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The Rabbis describe the narrative arc of the seder as, וּמְסַיֵּם“ בִּגְנוּת  מַתְחִיל                       
בְּשֶׁבַח - we begin [the telling of the story] with degradation and we                         
conclude [the telling of the story] with praises” (Mishna, Pesachim 10:4).                     
As any good storyteller knows, your opening line, or the hook, draw in                         
the listener. What is the beginning of the story? What is the גנות - the low                               
point - of Jewish history? 
 

The Talmud (Bavli, Pesachim 116a) debates this very question: 

What is the shame? Rav said, “Our 
ancestors were idolaters (Joshua 24). 
Shmuel said, “We were slaves to Pharaoh 
(Deut 6:21). 

גלולים עבודת עובדי מתחלה אמר: רב בגנות?         מאי
 היו אבותינו. ושמואל אמר: עבדים היינו.

 
This disagreement between Rav and Shmuel has practical implications for how we conduct the Seder                             
every year. When telling the story of the Exodus from Egypt, do we start from the book of Shemot or                                       
from the book of Bereishit? While this debate might be read on its surface as simply about Seder                                   
night, I would like to argue that a much deeper debate occurs at the same time. At some level, Rav                                       
and Shmuel can be understood to debate where Jewish history “really” begins. Does our story begin                               
as a nation in Egypt or as a family in Israel? 
 
If we start the story with Avraham leaving his idolatrous home and seeking God in the world, then the                                     
narrative we tell is about ethical monotheism. If the story begins with an oppressed people in the                                 
crucible of Egypt who were delivered by the “strong arm and the outstretched hand” of God, we frame                                   
the narrative as one of the divine redemption of an enslaved nation. Both of those stories are true.                                   
However, which version we choose to tell on Seder night and to pass down to the next generation is                                     
not a simple matter. Is Judaism ultimately about cultivating theological purity leading to refined moral                             
behavior that was workshopped within the framework of a family - Bereishit? Or perhaps Judaism is                               
really a call for redemption by an Omnipotent creator who gifts a nation with a complex tapestry of                                   
laws - Shemot.  
 
The Haggadah requires us to recite both paragraphs but privileges Shmuel’s answer by putting it first.                               
How we choose to tell the story of our People reflects our ideal image of the People. When we tell a                                         
story of redemption from slavery, we are offering a model to the world of what redemption might look                                   
like. A story that moves from idolatry to monotheism reflects a more inward direction about our view                                 
of the Jewish People 
 
How we each choose to tell our own personal story also reflects how we want to be perceived in the                                       
world. When you first meet someone, do you share your family makeup before or after your                               
professional commitments? Are you a doctor who lives with your two children or a mother of two who                                   
practices medicine? Of course our identities are always multi-faceted and which piece we choose to                             
foreground might change in different scenarios. 
 

 



The debate between Rav and Shmuel is mirrored by another, much earlier, debate between Isaiah                             
and Ezekiel. These two prophets deeply disagree about what the end of history will look like. If the                                   
Talmud debates the ​beginning of the story of the Jewish People, the Navi debates the eschaton, or                                 
the ​end of Jewish history. Both Isaiah and Ezekiel outline visions for a time known as הַיָּמִים“ אַחֲרִית -                                     
the end of days” (See Isaiah 2:2 and Ezekiel 38:16). However, these two prophecies represent the                               
“end of days” in opposing ways.  
 
In Isaiah’s vision, the nations of the world come up to the “Mountain of God” to encounter the Divine                                     
presence at the Temple in Jerusalem. At that moment “Torah will proceed forth from Zion.” 

 ישעיהו פרק ב
יְ-וָה בֵּית הַר יִהְיֶה נָכוֹן הַיָּמִים בְּ אַחֲרִית וְהָיָה ​ב ויִרוּשָׁלִָם. יְהוּדָה עַל אָמוֹץ בֶּן יְשַׁעְיָהוּ חָזָה אֲשֶׁר הַדָּבָר                    א
אֶל יְ-וָה הַר אֶל ונְַעֲלֶה לְכוּ וְאָמְרוּ רַבִּים עַמִּים וְהָלְכוּ ​ג הַגּוֹיִם. כָּל אֵלָיו ונְָהֲרוּ מִגְּבָעוֹת ונְִשָּׂא הֶהָרִים                    בְּראֹשׁ
הַגּוֹיִם בֵּין וְשָׁפַט ​ד מִירוּשָׁלִָם. יְ-וָה וּדְבַר תוֹרָה תֵּצֵא מִצִּיּוֹן כִּי בְּארְֹחתָֹיו ונְֵלְכָה מִדְּרָכָיו ויְרֵֹנוּ יַעֲקבֹ אֱ-להֵֹי                   בֵּית
עוֹד יִלְמְדוּ וְלאֹ חֶרֶב גּוֹי אֶל גוֹי יִשָּׂא לאֹ לְמַזְמֵרוֹת וַחֲנִיתוֹתֵיהֶם לְאִתִּים חַרְבוֹתָם וְכִתְּתוּ רַבִּים לְעַמִּים                  וְהוֹכִיחַ

 מִלְחָמָה.
Isaiah Chapter 2 
1 The word that Isaiah the son of Amotz saw concerning Judah and Jerusalem. ​2 And it                                 
shall come to pass in the ​end of days​, that the mountain of the Lord’s house shall be                                   
established as the top of the mountains, and shall be exalted above the hills; and all                               
nations shall flow unto it. ​3 And many peoples shall go and say: 'Come ye, and let us go                                     
up to the mountain of the Lord, to the house of the God of Jacob; and God will teach us of                                         
God’s ways, and we will walk in God’s paths.' For out of Zion shall go forth the law, and                                     
the word of the Lord from Jerusalem. ​4 And God shall judge between the nations, and                               
shall decide for many peoples; and they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their                             
spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they                             
learn war any more.  
 
Isaiah’s vision is quite inspiring: something that we can all daven for in hopes that one                               
day truly nations will no longer learn war anymore. We recount this prayer every time the                               
Torah is taken out of the Aron in shul. Ezekiel’s vision for the end of days, however, is                                   
much less peaceful. He describes the end of days as a war of nations. That Gog from                                 
Magog will march on the Jewish People, killing many of us, only to ultimately be thwarted                               
by Divine might. 

 יחזקאל פרק לח
​טו תֵּדָע. לָבֶטַח יִשְׂרָאֵל עַמִּי בְּשֶׁבֶת הַהוּא בַּיּוֹם הֲלוֹא יְ-וִה אֲדנָֹי אָמַר כּהֹ לְגוֹג וְאָמַרְתָּ אָדָם בֶן הִנָּבֵא לָכֵן                     יד
עַמִּי עַל וְעָלִיתָ ​טז רָב. וְחַיִל גָּדוֹל קָהָל כֻּלָּם סוּסִים רכְֹבֵי אִתָּךְ רַבִּים וְעַמִּים אַתָּה צָפוֹן מִיַּרְכְּתֵי מִמְּקוֹמְךָ                    וּבָאתָ
בְךָ בְּהִקָּדְשִׁי אתִֹי הַגּוֹיִם דַּעַת לְמַעַן עַלאַרְצִי וַהֲבִאוֹתִיךָ תִּהְיֶה הַיָּמִים ​בְּאַחֲרִית הָאָרֶץ לְכַסּוֹת כֶּעָנָן                יִשְׂרָאֵל
​יט בְּאַפִּי. חֲמָתִי תַּעֲלֶה יְ-וִה אֲדנָֹי נְאֻם יִשְׂרָאֵל אַדְמַת עַל גוֹג בּוֹא בְּיוֹם הַהוּא בַּיּוֹם וְהָיָה גּוֹג... יח                   לְעֵינֵיהֶם
הַיָּם דְּגֵי מִפָּנַי וְרָעֲשׁוּ ​כ יִשְׂרָאֵל. אַדְמַת עַל גָּדוֹל רַעַשׁ יִהְיֶה הַהוּא בַּיּוֹם לאֹ אִם דִּבַּרְתִּי עֶבְרָתִי בְאֵשׁ                    וּבְקִנְאָתִי
הֶהָרִים ונְֶהֶרְסוּ הָאֲדָמָה עַלפְּנֵי אֲשֶׁר הָאָדָם וְכלֹ הָאֲדָמָה עַל הָרמֵֹשׂ הָרֶמֶשׂ וְכָל הַשָּׂדֶה וְחַיַּת הַשָּׁמַיִם                 וְעוֹף
בְּאָחִיו אִישׁ חֶרֶב יְ-וִה אֲדנָֹי נְאֻם חֶרֶב הָרַי לְכָל עָלָיו וְקָרָאתִי ​כא תִּפּוֹל. לָאָרֶץ חוֹמָה וְכָל הַמַּדְרֵגוֹת                   ונְָפְלוּ
וְעַל אֲגַפָּיו וְעַל עָלָיו אַמְטִיר וגְָפְרִית אֵשׁ אֶלְגָּבִישׁ וְאַבְנֵי שׁוֹטֵף וגְֶשֶׁם וּבְדָם בְּדֶבֶר אִתּוֹ ונְִשְׁפַּטְתִּי ​כב                  תִּהְיֶה.

 עַמִּים רַבִּים אֲשֶׁר אִתּוֹ.   כג​ וְהִתְגַּדִּלְתִּי וְהִתְקַדִּשְׁתִּי ונְוֹדַעְתִּי לְעֵינֵי גּוֹיִם רַבִּים ויְָדְעוּ כִּי אֲנִי יְ-וָה.
 

 
 
Ezekiel Chapter 38 
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14 Therefore, son of man, prophesy, and say unto Gog: Thus saith the Lord God: In that day                                   
when My people Israel dwells safely, shalt thou not know it? ​15 And thou shall come from thy                                   
place out of the uttermost parts of the north, you, and many peoples with thee, all of them                                   
riding upon horses, a great company and a mighty army; ​16 and thou shalt come up against                                 
My people Israel, as a cloud to cover the land; it shall be in the ​end of days​, and I will bring                                           
thee against My land, that the nations may know Me, when I shall be sanctified through thee,                                 
O Gog, before their eyes.​..18 And it shall come to pass in that day, when Gog shall come                                   
against the land of Israel, saith the Lord God, that My fury shall arise up in My nostrils. ​19 For                                       
in My jealousy and in the fire of My wrath have I spoken: Surely in that day there shall be a                                         
great shaking in the land of Israel; ​20 so that the fishes of the sea, and the fowls of the                                       
heaven, and the beasts of the field and all creeping things that creep upon the ground, and all                                   
the men that are upon the face of the earth, shall shake at My presence, and the mountains                                   
shall be thrown down, and the steep places shall fall, and every wall shall fall to the ground.                                   
21 And I will call for a sword against him throughout all my mountains, saith the Lord GOD;                                   
every man's sword shall be against his brother. ​22 And I will plead against him with pestilence                                 
and with blood; and I will cause to rain upon him, and upon his bands, and upon the many                                     
peoples that are with him, an overflowing shower, and great hailstones, fire, and brimstone.                           
23 Thus will I magnify Myself, and sanctify Myself, and I will make Myself known in the eyes                                   
of many nations; and they shall know that I am the Lord.  
 

The two competing prophecies of Isaiah and Ezekiel can be understood as echoing the debate of Rav                                 
and Shmuel. If the story begins with Avraham in the idolatrous home of his father Terach (Rav), then                                   
it ends with Isaiah’s vision of Torah coming forth from Jerusalem. If our collective narrative begins as                                 
an oppressed people suffering at the hands of the wicked Egyptians who must be punished for their                                 
behavior (Shmuel), then the conclusion is a war to end all wars. 
 
The beauty of the Tanach and the Hagadda is that the answer is both/and instead of either/or. We                                   
don’t often think of the Tanach as a pluralistic work, but there are occasions in which this divine work                                     
codifies multiple competing ideas. The pluralism of the Tanach and the Haggada reminds us to pray                               
for Isaiah’s vision and also prepare for Ezekiel’s eventuality. 
 
What are the implications for our Sedarim? One of the most effective tools for the transmission of                                 
values from one generation to the next is the family dinner table. The Rabbis understood the power                                 
of sharing the family’s story while sitting around a table that has been set in advance and has snacks                                     
and enough food for everyone. The core Mitzvah on Seder night is לְבִנְךָ“ וְהִגַּדְתָּ - and you shall teach                                     
your children.” 
 
The Hagadda, like the Tanach, codifies both starting points of the story. We are never really forced to                                   
make a decision between Rav and Shmuel, Bereshit and Shemot, or Slaves and Idolaters. Instead,                             
the Rabbis stitched the two stories together to force us to grapple with both narratives. If you are                                   
blessed to have two, three or even four generations at your Seder this year, I encourage you to ask                                     
the following question to each generation: How would you tell your own Jewish story? 
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