


Introduction

Welcome to the first Gashmius Haggadah Companion. Inside you'll find a se-
lection of Jewish sources — classical and contemporary, from a wide variety
of Hasidic and other Jewish traditions — that we've selected in the hopes of
adding meaning to your seder this year. Besides the primary sources, most
of the other content for this release comes from the growing community of
artists and writers who have previously contributed to Gashmius Magazine.
Though you should, of course, feel free to interact with these diverse sources
in whatever ways you see fit, we are imagining that the shorter readings here
can be helpful additions to your actual seder — deepening and enriching the
traditional haggadah, while spurring new questions and ideas — and the lon-
ger pieces might stimulate deeper reflections around the values of Passover
in the modern world that will reverberate even after seder night.

In this holiday of liberation, we hope and pray that these sources can help
us all to find freedom from our own personal Egypts, and that our journeys
out of bondage can play a small part in the redemption of this beautiful and
broken world.

-Gwynn, Danny, Jonah and Eva
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Beginnings

Setting the Table

R. Kalonymus Kalmish Shapira of Piaseczner was an innovative 20th century Hasidic thinker who
founded one of the largest yeshivot in interwar Warsaw. The following excerpt comes from a book he
published in 1932 to support his youngest students’ spiritual development.

Chovas HaTalmidim, Introduction.
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..And it is also good for a child to be excited on
the night of Passover [merely] by the cleaning of
the room, the many candles, and the beautifully
arranged table. Since their body is excited from

it, even if they don’t know what is going on, their
inner spirit [will] bubble up and [also be] excited
by the reading of the Haggadah — even if they say
it with only a small fervor for G-d.

of bodily experience?

We have all been — and in some ways will always remain — this child, stumbling over an archaic
liturgy, wondering how and why anyone finds it meaningful. When you find yourselfin this situa-
tion, consider this text from Rabbi Shapira to be granting you permission to embrace this moment
of incomprehension. There’s nothing wrong with having no clue what'’s going on. As you're setting
the stage for this experience, take a moment to pause and look around you — what are some tactile
pleasures you can find in the rituals and settings of the seder itself?

What are some embodied, sensory experiences you can tap into— the smell of herbs, the taste of
saltwater, the crunch of matzah, the glow of candles— to ground yourself in the simple, holy delights




Beginnings

Sensing God’s Presence

This is a radical Talmudic re-reading of the beginning of the Exodus story. In defiance of the Pharaoh'’s
order to kill all Israelite boys, Moses’ mother has hidden her newborn son for as long as she can. Now
she places him in a basket on the Nile river, praying for his redemption. His older sister, Miriam, watch-
es from the banks of the river to see what will happen...

Sotah 11a

a7 P09 POXY 027 MR L"PINR INIAR 2XNM” With regard to Miriam’s deed the verse states:
X221 129027 — "2XNMY” :AR1 7O oW By §913 “And his sister stood afar off, to know what would
ﬂ?;T;J—U? jnxn :2N37 _ ”ﬁmag"f.'.”;ll] 53213?1 r= be done to him.” ('Exodus 2:4) Rabbi Yitzhak sa'ys:
AR 7 PITIRT 09T — "pITIRT AR DI each Phrase of this verse alludes to J:he Sht'ekh.lnah
T T ; T i "’77' watching over Moses. For example, “And his sister
* ¢ stood”is connected to the verse “And the Lord
came and stood” (I Samuel 3:10) ...

This Talmudic passage reads Miriam as a literal embodiment of the Divine Presence: when Miriam
follows her brother along the riverbank, she is the Shekhinah (the feminine indwelling presence of
God) watching over him, just like the Shekhinah follows Israel into exile and watches over us.

What does it feel like to imagine the Divine Feminine watching over us like an older sibling?

Have you ever had an experience in which the care of a human being felt like the care of God?
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Urchatz/First Washing

Meditation by R. Jill Haommer

Like Moses in the Nile
We float on the great waters.
Like Pharaoh’s daughter,
We bathe in the river of life.
Like Miriam in the reeds,
We wait for a sign.



Karpas

Saltwater by Hannah Altman



Yachatz

R. Itche Meir Morgenstern is a contemporary Hasidic rebbe living in Jerusalem.

“Yachatz— the breaking of the matzah... is the opening of the
doors. We open the door so that the Creator can come and enter
into our dwelling-places, even into our darkest and lowest mo-
ments and places.”

Discussion Prompts:
What are some dark and low moments you have felt since last Passover?

Looking back on them, can you see any aspect of divinity, any presence of the Creator, however tiny
or fleeting, in those difficult experiences?

What are some ways that you can choose to intentionally open the door to the Creator in your dark
and low moments?




Maggid

Liberation Beyond Binaries

Vort by R. Jericho Vincent

Every year in the Passover seder, in the traditional liturgy, we say

1 232 IR2T MY 0T ROW

“This year we are slaves, may we be free next year,” and then at another point in the seder we say
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“We are obligated to give thanks to the Divine because they freed us from slavery.”

So which is it?

Are we free or are we slaves?

The truth is, it's not a binary.

Even when we've been freed, there are parts of us that still remain trapped in slavery, trapped in the
most traumatic and painful moments in our lives, and we continuously have to do the work of locating

those parts of ourselves and helping them move towards liberation.

And even when we are enslaved, in the worst seasons of our lives, the most traumatic, the most painful,
even then, there are always moments of true freedom waiting for us to find them.

Ken teheye ritzona
May it be so.



Maggid

Four Questions

Three Answers

(To Four Questions)
Poem by R. Mark Elber

Tonight, around a table of surprise quests
there is one vacant seat
there are ghost-white hard-boiled eggs, potatoes that invoke the fields of Poland

a seared shank bone, the too familiar taste of salt water
song to soften the silence —
a table green with celery, an evening filling with night

and what does my mother see?
the empty seat across from her, the years it was filled
the unleavenedness of the bread, Elijah’s cup always unsipped

and the Seder is built around questions —

what is more bitter than unexpected death? why is God blind
to the blood on the doorposts?

when will the lamb cease being sacrificed?

and I cannot let my people go

I cannot stop uprising and uprising

for I am Warsaw and Vilna and the teenaged orphan painting out of memory
voiceless screams on a smuggled scrap of paper

and I am plagued

by those who think we've said enough — it’s over, it’s history, it never happened

and I say no, because after millennia in one wilderness or another, the goat will outlive
even the angel of death

and so I say yes to the stalks of young wheat yellowing under the April sun
I say yes and water the seedling whose fruit will never sweeten my throat
and on this full-mooned night, I open the door and say yes,

yes to the intoxicating spring



Henry Rosenberg
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Maggid

Four Children

This is another source from Kalonymus Kalmish Shapira of Piaseczner, this time from a selection of
sermons that were discovered and published posthumously.

Esh Kodesh, Pesach 1941.
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A well-known question comes up in many com-
mentaries on the Haggadah. Every child of the
Four Children has a quotation from the Torah ad-
dressed to them. But both the Wicked Child and
the Child Who Does Not Know How to Ask receive
the same verse: “It is because of this, that God did
for me, when I came out of Egypt.” (Exodus 13:8)

This raises the question: Why do we say, when
commenting on this for the Wicked Child, “God did
for me,” — suggesting an exclusion, me and not for
them — while in commenting on the same verse for
the Child Who Does Not Know How to Ask, we do
not suggest any exclusion.

No Jewish person is a separate entity unto them-
selves. Every Jew is part of the whole community of
Jewish people. Therefore, when somebody studies
Torah and prays, they illuminate all Jewish people.
And we learn in the Talmud (Yoma 86b): “On ac-
count of an individual who repents, the sins of the
entire world are forgiven.” Because of this, we say
to the Child Who Does Not Know How to Ask that
“God did this for me,” which includes this child.
But this is not for the Wicked Child, who has sepa-
rated themself from the community.

Discussion Prompts:

How can the same statement be inviting to one person,
and alienating to another?

Have you ever been in a situation where those around
you were drawn in by something, but you were repulsed?
How did that feel? What about the opposite? How did
that feel?
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Maggid

Plagues

R. Aharon Shmuel Tamares was a 19th-20th century Lithuanian orthodox rabbi and anarcho-pacifist.
Disillusioned by the Zionist movement that he originally supported, he spent his time writing political
essays in the woods around the small city of Milejczyce, where he served as rabbi.

We are grateful to Dr. Shaul Magid for his translation of this section of Tamares’ 1906 essay “Herut.”

R. Aharon Schmuel Tamares, “On Vengeance and Becoming the Aggressor”

All of [the story of the Exodus] can be used to explain the final plague in Egypt, in which God executes
death [to the first born of Egypt]. This judgment was deployed by Godself as the Haggadah explains “I
passed over the night, I, and not an emissary.” This seems odd as God could have enabled the Israelites
to wreak vengeance on the Egyptians. However, God did not want to even show the Israelites how to use
the power of the fist, even in a moment of defending themselves against the evil ones. This is because at
that moment, while they would indeed be defending themselves against the aggressors, in the end they
would have become aggressors.

Therefore, God took great pains in order that the Israelites not enact any vengeance against the evil
ones— so much so that God prohibited them from even witnessing it. Thus this act was deployed “in the
middle of the night” in the darkest hour of the night. God also warned the Israelites not to leave their
houses all in order to separate them from this destructive act, even to witness it passively.

We can now explain the [Talmudic teaching] on the verse, “And all of you should not leave your houses
until the morning.” (Ex 12:22) R. Yosef taught that, since permission was given to kill, “there are no dis-
tinctions [between the good and the evil].” This seems to contradict what is written in the Passover Hag-
gadah, “I [will kill the firstborn], Me and not an emissary.”

How can the [Talmud] say that since permission was given to kill, there are no distinctions [between the
good and the evil]? [That is, if God is doing the killing, certainly God can distinguish between good and
evil.]

..Thus, we can explain R. Yosef: in fact, God did so in order to not enable the violence that is within Israel
to be released. Because once that violence is released there is no longer the ability to distinguish between
the righteous (the innocent) and the evil (the

guilty), and the one who is the defender (the recipient
of violence) will become the aggressor (the perpetrat-

Discussion Prompts:

or of violence). Have you ever felt yourself, in an argument or con-
flict, turning from a defensive to an offensive position?

“And all of you should not leave your houses until the What are the risks of that transition? How did you jus-

morning” (Ex 12:22) ... that you should not become the
Destroyer. This means that by distancing oneself from | 11, does this reading of the plagues affect your un-
participating in the vengeance against Egypt one is derstanding of the lessons of Passover in general?
prevented from unleashing the Destroyer (violence)
that is within you.

tify or understand it?
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Frog Plague by Rosabel Rosalind



Wild Beasts Plague by Rosabel Rosalind



Motzi Matzah

R. Menahem Nahum Twersky of Chernobyl was an 18th century Hasidic master. The forebear of all
Ukrainian Hasidism, he was one of the only students of both the Ba'al Shem Tov and the Maggid of

Mezeritch.

Me’or Enayim, Parshat Tzav
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Discussion Prompts:

If hametz represents evil, why do you think we spend all
year eating it, and only designate seven days a year to
eat matzah, representing holiness?

Whatis atime when you thoughtyou were doing matzah,
but realized it was hametz?

What might it mean in your life to “let the light in” by
opening the het into a heh?
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Holiness is represented by “Matzah” (7¥7) and evil
is represented by “hametz” (21— “leaven”). The
only difference between the two words is [the little
space that is the difference] between a het (7)) and
aheh (77)...

The evil inclination can’t convince us to do a known
sin, because who would listen to that? It therefore
makes the sin appear as if it's a mitzvah, which is
the difference between the het (n) and the heh (7).

And this is what our rabbis meant when they said
“if a person seeks purity, they are aided. But if a
person seeks defilement, the path is opened for
them.” (BT Shabbat 104a) This appears difficult to
understand: why is “the path is opened for them”
since they are going to do something to defile
themselves? If this is true, aren’t they being aided?

But the explanation is the opposite: “the path is
opened” for one who “seeks defilement” [who is
only acting that way because the evil inclination
made it appear as a mitzvah by switching the the
het (M) and the heh (77)] through being shown that
the top [of the letter] needs to be opened [to re-
form] a heh (7).




Henry Rosenberg
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Maror

Uziel Meizels was a student of the Maggid of Mezeritch and one of the forebearers of Polish Hasidism.

Tiferet Uziel
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Discussion Prompts:

Have you ever been in a painful situation that you
couldn’t allow yourself to feel while it was occuring?

What happened when you were finally able to rest and
experience what you had been suppressing?
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This Matzah that we eat... these bitter herbs...
(Passover Haggadah)

Why is matzah explained before maror [in the Hag-
gadah]? First, the bitter herbs recall the bitter life
of exile, and after that the matzah recalls the re-
demption. So, shouldn’t the order be reversed and
maror explained before matzah? In fact, there are
other versions [of the Haggadah] that have the bit-
ter herbs preceding the matzah!

But it appears that our version is correct. For, it is
known that when a person is in the midst of their
forced labor, they can't sense their brokenness.
And only when they can finally rest from their la-
bor are they able to feel their brokenness.

While Israel was in forced labor in Egypt, they
couldn’t feel the brokenness and sadness of their
labor. They were working day and night without
any rest. Only when they were brought out of their
forced labor did they finally sense their own bro-
kenness and sadness.

And this is why the arranger of the Haggadah put
Matzah before Maror: [because only after they had
already been freed could they actually let them-
selves feel their pain.]



Korech

What Is the Exodus that God Desires?
Essay By Aron Wander

“As aremembrance of the Temple,” [1] we say in the middle of the seder as we eat marror wedged between
two pieces of matzah, imitating Hillel the Elder’s ancient practice. Unlike us, though, Hillel would include
a piece of the Pesach sacrifice offered up at the Temple in his sandwich. But since the destruction of the
Temple, we have not been able to offer such a sacrifice. Without the roasted meat, what we are left with
from Hillel’s tradition is the bitterness of marror. The sandwich that once celebrated a successful Pesach
offering now serves instead as a reminder of the Jewish people’s many exiles.

But perhaps there is another, more subtle relationship between the Temple and Passover. The Talmud
teaches that the First Temple was destroyed because of idolatry, sexual violence, and bloodshed: with
total disregard for laws and norms, people gave themselves over to their basest and most vile desires. [2]
‘[King] Manesseh put so many innocent persons to death that he filled Jerusalem [with blood] from end
to end” (2 Kings 21:16), the Rabbis remind us.

By contrast, the Second Temple, Rabbi Yohanan says cryptically, was destroyed becauseits judges “judged
according to the laws of the Torah.” [3] But how could judging by the laws of the Torah be a sin? “Should
they have instead judged by the ‘laws’ of thievery?,” [4] the Talmud wonders aloud. It concludes that what
Rabbi Yohanan meant was that judges only judged according to the Torah, and refused to go beyond the
letter of the law.

It is tempting to read this passage as a merely polemical claim that failing to go beyond a strict inter-
pretation of the law is as terrible as idolatry, sexual violence, and bloodshed. [5] Maybe, though, Rabbi
Yohanan was suggesting a more direct and radical parallel: that while the First Temple was destroyed be-
cause of wickedness in violation of the Torah, the Second Temple was destroyed because the Torah was
twisted to legitimate such wickedness, to permit “villainy within the bounds of Torah.” [6] Perhaps the
Torah itself was used to authorize those very sins for which the First Temple was destroyed, and the judg-
es who did not “go beyond the letter of the law” were those who responded to such grotesque violence by
merely saying, “What is there to condemn? The law hasn’t been broken!”

It was such potential abuses of the Torah that Aharon Shmuel Tamares, a 19th-20th century Lithuanian
orthodox rabbi and anarcho-pacifist, had in mind when he warned that those seeking to legitimate dom-
ination might “snatch the ‘Torah, stick it in [their] coat[s], and turn the Torah itself into an instrument
of destruction.” [7] Tamares was aware that the Torah was liable to be abused for the same purposes any
other idea or technology might be — power and domination — and that it could as easily be an elixir of
death as of life. [8]

What guarantee could there be against the Torah being put to such ends? In Tamares’ understanding, it
is the Exodus that belies any such attempt:
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The vision of punishments that God exacted from the Egyptians, those wicked false ones;
the vig orous protest God demonstrated before the eyes of the entire world against the
awful lie of the domination of one person by another, through blood, fire, and pillars of
smoke [during the Ten Plagues] — [this] was the best possible introduction to the giving
of the Torah, ensuring that scoundrels not snatch the Torah in order to use it to jump on
the heads of their fellows and shove their dignity in the dust. [9]

God’s unequivocal opposition to Egyptian domination is the prism through which all of the Torah must
be read; it is both Torah’s foundation and that which lies “beyond its letter.” Only a Judaism whose start-
ing premise is the idea that “the domination of one person by another” is an “awful lie” can secure the
Torah against those who would make it “an instrument of destruction.” For Tamares, the first command-
ment — “Tam YHVH your God who brought you out from the land of Egypt, from the house of bondage”
(Ex.20:2) isnot to be read as the debt by virtue of which the commandments must be accepted, but rather
as the spirit with which they must be imbued. [10] All of Torah must be understood in light of God’s com-
mitment to liberation.

At the same time, Tamares is careful to emphasize that God’s violence does not legitimate, but rather
precludes, human violence. Only God can use violence to end domination without thereby replicating
domination. Humans who attempt to do so only perpetuate the systems they seek to undo. This is the
very reason that God punishes the Egyptians Godself rather than allowing the Israelites to engage in
violence; otherwise “the manner of the fist would have spread throughout the world, and they [the Isra-
elites] would have gone from defenders to pursuers.” [11]

There is no doubt that Tamares would have therefore unambiguously condemned Hamas’ horrific mas-
sacre on October 7th. A true Exodus, for Tamares, cannot be brought about through human violence,
let alone the wanton killing of civilians. But it is just as clear that he would have adamantly condemned
Israel’s Pharaoh-like response: killing more than 30,000 Palestinians in Gaza, the vast majority of them
civilians, destroying most of Gaza’s buildings, and displacing more than a million Palestinians, all while
willfully ignoring the Israeli settlers (often hand-in-hand with soldiers) ethnically cleansing the West
Bank.

Of course, the violence in Israel/Palestine did not begin on October 7th: from the forced displacement
of Palestinians in 1948 (known to Palestinians as the Nakba — “catastrophe”), through the military rule
over Palestinians within Israel’s borders, the occupation, and the blockade of Gaza, domination of Pales-
tinians has been critical to Israel’s ability to establish a Jewish-majority state in a land with a Palestinian
majority. “Lest they multiply” (Ex. 1:10), the threat by which Pharaoh convinces his people to enslave the
Israelites, has ever been the watchword of statist Zionism and every other ethnonationalist movement,
for whom minorities are always a “demographic threat.”

Tamares would not only have been horrified by the extent of such violence; he would also have been
heartbroken and enraged by the ways in which the Torah and the rabbinic tradition have been con-
scripted to provide legitimacy for it. What greater betrayal of the Exodus could there be than enlisting the
Torah in the service of Pharaonic oppression instead of divine liberation? Even the actual description of
the Exodus itself has not been safe from such abuses. As the Palestinian liberation theologian Naim Ateek
writes, “The events of the biblical Exodus from Egypt... have been transposed by many Jewish religious
Zionists and Christian fundamentalists into the twentieth century... [such that] Palestinians appear to
represent the old Canaanites who were in the land at the time and who at God’s command needed to be
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dispossessed.” [12] What more wicked turning of the Torah into “an instrument of destruction” could one
imagine?

But Tamares surely would have been disturbed by a more subtle betrayal, too: those who do not recruit
the Torah to serve domination but simply detach it from the Exodus’s commitment to liberty. How many
shiurim, divrei Torah, and lectures have there been in the past five months that have spoken about Jews’
moral mission, the ethical debates of Talmud and halacha, or “Jewish values” without once addressing
the immoral horror being perpetrated by the Jewish state in the name of (and with the backing of) a sig-
nificant portion of the Jewish people? This, too, is a refusal to go beyond the letter of the law, for it makes
Jewish moral discourse into a mere abstraction, dead letters with no relation to the living Jewish body
politic. Can one imagine the Biblical Prophets waxing poetic about justice and liberty without addressing
the corruption of the society around them? Most dangerously, a moral discourse that does not address
the actions of its actual subjects implicitly accedes to them. What begins with abandoning the Exodus
inevitably becomes condoning Pharoah.

None of this, to be sure, is unique to the question of Israel’s domination of Palestinians or to Jews. As
Tamares himself noted, it is in the nature of oppressive systems to recruit any and all justifications they
can — particularly religious ones. [13] Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, and every other faith have served
(or are currently serving) domineering ends, and each has had philosophers who have insisted on dis-
cussing their religion’s “morality” while ignoring the violent ends towards which they have often been
used. To the degree that Judaism had avoided such pitfalls, it was simply because, since the destruction
of the Second Temple, we had lacked the ability to make the Torah and its laws into an instrument for
justifying violence. [14] As Yehuda Hal.evi, a leading Jewish medieval philosopher, imagined a foreign
king saying to a rabbi, “Your submissiveness is merely imposed upon you. Once you have the ability, you
will kill, too.” [15]

The Jewish mystical tradition speaks of the severing of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil from the
Tree of Life as the fundamental human sin that, since Adam, humans have committed again and again.
[16] Perhaps it refers to this fundamental disposition of those with power to divorce their supposed
moral frameworks (“knowledge of good and evil”) from a grounding in liberation (“life”) — a tendency of
which the cleaving of the Exodus from the Torah is only one particular manifestation. [17] According to
the Kabbalists, such a severing not only harms humanity but also causes a rift within God too, sending
parts of God into exile.

For the Kabbalists, the Jewish people’s own exile was not simply a punishment but rather a task: to find
those broken pieces of God and return them to their source. [18] In exile, suffering the violence of empire
after empire, the Jewish people knew all too well the consequences of cutting the Tree of Knowledge of
Good and Evil from the Tree of Life and the urgency of a new world order that would rejoin the two, re-
pairing both humanity and God. What terrible irony and sin lie in the fact that in trying to end our own
exile, we forced Palestinians into one of their own, severing the two Trees from one another once more. In
leaving exile without bringing God with us, we only contributed to God’s brokenness. Now God is suffo-
cating under the rubble of Khan Younis, scraping an empty bowl in Rafah, wailing over the bodies of his
parents in Gaza City.

Naim Ateek, writing as a Palestinian Christian, states:

[The Exodus] will be reclaimed eventually when Palestinians enjoy their own exodus
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and return to their homeland. But my hope is that their exodus and return will not result
in conquest, oppression, or dispossession... it is my hope that Palestinians will return to
share the land of Israel-Palestine. This is the kind of return that is willed by the... God of

justice, mercy, and peace. [19]

Only when the occupation and domination of Palestinians comes to an end, when they have their own
Exodus back to Israel/Palestine, might the rift between the Exodus and the Torah begin to heal. Only
when this land is shared, whatever form that might take, [20] might it be the first flowering of redemp-
tion. And only then might we join Palestinians in bringing God out of exile, too.
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Elijah at the Seder
Poem by Judith Baumel

I'm thinking about what Elijah has to do with themes of our seders.
Captivity/Freedom. Wandering/Home. Redemption/The Final Redemption of Messianic Days.

A few days before we sit down to the seder, on Shabbat ha Gadol we hear in Malachi “Lo, I will send the
prophet Elijah to you before the coming of the awesome, fearful day of the Lord.”

When Elijah arrives at our seder he gives us a taste of the world to come. My Hebrew School teachers
dismissed my childish, technical worries about bodily integrity, what kind of place we’'d be in and who
would be there. Sometimes I managed to imagine that Snow White, my grandmother’s blue and white
parakeet would be in the world to come and that it will be a bit like the Land of Cockaigne. Then I'd won-
der how I would recognize my relatives if we all came back as young people. And what about those who
were not buried with earth from Palestine upon their eyes? In City of God Augustine solves for bodily
resurrection by assigning every saved person the age that Christ was when he died. Yes, Augustine sees
God as the ultimate AT aging filter for those who die young.

No matter what mood my imagination inhabits, I've understood that Elijah represents the shape and
technicality of our individual as well as collective hopes.

These days fears and hopes crowd my head, fuel my all-night doom-scrolling and WhatsApp
conversations, toss me toggling through three kinds of Elijah-hope.

Option One: Elijah brings those in exile to a safe home.

Once Upon a Time, The Hebrew Standard published a Passover column in which the author detailed
“the menu of the Jewish religious banquet. [1t] is: dry matzoh, bitter herbs, eggs with salt water, wine, fish
and soup. The eggs in salt water symbolize that we are rolling in the ocean of life, not knowing the why.
The bitter herbs remind us of the bitter pills which our brethren and sisters are swallowing right now in
Morocco and in ‘darkest Russia.”

The author of the piece wrote in English in New York City in 1908 having lived most of his life in exile. The
author is my grandfather’s cousin. Naphtali Herz Imber. If you recognize his name it is because he is the
poet of “Hatikvah.” Imber wrote the poem as a teenager in Zloczow, then within the Hapsburg province
of Galicia. Zloczow was Polish when my father was born there and now it is part of Ukraine. Imber won a
prize for the poem he called “Tikvoseynu” and with the prize money set out to make his way in the world.
He spent time in Eastern Europe, Turkey, Palestine, Egypt, London and eventually the US. His poetry was
an early part of the revival of Hebrew as a national language.
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Imber’s life overlapped, barely, with that of Taras Shevchenko, the Ukrainian national poet who also
worked to build a literary language in service of a national movement. It’s clear to me that Imber was
influenced by Shevchenko as well as by the Torah.

I'm thinking about my many Ukrainian friends who have spent the last two years in various kinds of
wandering and longing. They are singing their national anthem, “The Glory and Freedom of Ukraine Has
Not Perished” (sounds a bit like umpn 7728 X% 71y, our hope is not yet lost). My friends sing this song as
they suffer freezing weather, daily blackouts and bombing sirens, internal exile and exile throughout the
world. They sing it on battlefields and in cemeteries burying their children. A recent poem by Ukrainian
Jewish poet Alex Averbuch seems to speak directly to the prophet Malachi.

“How do you return to a town which does not exist
when you are looking for space

amidst the sullen ancestors

and you're told

get ready, get ready, and not yet realizing
thatitisn’t addressed to you

you ask: my beloved, and where am I to go now?”

Averbuch is speaking also to Jews in and out of Israel, to Palestinians in and out of Gaza and the West
Bank. To everyone processing October 7, 2023. The world has changed. We must redefine home and it
may be as Rabbi Barry Dov Katz suggests, that doing so requires reaching back to one of our earliest met-
aphors of exile.

“The story of Noah is too hard to bear.
But at least there was an ark.

Now.
We are the ones who need an ark to save us from the flood.
We all need gopher wood and pitch for our souls.

Since we don’t have an ark
We will be the ark
Together.

May it be Your will, our God,

That Your spirit

Which hovers over the face of the waters
Will return our spirit and give us strength
To become the ark.

Naphtali Herz Imber writes his Passover piece in the last year of his life. He hasn't found the home, the
redemption he imagined as a young man. Instead of renouncing hope, the self-proclaimed Baal HaTik-
vah ends up redefining hope.

He writes “Wine, which makes the heart of man rejoice, symbolizes hope. At the seder, the child goes ... to
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open the door, and the father rises up, cup in hand, saluting that invisible belated guest. Who is he? He
is Elijah the prophet for whom a cup is also prepared. He is the Prophet who according to legend is alive
and will never die. What a grand symbol for Israel. Israel will live forever, as he has lived up to this day,
despite the relentless persecution of his foes.”

Option Two: Elijah is the image of fear and despair.

Elijah’s unusual story in Kings 1 & 2 has turned him into a source of Talmudic stories, of Kabbalistic sym-
bols and into a Jewish folk hero.

For the Rabbis, Elijah functions a bit like an angel, a messenger who arrives in disguise and tests or edu-
cates a person. He has privileged information about God. He comes to an individual, not a people.

Later, the image of Elijah grows dark and darker. By the time Elijah appears at our seder, in the early
Ashkenazi Middle Ages, he arrives so disguised as to be invisible and immaterial. The Machzor Vitry Hag-
gadah links Elijah to 3nni 19v%

“Pour out your wrath on the nations who do not know you.”

Elijah is a hope that embraces the other abstractions of vengeance, wrath and darkness.

Naftali Herz Imber’s nephew, Shmuel Yakov Imber was also born in Zloczow. In 1889. Also a poet, Shmuel
Yakov wrote in Yiddish and Polish, not Hebrew and English. He edited an international anthology of Yid-
dish poetry in 1927. While in New York to solicit contributions, Shmuel Yakov considered immigrating
but went home to Poland. He was killed in 1942.

The year Shmuel Yakov was sent to Belzec extermination camp, Kadya Molodowsky, another Polish Yid-
dish poet, escaped to New York where she wrote “Letter to Elijah the Prophet.”

“Old message-bearer, Elijah,” -- the poem starts,

Poetry Warning to Gashmius Readers: I am about to share alarge part but not all of her devastating poem.
I've omitted some and consolidated other lines. You can read Kathryn Hellerstein’s masterful translation
of the full poem in Hellerstein’s Paper Bridges: Selected Poems of Kadya Molodowsky.

“Old message-bearer, Elijah,

I have lost all the addresses,

Sonow I write a letter to you.

Surely you have not forgotten an old friendship,
When, as a child, I would open the door for you.

It can’t be that now you will not hear out
My long, bitter letter,
This bitter megile of mine.

You are the prophet of mercy and vengeance,
Your fiery chariot shatters the clouds.
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You know my heart. I have guided the harrow
To cleanse the garden for justice and good.

I am fallen and trampled,
Bitten by each dog running past on the street.

What an injustice that you don’t come take a seat
At our Seders with their everyday wine.

The songs that we sing there are so tiresome,
Perhaps you'd want redemption in time.

On your bright route, tasting every cup.
Have you been there?

There ... there ... behind the evil wall?

In the land of pain, in the home of ruin?
Is the patch on their holiday despair
Larger than in the middle of the week?

Did you take a sip from their cups?
Did it scald your lips?

So many names stick in my throat...
I'm afraid to ask you, and don’t tell me
If something has happened ...

Bestir your compassionate brow,

Put out my lamp,

And if you have received no news,

Put out my lamp

And close my eyes.”

If you find unbearable a world where Elijah can’t save us, where he is indifferent to horror, then I offer
you

Option Three: The Elijah of our own agency.

This version of a common Jewish folk tale comes from Nina Jaffe in her beautiful book The Mysterious
Visitor: Stories of the Prophet Elijah.

A pious man goes to his rabbi. Rabbi, I've lived in Brooklyn my whole life, he says. I've kept the traditions
of the Jewish people and taught them to my children. I have observed Passover all my life but I have a
question that has been nagging me. Rabbi, for years I've been opening the door for Elijah but I have never
seen him.

The Rabbi says, Simon, I will tell you now, there is a way you can see him. You know the Yakowivtz family.
They arrived here with just the clothes on their back. Their apartment is empty. They have nothing. To-
morrow, I want you to give them what they need for the seder meal. Sit with them and sing holiday songs
with them and take care of them for all the days of the holiday. If you do all this, you will see Elijah.
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Simon does all this but still does not see Elijah. When the holiday is over he tells this to the rabbi, who
smiles and says,

I know that Elijah did come to your seder this year. And here is how you can see him. The rabbi puts a
small mirror into Simon’s hand. Look closely, my friend, says the rabbi and you will see the face of Elijah.

This give me hope when I consider all that is wrong in our world. All that is violent and terrifying and
heartbreaking. I pray that we can be like this folktale Elijah/Simon. May we all go out -- proactively -- as
so many have done and continue to do. May we support those who are wandering and in pain. May we
make the miracles of redemption.
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“Hunt The Rabbit!”by Lya Finston [21]
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