from being
the only one who believes in God to one who will usher in the Moshiach, the Messiah and the Messianic
age.

We see the beginnings of Eliyahu’s radical makeover in the prophet Malachi where he states:
Malachi 3:22-24

Be mindful of the Teaching of My servant Moses, whom 27N INiK MY WK T YD MR T

| charged at Horeb with laws and rules for all Israel. ‘D'Y9YNI D'EN RW2277y
Lo, | will send the prophet Elijah to you before the i '"197 X220 NYIN DK DY NYY 1DIX NI
coming of the awesome, fearful day of the LORD. ;X131 7iTan ' oit
He shall reconcile parents with children and children DNI2X™7Y 012 2| 01277V Niak~2Y 2'UnI
with their parents, so that, when | come, | do not strike DN YIXD NN 'NINI KIAXT|9

the whole land with utter destruction.
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The Book of Malachi in general implores the Jewish people to return from their evil ways and follow Torah -
both its ethical and ritual requirements.|f they follow the law, God will end their suffering and bring a
messenger, the Messiah, and institute the final redemption. Malachi however does not describe Eliyahu as
one bringing the punishments and the fire but rather as one who will foster peace in the microlevel in
families so that peace can arrive on the macro-level with the complete redemption.

This part of the prophets is read before Pesach in the Haftarah for Shabbat Ha-Gadol. The Eliyahu who
then arrives at our Seder is one who has been transformed into a peace seeking, kindly elder who will lead
us with love and reconciliation when the Messiah comes. His in limbo status as alluded to in the prophetic
narrative is now used to paint an optimistic future.

This transformation is echoed over and over again in the Rabbinic literature. No longer do we see Eliyahu
as the raging, fire breathing zealot but as a wise old man who gives good advice about life, Halakha,
relationships and Moshiach. Talmud Bavli, Sanhedrin 98a reflects the new Eliyahu. He encounters Rabbi
Yehoshua ben Levi and advises him about how to find the messiah:

Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said to Elijah: When will the Messiah
come? Elijah said to him: Go ask him. Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi
asked: And where is he sitting? Elijah said to him: At the entrance
of the city of Rome. Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi asked him: And what is
his identifying sign by means of which | can recognize him? Elijah
answered: He sits among the poor who suffer from illnesses. And
all of them untie their bandages and tie them all at once, but the
Messiah unties one bandage and ties one at a time. He says:
Perhaps | will be needed to serve to bring about the redemption.
Therefore, | will never tie more than one bandage, so that | will not be
delayed.

N'yn 'MX NN'X N7 X
AT AT T A
NNZT KNN'OX 2N RO
1y "2 2N’ N'N'0 'NNl
N |7101 0O'X7N *7110
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Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi went to the Messiah. He said to the DI "X A0 IR INRY

Messiah: Greetings to you, my rabbi and my teacher. The Messiah
said to him: Greetings to you, bar Leva’i. Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi
said to him: When will the Master come? The Messiah said to him:
Today. Sometime later, Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi came to Elijah.
Elijah said to him: What did the Messiah say to you? He said to
Elijah that the Messiah said: Greetings [shalom] to you, bar Leva’i.
Elijah said to him: He thereby guaranteed that you and your father
will enter the World-to-Come, as he greeted you with shalom. Rabbi
Yehoshua ben Levi said to Elijah: The Messiah lied to me, as he said
to me: | am coming today, and he did not come. Elijah said to him
that this is what he said to you: He said that he will come “today, if
you will listen to his voice” (Psalms 95:7).
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Eliyahu’s change is reflected also in where he shows up in our ritual practice specifically at the Passover
Seder and at a circumcision, a Brit Milah. In both places, Eliyahu is present to see the Jewish people
actively renew their covenant with God. Whereas in the book of Kings, Eliyahu twice complains bitterly to
God, that (I Kings 19:10, 14)
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for the Israelites have forsaken Your covenant... Ly m "JJ]"); 1TV ...
But now Eliyahu, appears specifically for renewal of the that very covenant.

At a Brit Milah, we designate Eliyahu’s chair and say:

This is the throne of Eliyahu the prophet, may he be 2107 71T XN 7R 7w ROdN DT
remembered for good.

We want to remember Eliyahu for his new good role of bringing in the Messianic age. His zeal should be
used for the good i.e. Moshiach and not the bad i.e. raining fire down on nonbelievers.

This is why we bring Eliyahu to our Seder. Eliyahu comes in order to see the Jewish people telling the
Pesach story and passing it on to generation after generation. It is as if God is telling Eliyahu, “You had
little faith in our people. But I, God, refuse to give up on them and will now make you, Eliyahu, see with
your own eyes their jubilant affirmations of faith and covenant. Eliyahu you will usher in the messianic era
of the fifth cup promise -’'V’hayvayti-’ ‘..and | will bring you (to a land, to the final land of redemption).’

There is however, a slight vestige of the old Eliyahu, God’s violent zealot, in his placement in the Passover
Seder. No sooner than we open the door for him and sing ‘Eliyahu HaNavi’ we continue with this part of the

liturgy:

Pour your wrath upon the nations that did not know You and upon X7 WX D'ian~7x nnn oY
the kingdoms that did not call upon Your Name! Since they have X7 INY2 VYR NidMN7Y T
consumed Ya'akov and laid waste his habitation (Psalms 79:6-7). INDTIKI 2APY IR IR 1D K7
Pour out Your fury upon them and the fierceness of Your anger [INQL YT DRV 9V AnYn
shall reach them (Psalms 69:25)! You shall pursue them with DT'NYNI X GTIA DAY (9K
anger and eradicate them from under the skies of the Lord N 'y nnnAn'.

(Lamentations 3:66).

But unlike Eliyahu’s old story, here, in the Seder we ask God directly to punish those nonbelievers who
specifically are out to hurt us, the Jewish people. This juxtaposition of Eliyahu shepherding peace and God
pouring out his wrath is by design and perhaps reflects the message of the Haggadah that only God can
redeem us. If we have any zealotry for God, we should channel those instincts into one of prayer, renewal
of covenant and transmission of our sacred narrative in a peaceful way to our children.

As we open the door for Eliyahu, especially in these trying times, let us indeed hope that he gets to bring
us to a true complete and everlasting redemption or at least a redemption from iliness and disease and the
hope that we will be able to celebrate Pesach next year full of joy and happiness.

Rabbi Marianne Novak received semikha from Yeshivat Maharat in 2019. She received
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School of Law in St. Louis. She has served as the Endowment Director at the Jewish
Federation of St. Louis and also helped start the Women’s Tefillah Group at Bais
Abraham. Marianne then moved to Skokie, Illinois, became a Gabbait for the Skokie
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organizations and synagogues, and writes a blog for the Times of Israel. Marianne lives in Skokie with her husband
Noam Stadlan and family.
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