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The Rabbis describe the narrative arc of the seder as, “n*oni ni1xa 7'nnn
nava - 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 nia - the low
point - of Jewish history?

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

What is the shame? Rav said, “Our D'7172 NTIAY 'TAIY 270NN K QY 2NN
ancestors were idolaters (Joshua 24). J12UD DAY N RIMYIL LTI N
Shmuel said, “We were slaves to Pharaoh

(Deut 6:21).

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, | 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 “n'n*n nnx -
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.”
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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.
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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 | will bring
thee against My land, that the nations may know Me, when | 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 | 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 | 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 | will plead against him with pestilence
and with blood; and | 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 | will make Myself known in the eyes
of many nations; and they shall know that | 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 “3127 nTan! - 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, | encourage you to ask
the following question to each generation: How would you tell your own Jewish story?
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