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About this Guide: A Message From Aleph Beta
Welcome to the Aleph Beta Passover Study Guide! We invite you to begin this journey tonight with the Passover 
Haggadah, but we will not be staying there - we will be traveling across many chapters in the Bible, from the beginning of 
Israelite history, to today, and back. It is our hope that this guide will challenge you to ask important questions about the 
Maggid section of the Haggadah, and will lead you to discover new and exciting answers.

Because this is a guide to the text of the Passover Haggadah, we will frequently invite you to read passages from the 
Haggadah and to engage with them. You can bring your favorite Haggadah to the table, or you can print out our Source 
Sheet, where we’ve reproduced the relevant excerpts that you’ll need.

One final note: this guide is full of discussion topics, questions to consider, passages to analyze, and thoughts to 
ponder. It was designed for careful thought and reflection at each “Ponder this” or “Look inside” section. Some reflection 
should take you a minute to consider, and others will lead to more exciting and engaged discussion. Resist the urge to 
rush through; take the time to think and discuss. Feel free to wander from this guide and spend more or less time at any 
of our destinations. This adventure is your own.

Is this guide for self-study, or should I study it with 
others?
Either works! You can gather a small group of 
friends to explore it together, share it with a chevruta 
(learning partner), or go through it by yourself. 

Is this guide for the Seder night itself, or is this 
Seder “prep”?
Again, either works! You might want to use this 
guide as a way to prepare for the Seder in advance, 
so you have discussion topics ready to go -- but you 
can also bring it to the Seder, sight unseen, and read 
through it together with your friends and family.

About The Author
The material presented in this guide was developed and 
taught by Rabbi David Fohrman and is presented in his 
video series: “Passover: How To Read the Haggadah” 
(available for viewing at www.alephbeta.org). The guide 
was written by Ami Silver, edited by Beth Lesch and 
Rivky Stern, and arranged by Laura Schembre.

Rabbi David Fohrman is the founder and CEO of Aleph 
Beta and scholar for the Hoffberger Foundation for 
Torah Study. He lectures internationally on Biblical 
themes. Rabbi Fohrman currently resides in Woodmere, 
NY with his wife and children, where he also serves as 
resident scholar at the Young Israel of Woodmere.

Rabbi Fohrman is the author of The Beast that Crouches 
at the Door, The Queen You Thought You Knew, and The 
Exodus You Almost Passed Over. He served as a senior 
writer and editor for Artscroll’s Schottenstein Talmud, 
and taught Biblical themes at The Johns Hopkins 
University. Rabbi Fohrman’s recorded lectures and 
animated videos are available at www.alephbeta.org.
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What’s the Deal with the Maggid Section?
Passover is upon us! It’s that time again - time to dust off the Haggadah and hunt for insights that you can share at your 
Seder. But before we rush into anything, let’s take a step back and think about the big picture.

What is the Passover Haggadah about? When we read the Maggid, the storytelling section of the 
Haggadah, what are we talking about?

PONDER THIS

Imagine you were tasked with writing the Maggid portion of the Haggadah. Your job is to come up 
with a text which tells the story of the Exodus. What would your Haggadah look like?

PONDER THIS

Well, you’re probably thinking, it’s kind of obvious, isn’t it? We’re trying to tell the story - that 
is, the story of the Israelite Exodus from Egypt. Next question!

But wait - don’t dismiss the question so easily. Because yes, of course the Maggid tells 
the story of the Exodus, but its real story is something much bigger, much grander, with 
stunning ramifications - and it’s plain to see to any careful reader of the text.

We invite you to come along on a journey to unearth that story. Your Seder will never be 
the same again.

An Obvious Candidate
Let’s begin our journey with a little thought experiment:

Well, a good place to start is probably the Biblical text that actually tells the story of the Exodus from Egypt, right? 
Everyone could sit down to the Seder, open the Book of Exodus, and read: from Pharaoh’s enslavement of the Israelites 
in Chapter 1, all the way through God’s saving the Israelites at the Sea of Reeds in Chapter 14. Mitzvah accomplished!

Except... maybe that’s a little bit too much reading for one night. So you could abridge it: keep in all of the main points 
and ellipse everything else. Here are the big ticket items that you’d probably want to highlight

 õ Pharaoh enslaves the Israelites
 õ Moses and Aaron v. Pharaoh
 õ The Ten Plagues

 õ The commandment to keep Passover
 õ Leaving Egypt, baking matzah
 õ Salvation at the Sea of Reeds
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Sure, there is some mention of most of the basic elements of the story -- enslavement, plagues, salvation -- but it’s buried 
amidst a whole bunch of other stuff. There’s a story about five rabbis schmoozing in Bnei Brak, a tangent about Rabbi 
Elazar ben Azaria’s beard, a whole subsection about Laban the Aramean, and much more. Of course all of this material 
has some connection to the Exodus from Egypt, and we could come up with some kind of explanation (isn’t that the stuff 
that most divrei Torah are made of?)… but you have to admit, it’s far from straightforward.

More than that, the Haggadah seems to lack a sense of flow and direction. What’s the chronology? How does paragraph 
A lead to B, and paragraph B to C? The Haggadah appears to hop around from topic to topic, leading to a very real 
danger of kind of mumbling through the difficult paragraphs, then “Stop! I have a fascinating Dvar Torah to share on 
this!” Then we mumble a bit more until we reach a song, then a skit from the kids, then “Stop! Dvar Torah!” and then 
more mumble mumble until we get to Dayenu. When we go through the Haggadah in this way, we lose our ability to see 
the bigger picture and appreciate how it all fits together.  

The Story... and the “Other Stuff”
It turns out that there is a bigger picture here, a cohesive and breathtaking story that every generation needs to hear. To 
unearth it, here’s our first task: to page through the Haggadah and find the part where the story of the Exodus is actually 
told. Then we can ask: what is that “other stuff” doing here? How does it fit? Once we understand how the Haggadah is 
organized, we’ll be able to hear the real story that it tells -- possibly for the very first time.

Time To Open the Haggadah

So, let’s open up the Haggadah. Does it look like the one we envisioned?

PONDER THIS

Scan through Maggid (it begins with Ha Lachma Anya - “This is the Bread of Affliction”). Where does 
the story of the Exodus from Egypt actually begin?

LOOK INSIDE: Maggid

Arguably, the story of the Exodus from Egypt doesn’t begin until we get to Arami Oved Avi (“An Aramean sought to kill my 
father…”). That’s where we launch into a reading of verses all about the Exodus from Egypt. It starts with Jacob and his 
children going down to Egypt and hits the big ticket items one by one: enslavement, plagues and salvation.

You might argue that the story begins with Avadim Hayinu (“We were slaves…”) -- and in some sense you’d be right. Here 
we find the entire Exodus story in a single sentence: We were once slaves, now we’re free. If the purpose of the Seder is to 
tell the story, then we’ve just accomplished that goal. Time for the matzah ball soup! Except that this is not where the 
Haggadah ends. It goes on… for pages. Because as the paragraph goes on to make clear, we could fulfill our obligation 

http://www.alephbeta.org
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There’s a lot of text to work with here, to let’s divide it into chunks. Start by reading the beginning of 
the Maggid until you get to ה ִחָלּ  Let’s call (”.In the beginning, our ancestors were idol worshippers“) ִמְתּ
this “Part I.” For each section that you read, ask yourself:

How does it prepare us to tell the story of the Exodus from Egypt? 

 » This is the Bread of Affliction - ָהא ַלְחָמא ַעְנָיא
 » ה ָנּ ַתּ ְשׁ The Four Questions - ַמה ִנּ
 » We Were Slaves - ֲעָבִדים ָהִיינּו
 » י ֱאִליֶעֶזר ַרִבּ The Story of the Five Rabbis - ַמֲעֶשׂה ְבּ
 » ן-ֲעַזְרָיה י ֶאְלָעָזר ֶבּ ...Rabbi Elazar ben Azaria Said - ָאַמר ַרִבּ
 » ָעה ָבִנים The Four Sons - ַאְרָבּ
 »  It Could Be From Rosh Chodesh - ָיכֹול ֵמראׁש חֶֹדׁש

 
Don’t turn to the next page until you’ve come up with your own answers to these questions… 

LOOK INSIDE: Maggid, Part I

with a single sentence, but to really internalize the message of the night, we need to do more than that. We need to tell 
the story at length, in earnest. So this isn’t really the story, not yet.

You might say, instead, that the story begins with Metchila (“In the beginning, our ancestors worshipped idols”). Except 
that Metchila is all backstory. We hear about Abraham, his father Terach, his son Isaac and grandsons Jacob and Esau. 
Yes, it’s a story, but it’s not the Exodus from Egypt. It’s Israelite prehistory. 

It’s not until Arami Oved Avi (“An Aramean sought to kill my father…”) that we really begin. What this means is that by 
the time we finally get to the actual story that we’re commanded to tell, we’re already fairly deep into the Haggadah. 
Everything up until this point is “other stuff.” And, many of us have spent a few hours sharing insights about all of this 
“other stuff” - which means that by the time we get to the actual Exodus, the kids are restless, the guests are hungry, 
and in front of you there’s a dense section of Rabbinical analysis. If you’re not careful, it’s “Come on folks, we’ve got 
an afikoman to eat by midnight, let’s move!” (Our advice? Try not to fall into this trap. Say fewer divrei Torah on the 
introductory parts, and make sure you get here fully awake and ready to go. The story starts here. Don’t let it pass you by.)

Here’s the question begging to be asked: if the actual story of the Exodus doesn’t start until you’re deep into the 
Haggadah, what is all of this “other stuff” doing here?

http://www.alephbeta.org
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How, When, and Why
Welcome back! Here’s what we came up with; let’s compare notes:

These sections draw us into the story and offer illuminating wisdom about how to best tell it. They form a kind of “meta-
story.” They prepare us for the central mitzvah of the night - for the actual telling of the story.

In The Beginning?
Now we can see how the first part of the Haggadah fits into the “bigger picture.” What about the next section, which 
begins with ה ִחָלּ ?What is it about? Why is it here ?(”…In the beginning“) ִמְתּ

 ָהא ַלְחָמא ַעְנָיא
This is the Bread of 

Affliction

ן-ֲעַזְרָיה י ֶאְלָעָזר ֶבּ  ָאַמר ַרִבּ
Rabbi Elazar ben 

Azaria Said...

ה ָנּ ַתּ ְשׁ ַמה ִנּ
The Four Questions

ֲעָבִדים ָהִיינּו
We Were Slaves in 

Egypt

ָעה ָבִנים ַאְרָבּ
The Four Sons

ָיכֹול ֵמראׁש חֶֹדׁש
It Could Be From 

Rosh Chodesh

י ֱאִליֶעֶזר ַרִבּ ַמֲעֶשׂה ְבּ
The Story of the Five 

Rabbis

Pointing to the matzah 
gives us a visceral 
experience of the story 
to come; it makes it 
come alive

When should we tell 
the story? During the 
day or at night?

There are different ways 
to tell a story, and you 
need to tailor it to the 
specific needs of your 
audience (that is, of each 
child who is listening)

When should we tell 
the story? 
(what day of the 
month)

The best way to tell a 
story is to first entice 
your audience to ask 
questions; then they’ll 
be engaged

If we want to really 
appreciate how this 
story is relevant to 
our lives, we’ll have to 
delve into the details

No matter how much 
you (think you) know, 
you have to completely 
immerse yourself in 
the telling of the story

Read through the next part of the Haggadah, from ה ִחָלּ  In the beginning, our ancestors were idol“) ִמְתּ
worshippers”) through  ׁש ַלֲעקֹר ֶאת-ַהּכֹל ֵקּ  We’ll call this .(”And Laban sought to uproot everything“) ְוָלָבן ִבּ
“Part II.” For each section, ask yourself:

What questions do you have about this? (These can be questions about the content of the 
paragraph OR about what purpose the paragraph plays in the Haggadah as a whole.) 
 

Again, don’t turn the next page until you’ve given some thought to these questions...

LOOK INSIDE: Maggid, Part II

1 2 3 4

5 6 7

ה ִחָלּ In The Beginning - ִמְתּ

רּוְך ׁשֹוֵמר ַהְבָטָחתֹו Blessed Is the One Who Keeps His Promise - ָבּ

ָעְמָדה And It Is This That Has Stood - ְוִהיא ֶשׁ

Go and Learn - ֵצא ּוְלַמד

http://www.alephbeta.org


ALEPH BETA STUDY GUIDE ON THE PASSOVER HAGGADAH - PAGE 5www.alephbeta.org

Two Questions That Stand Out
There are a lot of questions to be asked here, but we think that two questions stand out from the crowd: 

1. What do these paragraphs have to do with the story of the Exodus from Egypt?  
Aka Random Israelite Prehistory

Israelite history began well before Egypt, when God first reached out to Abraham and invited him to leave his father’s 
home and come to the land of Canaan. So you might say that these paragraphs are giving us the historical context 
to understand the Exodus story. Maybe if we want to understand the Exodus, we first need to understand how the 
groundwork was laid by our forefathers.

But the thing is, if you were the editor of the Haggadah and you wanted to lay some historical groundwork, are these the 
texts that you would have chosen? This stuff about Esau inheriting Mount Seir, about Laban seeking to uproot Jacob? 
Wouldn’t you have edited that out? A lot of this seems awfully random.

2. Why are we thanking God for taking us out of Egypt if the verses seem 
to imply that God Himself decreed that we would go into Exile?  
Aka the Haggadah Killer

In the paragraph beginning רּוְך ׁשֹוֵמר ַהְבָטָחתֹו  the ,(”Blessed Is the One Who Keeps His Promise“) ָבּ
Haggadah offers high praise to God for saving us from slavery.  As proof of God’s righteousness, 
it quotes a passage from Genesis 15 in which God shared a prophecy with Abraham:

Genesis 15:13-161

13 And He said to Abram, “You shall surely know that 
your offspring will be strangers in a land that is not 
theirs, and they will enslave them and oppress them, 
for four hundred years. 14 And also the nation that 
they will serve will I judge, and afterwards they will go 
forth with great wealth. 15 But you will come to your 
forefathers in peace; you will be buried in a good old 
age. 16 And the fourth generation will return here, for 
the iniquity of the Amorites will not be complete until 
then.”

בראשית טו:יג–טז

י-ֵגר ִיְהֶיה ַזְרֲעָך ַדע ּכִ יג  ַוּיֹאֶמר ְלַאְבָרם, ָידַֹע ּתֵ
ע ֶאֶרץ לֹא ָלֶהם, ַוֲעָבדּום, ְוִעּנּו אָֹתם--ַאְרּבַ ּבְ

ן ר ַיֲעֹבדּו, ּדָ ָנה. יד  ְוַגם ֶאת-ַהּגֹוי ֲאׁשֶ ֵמאֹות, ׁשָ
ה דֹול. טו ְוַאּתָ ְרֻכׁש ּגָ ָאֹנִכי; ְוַאֲחֵרי-ֵכן ֵיְצאּו, ּבִ

יָבה טֹוָבה. ׂשֵ ֵבר ּבְ ּקָ לֹום ּתִ ׁשָ בֹוא ֶאל ֲאבֶֹתיָך ּבְ ּתָ
ֵלם ֲעֹון י לֹא ׁשָ ה ּכִ טז ְודֹור ְרִביִעי ָיׁשּובּו ֵהּנָ

ה. ָהֱאמִֹרי ַעד ֵהּנָ

What is it that God shares with Abraham in this prophecy? There’s certainly a promise in there -- but it’s a double-sided 
promise. On the one hand, God tells Abraham, “I will bring your children out of slavery.” But first, God says, “Know that 
they will be oppressed and enslaved in exile for four hundred years.” These verses seem to indicate that the Egyptian 
slavery didn’t just happen; it was a preordained event decreed by God centuries before it came to pass.

It really seems like these few verses could throw a wrench in our whole retelling of the Exodus story. Imagine for a 
moment that you reach this part of the Seder and all of a sudden your child asks: “Mom, Dad, I’m having a hard time 
understanding why we are supposed to be so grateful to God for taking us out of Egypt - He’s the one who put us there in 
the first place! Look at what He told Abraham. It was all His idea!” Unless we can find a satisfying answer, this question 
would be a real “Haggadah Killer.”

1 Here we quote the full text of the promise from Genesis 15. The Haggadah only quotes verses 13 and 14.

http://www.alephbeta.org
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In order to deal with the Haggadah Killer, we need to understand what exactly is happening with this promise. What did 
God decree? Were the Israelites doomed to be enslaved in Egypt for hundreds of years? Or could history have taken a 
different turn?

The surprising answer is “yes” -- history could have taken a different turn. The Israelite slavery in Egypt was not a 
foregone conclusion. If you want to see the evidence, then you need to look in an unlikely place: in the Haggadah’s short 
discussion about Laban the Aramean. You see, these two questions -- the “Random Israelite Prehistory?” question and 
the “Haggadah Killer” question -- are linked. And when we dive into the evidence, we’ll be able to find satisfying answers 
to both of them.

So forget everything you think you know about the Haggadah - and while you’re at it, everything you think you know 
about the history of the Israelites. Prepare yourself to have your assumptions challenged!

Hunting for Clues
Let’s dive into the Haggadah’s brief mention of Laban the Aramean:

As we already mentioned, this is one of the most befuddling parts of the Haggadah. Why are we talking about Laban? 
It seems so random, so out of place. It’s like your uncle Yankel is standing up and saying: “hey, while we’re on the topic 
of anti-Semitism - Laban would be a great example of an anti-Semite!” If it was uncle Yankel, everyone would just ignore 
him. This, though, is the Haggadah itself talking to us about Laban. There must be something to it, but what is it? What 
does this story have to do with the Exodus?

If we take a deeper look into that story, it may not seem so odd after all.

Go out and learn what what Laban the Aramean sought to do to Jacob, our father; since Pharaoh only 
decreed on the males but Lavan sought to uproot everything.

ׁש ַלֲעקֹר ֶאת-ַהּכֹל. ֵקּ א ַעל ַהְזָּכִרים, ְוָלָבן ִבּ ְרעֹה לֹא ָגַזר ֶאָלּ ַפּ י ַלֲעׂשֹות ְלַיֲעקֹב ָאִבינּו: ֶשׁ ׁש ָלָבן ָהֲאַרִמּ ֵקּ ֵצא ּוְלַמד ַמה ִבּ

Let’s remind ourselves of the story of Jacob and Laban. The verse below, from the Book of Genesis, is 
arguably the turning point of the story. Ask yourself:

Genesis 30:25

25 And it was when Rachel had borne Joseph, Jacob 
said to Laban, Send me away, and I will go to my place 
and to my land.

בראשית ל:כה

ר ָיְלָדה ָרֵחל ֶאת יֹוֵסף ַוּיֹאֶמר ֲאׁשֶ כה ַוְיִהי ּכַ
ֵחִני ְוֵאְלָכה ֶאל ְמקֹוִמי ּלְ ַיֲעקֹב ֶאל ָלָבן ׁשַ

ּוְלַאְרִצי.

LOOK INSIDE: Jacob and Laban

Is there any indication here of why Jacob decides to leave at this very moment?

The Moment of Departure

http://www.alephbeta.org
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The verse seems to suggest that something about Joseph’s birth propelled Jacob’s decision to go home to Canaan. But 
what about the birth of Joseph convinced Jacob that it was time to go? Why now?

A Prophecy Comes To Fruition?
Rabbi Joseph Dov Soloveitchik zt”l once suggested a fascinating theory about this passage. He posited that all of the 
forefathers knew about Abraham’s dramatic prophecy - that his descendants would one day enter exile and be redeemed 
by God - but none of them knew exactly how it would come to pass. It was, after all, a very obscure message that God 
gave to Abraham.

Rabbi Soloveitchik theorizes that perhaps Jacob saw something in the birth of Joseph that made him think that God’s 
promise was being fulfilled - in his own lifetime! But what did he see?

Put yourself in Jacob’s shoes and imagine how he might have interpreted God’s prophecy to 
Abraham:

Your offspring will be strangers in a land that is not their own
They shall be enslaved and oppressed

They will go free with great wealth
And the fourth generation will return to this land

How might this prophecy be connected to Jacob’s story?

PONDER THIS

Jacob may well have thought that Abraham’s prophecy was about him -- and for good reason. There he was, in Laban’s 
household in the land of Haran. He was indeed a “stranger in a land not his own.”

And what was Jacob’s experience in Laban’s house? He worked for Laban, toiling in manual labor. At first he did it 
willingly out of love for Rachel. But then Laban tricked him, manipulating him into working for no pay for years on end. 
What was it that God told Abraham? That his offspring would be enslaved and oppressed. That they would be the 
victims of injustice. Jacob suffered his father-in-law’s treachery for twenty years. He was a victim of forced labor, of 
injustice.

So, maybe it’s true that Jacob saw himself as the fulfillment of the prophecy - that Abraham’s children would be 
oppressed, and then would be set free. But not so fast. There’s an obvious wrinkle in this theory: the prophecy said that 
this would carry on for four hundred years, and Jacob only worked in Laban’s house for twenty years. Three hundred and 
eighty years is a pretty big discrepancy. So it seems like a dead end, right?

Ah, but maybe there’s a way to reconcile the discrepancy. Maybe Jacob said to himself: “look, the prophecy is using 
hyperbolic language. When it says four hundred years, it doesn’t literally mean four hundred years. It just means a really 
long time. And you know what? I’ve been a slave to Laban for a really long time.”2 

2 Besides, the Israelite exile in Egypt only lasted for two hundred and ten years -- so there’s some merit to the notion that the “four hundred years” figure isn’t exact. 
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Let’s keep moving in the prophecy: what was it that God said next to Abraham? I am going to exact judgment against the 
oppressor, and then you will go free with great wealth. Well, what happens to Jacob when he finally leaves Laban’s house? 
God performs a miracle that gives Jacob all of these spotted and speckled sheep, and he leaves with incredible wealth. 
He feels vindicated after years of unrequited labor. 

And finally, Rav Soloveitchik says, Jacob 
looks at the final words of the prophecy: that 
the fourth generation will return to the land of 
Israel. Jacob did the math:

Granted, Joseph is not the first of the fourth 
generation to be born -- Jacob already has 
ten other sons. But Joseph is the firstborn of 
Rachel, Jacob’s true love, the woman he was 
always meant to marry. In Jacob’s eyes, with 
Joseph’s birthday, the fourth generation has 
finally arrived. And so, “It’s time for us to go 
home.” He really thought that the promised 
redemption from his grandfather’s prophecy 
had finally come.

Abraham’s Prophecy Jacob’s Experience
“...your offspring will be strangers in a land that is not 
theirs…”

I’ve been exiled from my home in Israel to Haran

“...they will enslave them and oppress them...” I’ve been “enslaved” and “oppressed” by Laban

“...for four hundred years.” I’ve been working for a “long time” (twenty years!)

“...the nation that they will serve will I judge, and 
afterwards they will go forth with great wealth.”

I’ll be leaving with tons of wealth (flocks)

“...the fourth generation will return here…” Joseph is born; the fourth generation is finally here! Time 
to go home...

Was Jacob Right or Wrong?
From our position, knowing the scope of Biblical history, it’s easy to scoff at Jacob’s misconceptions: boy, was he 
mistaken! We know the truth, that God’s promise to Abraham was never about Jacob and his stay in the house of Laban. It was 
about all of those years of Egyptian slavery. That’s what it was building up to all along. That’s what we tend to think. But are 
we right in dismissing Jacob so quickly?

As Rabbi Soloveitchik argues, if we take a careful look at the Biblical text we start to see some mysterious things that, 
curiously, seem to validate Jacob’s theory. These textual clues make us start to think that maybe Jacob was actually 
onto something.

1st Generation

Abraham

3rd Generation

Jacob

2nd Generation

Isaac

4th Generation

Joseph
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Read through the two passages below. The first describes Jacob’s departure from Laban’s house. The 
second describes the Israelite Exodus from Egypt. There are a number of parallels between these two 
accounts. Find as many connections as you can.

Don’t turn to the next page until you’ve given it your best shot...

LOOK INSIDE: Comparing the Exodus

בראשית לא:כב–כה

י ָבַרח, ַיֲעקֹב.   י  ּכִ ִליׁשִ ְ ּיֹום ַהּשׁ ד ְלָלָבן, ּבַ ּגַ כב ַוּיֻ
ְבַעת ֶרְך ׁשִ ְרּדֹף ַאֲחָריו, ּדֶ ח ֶאת-ֶאָחיו, ִעּמֹו, ַוּיִ ּקַ כג ַוּיִ

ֹבא ְלָעד.  כד ַוּיָ ַהר ַהּגִ ק אֹתֹו, ּבְ ְדּבֵ ָיִמים; ַוּיַ
ְיָלה; ַוּיֹאֶמר ֲחלֹם ַהּלָ י, ּבַ ֱאלֹקים ֶאל-ָלָבן ָהֲאַרּמִ

ר ִעם-ַיֲעקֹב--ִמּטֹוב ַדּבֵ ן-ּתְ ֶמר ְלָך ּפֶ ָ לֹו, ִהּשׁ
ַקע ג ָלָבן, ֶאת-ַיֲעקֹב; ְוַיֲעקֹב, ּתָ ּשֵׂ ַעד-ָרע.  כה ַוּיַ

ַהר ַקע ֶאת-ֶאָחיו, ּבְ ָהר, ְוָלָבן ּתָ ֶאת-ָאֳהלֹו ּבָ
ְלָעד. ַהּגִ

שמות יד:ה–ט

ָהֵפְך ְלַבב י ָבַרח ָהָעם; ַוּיֵ ד ְלֶמֶלְך ִמְצַרִים, ּכִ ּגַ ה ַוּיֻ
ינּו, ְרעֹה ַוֲעָבָדיו, ֶאל-ָהָעם, ַוּיֹאְמרּו ַמה-ּזֹאת ָעׂשִ ּפַ

ְאסֹר, ָרֵאל ֵמָעְבֵדנּו.  ו ַוּיֶ ְחנּו ֶאת-ִיׂשְ ּלַ י-ׁשִ ּכִ
ח, ּקַ ֶאת-ִרְכּבֹו; ְוֶאת-ַעּמֹו, ָלַקח ִעּמֹו.  ז ַוּיִ

ם, ִלׁשִ חּור, ְוֹכל, ֶרֶכב ִמְצָרִים; ְוׁשָ ׁש-ֵמאֹות ֶרֶכב ּבָ ׁשֵ
ְרעֹה ֶמֶלְך ק ְיקָוה, ֶאת-ֵלב ּפַ ּלֹו.  ח ַוְיַחּזֵ ַעל-ּכֻ

ָרֵאל, ָרֵאל; ּוְבֵני ִיׂשְ ֵני ִיׂשְ ְרּדֹף, ַאֲחֵרי ּבְ ִמְצַרִים, ַוּיִ
פּו ִמְצַרִים ַאֲחֵריֶהם, ְרּדְ ָיד ָרָמה.  ט ַוּיִ יְֹצִאים ּבְ

ם… יגּו אֹוָתם חִֹנים ַעל-ַהּיָ ּשִׂ ַוּיַ

Genesis 31:22-25  Exodus 14:5-9

22 On the third day, Laban was informed that Jacob 
had fled. 23 So he took his kinsmen with him, and he 
pursued him seven days’ journey, and he overtook 
him at Mount Gilead. 24 And God came to Laban 
the Aramean in a dream of the night, and He said to 
him, “Beware lest you speak with Jacob either good 
or evil.” 25 And Laban overtook Jacob, and Jacob 
pitched his tent on the mountain, and Laban pitched 
with his kinsmen on Mount Gilead.

5 It was reported to Pharaoh that the people had 
fled; and Pharaoh and his servants had a change of 
heart toward the people, and they said, What is this 
that we have done, that we have released Israel from 
serving us? 6 So he harnessed his chariot, and took 
his people with him. 7 He took six hundred select 
chariots and all the chariots of Egypt, with officers 
over them all. 8 And the Lord hardened the heart 
of Pharaoh, the king of Egypt, and he chased after 
the children of Israel, and the children of Israel were 
marching out triumphantly. 9 The Egyptians chased 
after them and overtook them encamped by the sea…

JACOB LEAVES LABAN’S HOUSE ISRAELITES LEAVE EGYPT
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בראשית לא:כב–כה

י ָבַרח, ַיֲעקֹב.   י  ּכִ ִליׁשִ ְ ּיֹום ַהּשׁ ד ְלָלָבן, ּבַ ּגַ כב ַוּיֻ
ְבַעת ֶרְך ׁשִ ְרּדֹף ַאֲחָריו, ּדֶ ח ֶאת-ֶאָחיו, ִעּמֹו, ַוּיִ ּקַ כג ַוּיִ

ֹבא ְלָעד.  כד ַוּיָ ַהר ַהּגִ ק אֹתֹו, ּבְ ְדּבֵ ָיִמים; ַוּיַ
ְיָלה; ַוּיֹאֶמר ֲחלֹם ַהּלָ י, ּבַ ֱאלֹקים ֶאל-ָלָבן ָהֲאַרּמִ

ר ִעם-ַיֲעקֹב--ִמּטֹוב ַדּבֵ ן-ּתְ ֶמר ְלָך ּפֶ ָ לֹו, ִהּשׁ
ַקע ג ָלָבן, ֶאת-ַיֲעקֹב; ְוַיֲעקֹב, ּתָ ּשֵׂ ַעד-ָרע.  כה ַוּיַ

ַהר ַקע ֶאת-ֶאָחיו, ּבְ ָהר, ְוָלָבן ּתָ ֶאת-ָאֳהלֹו ּבָ
ְלָעד. ַהּגִ

שמות יד:ה–ט

ָהֵפְך ְלַבב י ָבַרח ָהָעם; ַוּיֵ ד ְלֶמֶלְך ִמְצַרִים, ּכִ ּגַ ה ַוּיֻ
ינּו, ְרעֹה ַוֲעָבָדיו, ֶאל-ָהָעם, ַוּיֹאְמרּו ַמה-ּזֹאת ָעׂשִ ּפַ

ְאסֹר, ָרֵאל ֵמָעְבֵדנּו.  ו ַוּיֶ ְחנּו ֶאת-ִיׂשְ ּלַ י-ׁשִ ּכִ
ח, ּקַ ֶאת-ִרְכּבֹו; ְוֶאת-ַעּמֹו, ָלַקח ִעּמֹו.  ז ַוּיִ

ם, ִלׁשִ חּור, ְוֹכל, ֶרֶכב ִמְצָרִים; ְוׁשָ ׁש-ֵמאֹות ֶרֶכב ּבָ ׁשֵ
ְרעֹה ֶמֶלְך ק ְיקָוה, ֶאת-ֵלב ּפַ ּלֹו.  ח ַוְיַחּזֵ ַעל-ּכֻ

ָרֵאל, ָרֵאל; ּוְבֵני ִיׂשְ ֵני ִיׂשְ ְרּדֹף, ַאֲחֵרי ּבְ ִמְצַרִים, ַוּיִ
פּו ִמְצַרִים ַאֲחֵריֶהם, ְרּדְ ָיד ָרָמה.  ט ַוּיִ יְֹצִאים ּבְ

ם… יגּו אֹוָתם חִֹנים ַעל-ַהּיָ ּשִׂ ַוּיַ

Genesis 31:22-25  Exodus 14:5-9

22 On the third day, it was told to Laban that Jacob 
had fled. 23 So he took his kinsmen with him, and 
he pursued after him seven days’ journey, and he 
overtook him at Mount Gilead. 24 And God came to 
Laban the Aramean in a dream of the night, and He 
said to him, “Beware lest you speak with Jacob either 
good or evil.” 25 And Laban overtook Jacob, and 
Jacob pitched his tent on the mountain, and Laban 
pitched with his kinsmen on Mount Gilead.

5 It was told to Pharaoh that the people had fled; 
and Pharaoh and his servants had a change of heart 
toward the people, and they said, What is this that 
we have done, that we have released Israel from 
serving us? 6 So he harnessed his chariot, and took 
his people with him. 7 He took six hundred select 
chariots and all the chariots of Egypt, with officers 
over them all. 8 And the Lord hardened the heart 
of Pharaoh, the king of Egypt, and he pursued after 
the children of Israel, and the children of Israel were 
marching out triumphantly. 9 The Egyptians chased 
after them and overtook them encamped by the sea…

JACOB LEAVES LABAN’S HOUSE ISRAELITES LEAVE EGYPT

Welcome back! Here are the parallels that we found; let’s compare notes:

The similarities between these two stories are unbelievable. They contain not one, not two, not three, not four, but five of 
the same verbs - in the exact same order! That doesn’t sound like a coincidence.

Jacob’s exodus Israelite Exodus
5 verbs, in order: ג ּשֵׂ ְרּדֹף, ַוּיַ ח , ַוּיִ ּקַ י ָבַרח, ַוּיִ ד, ּכִ ּגַ ַוּיֻ 5 verbs, in order: יגּו ּשִׂ ְרּדֹף, ַוּיַ י ָבַרח, ָלַקח , ַוּיִ ד, ּכִ ּגַ ַוּיֻ

Laban is told on the third day Pharaoh is told on the third day

Jacob leaves in 21st year Israelites leave after 210 years
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Do you remember how Moses had always said to Pharaoh, “Just let us go for a three day excursion”? For example:

So when would Pharoah have “been told” that Israel has left for good and is not coming back? It would have also 
happened on the third day.

And if those parallels between the two stories aren’t convincing enough, think about how long Jacob spent in the house 
of Laban. He worked for him for twenty years and left at the start of the 21st year. Although God told Abraham that his 
descendants would be oppressed for four hundred years, when all was said and done, Israel left Egypt at the end of 210 
years. It’s the same number multiplied by ten.

Time To Settle Down?
This all seems to point us to an astounding conclusion: perhaps Jacob wasn’t wrong. Perhaps the prophecy could have 
been fulfilled at the end of his twenty years in Laban’s house. When Jacob returned to Canaan, he could have been the 
one to establish the nation of Israel, to see it blossom into a full-grown, sovereign people, living in peace in its own land. 
Indeed, the Biblical text says of Jacob:

The parallels don’t stop there. Pay attention to when the Bible describes these two events taking 
place. Laban realizes that Jacob has left his house “on the third day.”  How does “the third day” relate 
to the Exodus story?

PONDER THIS

We will go three days’ journey into the wilderness, and sacrifice to the Lord our God...

ר; ְוָזַבְחנּו ַליקָוה ֱאלֹקינּו… ְדּבָ ּמִ ת ָיִמים, ֵנֵלְך ּבַ לֹׁשֶ ֶרְך ׁשְ ּדֶ

Exodus 8:23

And Jacob settled in the land where his father had sojourned, in the land of Canaan

ָנַען ֶאֶרץ ּכְ ֶאֶרץ ְמגּוֵרי ָאִביו--ּבְ ב ַיֲעקֹב ּבְ ׁשֶ ַוּיֵ

Genesis 37:1

Jacob’s exodus Israelite Exodus
5 verbs, in order: ג ּשֵׂ ְרּדֹף, ַוּיַ ח , ַוּיִ ּקַ י ָבַרח, ַוּיִ ד, ּכִ ּגַ ַוּיֻ 5 verbs, in order: יגּו ּשִׂ ְרּדֹף, ַוּיַ י ָבַרח, ָלַקח , ַוּיִ ד, ּכִ ּגַ ַוּיֻ

Laban is told on the third day Pharaoh is told on the third day

Jacob leaves in 21st year Israelites leave after 210 years

Here’s how we see it: What happened to the Israelites in Egypt was a national replay -- on a macro-scale -- of 
what Jacob went through in Laban’s house. The exodus from Laban’s house and the Exodus from Egypt were 
virtually one and the same. Laban was a mini-Pharaoh, and Jacob was enslaved in a mini-Egypt.

So what do we make of all these remarkable parallels?
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In other words, Jacob had come to settle -- permanently -- in the land where his father had been only a sojourner. The 
time for being a stranger, a wanderer, seemed to Jacob to be over. He was ready to build the nation in its ancestral 
homeland, to live out the promise that God had made to Abraham, all those years ago.

Alas, it was not meant to be. Jacob’s descendants would have to endure centuries of slavery in Egypt before the dream 
of an Israelite nation flourishing in its land could be realized.

But why? Why wasn’t Jacob the one? Why wasn’t the prophecy over and done with at the conclusion of Jacob’s “slavery-
like” experience in the house of Laban?

Extending the Parallels
Jacob didn’t fulfill the prophecy - because something went awry. Somehow, we as a family fell into a trap that catalyzed 
exile one more time. And so we had to endure another slavery: the slavery in Egypt. 

If we look back at the parallels, perhaps we’ll find a clue about what went wrong. Because think about it this way: we saw 
earlier that Jacob left Laban’s house the very same way that his descendants would later leave Egypt. And we saw that 
Jacob’s experience of slavery in Laban’s house was a taste of the experience of slavery that his descendants would have 
in Egypt. But there’s one more piece of that puzzle. Wouldn’t it make sense if the way that Jacob ended up in Laban’s 
house is similar to the way that his descendants ended up in Egypt?

Wasn’t it a direct consequence of stealing the blessing from Esau? On his mother’s instruction, Jacob deceived his 
father and made off with the blessing that was intended for his older brother. When Esau found out, he was incensed; he 
swore that he would kill Jacob. So Jacob’s mother sent Jacob eastward, to Haran, to find shelter with her brother Laban. 
Jacob was only supposed to be there for a few days -- but those days stretched into years before he finally returned 
home. Jacob’s deception of his brother Esau was the catalyst for his exile.

The Turning Point

How did Jacob get down to Laban’s house in the first place?

PONDER THIS

Parallels 
Between 

Jacob and the 
Israelites

Same experience in exile

How did they get there?

Same exodus9

9
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Wasn’t it the sale of Joseph? Ten of Jacob’s sons ganged up on Joseph and sold him into slavery. Joseph went down to 
Egypt and eventually, impelled by famine, the rest of the family followed. Because of Joseph, they stayed in Egypt long 
after the famine had ended, making a comfortable home for themselves in Goshen, near the Pharaoh’s palace. But, as 
they multiplied the Pharaoh came to see them as a threat. Within a generation, they were enslaved. It was two hundred 
and ten years before they made their way out.

Let’s ask the same about the Egyptian exile. How did the Israelites get down to Egypt?

PONDER THIS

Think about these two acts which led to exile: one, Jacob’s stealing his brother’s blessing and two, 
the sale of Joseph. Is there any similarity between these acts? (Come up with as many connections 
as you can!)3

PONDER THIS

3 If you want to refresh your memory about these stories, see Genesis Chapter 27 for Jacob’s stealing his brother’s blessing and Genesis Chapter 37 for the sale of Joseph.

Of Goats and Coats
Once you start to think about it, you find that these two acts are astoundingly similar. After all, what was it that 
happened with the sale of Joseph? Brothers deceived their father and their other brother. How did they accomplish that? 
They took a goat, slaughtered it, and then put its blood on a coat. And they brought that bloody coat to their father and 
asked him if he could recognize to whom the coat belonged.

We see the same exact elements in Jacob’s story: a brother (Jacob) deceived his father and brother, slaughtering a goat 
and dressing up in his brother’s coat. He brought the goat and the coat to his father, daring him, in essence, to recognize 
who was wearing that coat. 

JACOB STEALS ESAU’S BLESSING
(Goats and Coats I)

THE SALE OF JOSEPH
(Goats and Coats II)

A brother deceives his father and brother 10 brothers deceive their father and brother

He takes a goat They take a goat

He wears a “coat” They bring a “coat”

He comes to Father, daring him to “recognize” They come to Father, asking him to “recognize”

The act leads to a period of exile The act leads to a period of exile
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Aren’t the parallels chilling? One son’s deception of his father and brother led to 21 years of personal servitude in 
Laban’s house. And 10 sons’ deception of their father and brother led to 210 years of national servitude in Pharaoh’s 
house. It can all be traced back to these stories of Goats and Coats.

Now we see why Abraham’s prophecy did not end with Jacob. We see why Jacob could not fulfill his dream of settling 
down in peace in the land of Canaan. It’s because his children made the same mistake that sent him into exile in the first 
place. They re-enacted Goats and Coats. They made history repeat itself. 

Answering the “Haggadah Killer” Question
Now that we understand these stories of Goats and Coats, we’re finally in a position 
to return to the Haggadah Killer question. We had asked: why are we thanking God 
for taking us out of Egypt, if He’s the one who put us there in the first place? But what 
we see from Goats and Coats I and II is that the Egyptian exile was a consequence 
of human actions. We sent ourselves into slavery -- when we re-enacted the cycle of 
jealousy, hatred and deceit that sent Jacob into mini-slavery in Laban’s house only a 
generation before.

So let’s look back at the language of God’s prophecy to Abraham, the prophecy which 
had inspired us to ask the Haggadah Killer question in the first place. We’ll see it now 
in a whole new light.

Read through God’s prophecy to Abraham. For each part of the prophecy, ask yourself: 

Genesis 15:13-16

13 And He said to Abram, “You shall surely know that 
your offspring will be strangers in a land that is not 
theirs, and they will enslave them and oppress them, 
for four hundred years. 14 And also the nation that 
they will serve will I judge, and afterwards they will go 
forth with great wealth. 15 But you will come to your 
forefathers in peace; you will be buried in a good old 
age. 16 And the fourth generation will return here, for 
the iniquity of the Amorites will not be complete until 
then.”

בראשית טו:יג–טז

ֶאֶרץ י-ֵגר ִיְהֶיה ַזְרֲעָך ּבְ ַדע ּכִ יג  ַוּיֹאֶמר ְלַאְבָרם, ָידַֹע ּתֵ
ָנה. ע ֵמאֹות, ׁשָ לֹא ָלֶהם, ַוֲעָבדּום, ְוִעּנּו אָֹתם--ַאְרּבַ

ן ָאֹנִכי; ְוַאֲחֵרי-ֵכן ר ַיֲעֹבדּו, ּדָ יד  ְוַגם ֶאת-ַהּגֹוי ֲאׁשֶ
בֹוא ֶאל ֲאבֶֹתיָך ה ּתָ דֹול. טו ְוַאּתָ ְרֻכׁש ּגָ ֵיְצאּו, ּבִ

יָבה טֹוָבה. טז ְודֹור ְרִביִעי ָיׁשּובּו ׂשֵ ֵבר ּבְ ּקָ לֹום ּתִ ׁשָ ּבְ
ה. ֵלם ֲעֹון ָהֱאמִֹרי ַעד ֵהּנָ י לֹא ׁשָ ה ּכִ ֵהּנָ

LOOK INSIDE: Abraham’s Prophecy

Who is causing this to happen? Is it God? Or is it someone else?
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If we carefully read this prophecy, we find that the “actor” is very rarely God. “Your offspring will be strangers in a land 
that is not theirs” -- did you hear any mention of God there? Nope. “They will enslave them” -- that’s not God either, that’s 
the inhabitants of the land.

The first time that we hear anything about God’s involvement is in verse 14: 

It is here - at the moment of redemption - that we finally see God enter the picture. So when God told this prophecy to 
Abraham, it wasn’t a decree of punishment, it was a revelation of what would transpire. Your children are going to get 
themselves into one big mess. They’re going to land themselves in slavery in another nation’s land. But here’s what I can 
promise you: they will survive. I’ll see to that. I will be there for them in their times of trouble. When things look darkest, when it 
seems there’s no way out – I’ll be there to redeem them from the mess into which they got themselves. 

What’s more, the prophecy was elastic. How it would eventually come to fruition would depend on the choices that 
Abraham’s descendants would make. No one forced the brothers to deceive their father and sell Joseph down to Egypt. 
Had that episode -- Goats and Coats II -- never occurred, it seems entirely possibly that the prophecy would have been 
fulfilled through Jacob’s exile. In the same way, no one forced Jacob to deceive Esau and his father in Goats and Coats 
I. Had that episode not occurred, who knows how God’s promise to Abraham might have been fulfilled. Maybe it would 
have been realized even earlier, in an even more mild way.

And also the nation that they will serve will I judge

ן ָאֹנִכי ר ַיֲעֹבדּו, ּדָ ְוַגם ֶאת-ַהּגֹוי ֲאׁשֶ

Back to Maggid
This perspective offers us a radical rereading of the entire section of the Haggadah we’ve been talking about. From top 
to bottom, Maggid is all about this. It’s about looking at Israelite history and asking: what is the primary cause here? 
Who is the primary actor? Because from the very beginning, God has given us the freedom to make our own choices, 
and those choices have affected the course of our history. But God has always kept His promises to us. Sometimes the 
promise is delayed in being realized, but it’s never forgotten.

So let’s take this new understanding and keep it in the back of our minds, and go back to look at that section of Israelite 
“prehistory” from Maggid. We’ll find that that section will look very different to us indeed.
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It really seems like God is the one making the wheels turn here: 

Here is the section of Israelite “prehistory” from Maggid which we looked at earlier. It comes from the 
paragraph beginning ה ִחָלּ  It consists of .(”In The Beginning Our Ancestors Were Idol Worshippers“) ִמְתּ
a direct quote from the Book of Joshua, chapter 24. As we did with the text of Abraham’s prophecy, 
read through the verses and ask yourself:

Joshua 24:2-4

2 And Joshua said to the whole nation, “Thus said the 
Lord God of Israel, ‘Your fathers dwelt on the other 
side of the river from earliest time, Terah, the father 
of Abraham, and the father of Nahor; and they served 
other gods. 3 And I took your father Abraham from 
the other side of the river, and led him throughout all 
the land of Canaan, and multiplied his seed, and gave 
him Isaac. 4 And I gave to Isaac Jacob and Esau; and 
I gave to Esau Mount Seir to inherit it; and Jacob and 
his children went down into Egypt.

יהושע כד:ב–ד

ל ָהָעם ּכֹה ָאַמר ְיקָוה ֱאלֹקי ַע ֶאל ּכָ ב ַוּיֹאֶמר ְיהֹוׁשֻ
ַרח בּו ֲאבֹוֵתיֶכם ֵמעֹוָלם ּתֶ ָהר ָיׁשְ ֵעֶבר ַהּנָ ָרֵאל ּבְ  ִיׂשְ
ַעְבדּו ֱאלִֹהים ֲאֵחִרים. ג ֲאִבי ַאְבָרָהם ַוֲאִבי ָנחֹור ַוּיַ

ָהר ָואֹוֵלְך ח ֶאת ֲאִביֶכם ֶאת ַאְבָרָהם ֵמֵעֶבר ַהּנָ ָוֶאּקַ
ן לֹו ֶאת ה ֶאת ַזְרעֹו ָוֶאּתֶ ָנַען ָוַאְרּבֶ ָכל ֶאֶרץ ּכְ אֹותֹו ּבְ

ן ן ְלִיְצָחק ֶאת ַיֲעקֹב ְוֶאת ֵעָשֹו ָוֶאּתֵ ִיְצָחק. ד ָוֶאּתֵ
ת אֹותֹו ְוַיֲעקֹב ּוָבָניו ָיְרדּו ִעיר ָלֶרׁשֶ ְלֵעָשֹו ֶאת ַהר ׂשֵ

ִמְצָרִים.

LOOK INSIDE: Joshua

At each stage, who is causing this to happen?

What happened? Who made it happen?
I took your father Abraham... God

I led him through the whole land of Canaan... God

I multiplied his offspring... God

I gave him Isaac… and Jacob and Esau... God

I gave Esau Mount Seir as an inheritance... God

God assumes responsibility for everything that happens in these verses, from choosing Abraham to giving Esau his own 
plot of land. There is, of course, one exception - the final clause of the passage:

It doesn’t say “and I made Jacob descend to Egypt.” No, the family did this. It was Jacob and his sons. They descended 
to Egypt... because of Goats and Coats II, because of the sale of Joseph. Once again, the point is: we sometimes get 
ourselves into messes, but God makes good on His promises. 

Jacob and his children went down to Egypt

ְוַיֲעקֹב ּוָבָניו ָיְרדּו ִמְצָרִים
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Understanding Esau’s Mountain
But why does the Haggadah quote this part about God giving Mount Seir to Esau as an inheritance? If you want to tell 
the story of how God has always made good on His promises to our forefathers, then it makes sense to talk about God 
bringing Abraham to Canaan, giving him the land, multiplying his offspring, and so on. But Esau? Esau wasn’t one of the 
forefathers of the Israelite people. Who cares about Esau and his mountain? What does he have to do with this story?

Can you think of any reason to include Esau in this story?

CONSIDER THIS

Here’s how we understand it: The Haggadah mentions Esau and his inheritance because this is the moment 
that the train started going off the rails. The way things should have gone, Jacob and Esau should have received an 
inheritance from God, together. They should have been the ones, together, to live Abraham’s dream and establish his 
nation.

But that wasn’t to be. Instead, one brother deceived the other and the two brothers went their separate ways. There 
would be two God-given inheritances. Esau took his in Mount Seir. And Jacob? Well, you might have expected the 
verse to conclude by telling us that Jacob inherited the Land of Canaan. But instead, we have a detour: Jacob and 
his children went down to Egypt.

While Esau took the short route to nationhood, Jacob and his children took the long route. First, they were in the 
house of Laban for twenty years. And then, just as they were coming back to Canaan with hopes of finally settling 
down for good, the sale of Joseph happened and they all went down to Egypt. The nation would not emerge to 
finally claim its own inheritance for centuries.4

4 The truth is, the Haggadah is really just taking its cue here from the Book of Genesis, where this point comes across even more starkly. Back in Genesis -- right after we 
read about Jacob and Esau reuniting and reconciling, putting the turmoil of Goats and Coats I behind them, we get what looks like a strange digression: a full chapter 
devoted to, of all things, a comprehensive listing of the progeny of Esau (Chapter 36). In that chapter, we read these pointed words: “These are the kings that ruled in Edom, 
before there ever ruled a king among the children of Israel” (Genesis 36:31). The words of the text almost stab at you: Esau receives his inheritance, and we hear about king 
after king from his progeny. He became a full fledged, sovereign nation in his own land so early on. And Jacob? Well, he had to wait centuries before arriving in his land, 
before the first of his progeny is ever crowned. Why? Because of what happens in the very next chapter (Chapter 37): Goats and Coats II, the sale of Joseph. The children of 
Jacob could have claimed their inheritance alongside the children of Esau. But they weren’t ready. Instead, they ended up descending into centuries of Egyptian servitude.

Stuck in Servitude?
So at this point in the Maggid we find Jacob and his children stuck in servitude in Egypt, victims of their own free 
choices. What is going to happen to them? If we look at history, we find that when a nation gets enslaved and oppressed 
as a class, when they’re guests in someone else’s land, chances are they’re not going to emerge from that. Usually, that’s 
the end of them as a distinct people. Was this the end of the children of Jacob as a distinct people?

No, it wasn’t the end - because look at the very next words in the Haggadah’s story:

Blessed is the One who keeps His promise to Israel!

ָרֵאל! רּוְך ׁשֹוֵמר ַהְבָטָחתֹו ְלִיְשׂ ָבּ
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It wasn’t the end of the children of Israel because God kept the promise that He made to Abraham - after two hundred 
and ten years, He miraculously redeemed them from slavery.

We may have made choices which delayed the realization of that promise, but we couldn’t stamp out the promise 
altogether. No matter what we got ourselves into, God would always be there to take us out.

What Is “This”?
Which brings us to the very next section of the Maggid.

Read through the text of this short section of the Haggadah, and ask yourself:

And it is this that has stood for our ancestors and 
for us, since it is not only one person or nation that 
has stood against us to destroy us, but rather in each 
generation, they stand against us to destroy us -  but 
the Holy One, blessed be He, rescues us from their 
hand.

ְלָבד ּלֹא ֶאָחד ִבּ ָעְמָדה ַלֲאבֹוֵתינּו ְוָלנּו. ֶשׁ ְוִהיא ֶשׁ
ָכל ּדֹור ָודֹור עֹוְמִדים ְבּ א ֶשׁ ָעַמד ָעֵלינּו ְלַכּלֹוֵתנּו, ֶאָלּ

יֵלנּו ִמָיָּדם. רּוְך הּוא ַמִצּ דֹוׁש ָבּ ָעֵלינּו ְלַכלֹוֵתנּו,ְוַהָקּ

LOOK INSIDE: Ve’hi She’amda

What does the “ִהיא/this” refer to?

What does this have to do with the prior paragraph?

What does the “ִהיא/this” refer to? It points us back to the prior paragraph, God’s promise to Abraham. God’s promise has 
stood. In other words, when God spoke to Abraham all those years ago, His words carried more than one meaning. First, 
it was a promise that He would save us from national demise when we were in Laban’s house. Then, generations later, 
the very same promise came back to deliver us from the hands of Pharaoh, to bring us out of Egypt. But it doesn’t end 
there. This guarantee - that God is always there for His people, that He always keeps His promises - it wasn’t just a one-
time thing, or even a two-time thing. It has continued, and it will continue to replay itself throughout our nation’s history. 
It’s an infinite promise. When the Haggadah says ָעְמָדה  it is making a breaktaking ,(”And It Is This That Has Stood“) ְוִהיא ֶשׁ
claim. It is grounding all of Jewish survival - throughout the generations - in this ancient prophecy to Abraham.

An Order Emerges
Let’s take stock of what we’ve learned. When we first looked at the Maggid it appeared to be a random assortment of 
disconnected texts. But now we can see how it proceeds according to a highly intentional and logical flow. It begins with 
 which is an introduction, a meta-story about how best to relate the tale ,(”This is the Bread of Affliction“) ָהא ַלְחָמא ַעְנָיא
of the Exodus from Egypt. And then it launches into ה ִחָלּ  ,(”In The Beginning Our Ancestors Were Idol Worshippers“) ִמְתּ
a story not just about about how the children of Israel have made damning mistakes, but about how God has always 
fulfilled His promise in the end. It reviews the text of God’s promise to Abraham and acknowledges that Esau claimed 
his rightful inheritance while Jacob’s was delayed. It recalls the oppression in the house of Laban the Aramean - the very 
first iteration of Abraham’s prophecy - and it declares in ָעְמָדה  that the prophecy (”And It Is This That Has Stood“) ְוִהיא ֶשׁ
was a promise for all generations. Its twists and turns cohere to form a remarkable and highly relevant tale.
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One final dimension: It strikes us that the Haggadah doesn’t simply include all of this “prehistory” just to 
contextualize our understanding of the Exodus, just to spin an even grander tale. Rather, there’s no less than a 
crisis inherent in the command to retell the Exodus story, and the Haggadah is keenly sensitive to it.

You see, exile has been a reality of life for a great deal of Jewish history - indeed, for the majority of Jewish history. 
Thousands and thousands of Jews spread over many centuries and many continents have experienced the Seder 
night – a night celebrating freedom, salvation and light – in the darkest of times. And the great question facing 
these Jews has been: how do I celebrate the Exodus when I myself am wallowing in exile?

What can I possibly do during the Chmielnitzki Massacres? How do I celebrate Passover while my family and I weep 
by the rivers of Babylon, after the destruction of Jerusalem? If I am huddled with my family in a cellar during the 
First Crusade, if I hear the horsemen rampaging outside and the drunken shouts of the mob – how, exactly, am I 
supposed to celebrate a night of redemption with a straight face? What should I be celebrating if I’m huddled away 
in Mila 18 in the last days of the Warsaw Ghetto? In all these situations recalling the glory days of redemption from 
Egypt seems like a cruel and harsh joke. Yes, God redeemed the Jews then, but life seems so dark now. What is the 
Haggadah supposed to mean for us in such dark times? 

The answer lies in the mysterious but wonderful promise that God made to Abraham. In that prophecy, God 
revealed a truth to Abraham, and the essence of that truth was a guarantee of undying love. God said: the realization 
of My promise may be delayed by all sorts of twists and turns, diverted by human acts of free choice. But I can guarantee 
you that there will - one day - be an end to the exile and oppression. Your nation won’t be extinguished in the mists of time. 
I will always be there for you. My promise to you is eternal. Sadly, that doesn’t mean that every generation lives to see 
its own redemption. But it does mean that God’s promise to His people is eternal, and in the long-sweep of history, it 
will be realized.5 

The Haggadah makes that claim in ָעְמָדה  and it proves it to us by showing us ,(”And It Is This That Has Stood“) ְוִהיא ֶשׁ
the exodus from Laban’s house and the Exodus from Egypt. The Haggadah is demonstrating that God’s promise to 
Abraham was never a one-time promise - it was always meant to be eternal. If it was there for us after 21 years, and 
after 210, then it will be there for us after 2100 years, too.

The hope that we feel deep in our hearts is not just a fanciful, childish plaything. Hope is real; it is grounded in our 
history, grounded in a promise whose words have been sealed for us in our holy book and made eternal. It may take 
years or even generations to be realized, but Abraham’s promise is still with us. It will not fade away.

5 Perhaps that is the rationale for why we speak of redemption of Egypt even at night - not just the “nights” of each 24-hour cycle, but the metaphorical “nights”: the dark 
moments of Jewish history when pain and exile surround us. 
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