5766 Seder - Mah Nishtanah

What, ultimately, is the purpose of the seder?  

Much of the seder – the unprecedented second cup of wine, the eating of karpas before the eating of the matzah, the leaning while we eat – all are meant to stimulate questions, and we are commanded to answer.  By doing so we fulfill one of the central mitzvot of the seder - ‘and you shall tell to your children.’  It is as much a mitzvah as the eating of matzah.  And just as there is a minimum shiur-amount that one must eat in order to fulfill one’s obligation of matzah, there is a certain amount that one must tell in order to fulfill one’s obligation.  

What exactly is it that we are to tell?  We are to tell not ‘of’ the leaving of Egypt, but that we have left Egypt.  ‘Every person must see himself as if he left Egypt.’  This is not a series of words.  There is no script – one can only show that one has left by being out of Egypt.  This is easier said than done.

How do we show that we have truly left Egypt?  Have we truly left Egypt? Egypt is a mindset as well as a place.  There are many ways to describe what it is like to be in Egypt, but one well known understanding is that da’at – intimate knowledge of one another – is in exile.  We simply do not know each other.  Thus, having left Egypt would be recognizable in our ability to know one another.

The Seder night gives us the most thoughtful and yet the simplest instructions as to how to get to know each other: ask!

We start with ridding ourselves of chometz.  Chometz, to put it bluntly, is what we consider to be ‘how the world is’ but is actually a cartoon version of the world based on our fears, desires, limitations, prejudices, etc.  This is expressed in the physical world in bread – though it may contain a certain amount of grams of flour and water, it is expanded and enlarged from that actual amount to seem much bigger than it is.  This is a reflection of how we approach the world – our minds weave relatively small amounts of information into complex stories, and then we believe those stories as real.  

What’s real is matzah.  Its appearance is exactly the amount of material that goes into it - flour and water – solidified with fire.  On Pesach, as we eat this ‘essential bread’, we would like to concern ourselves with what is – the matzah - and not with what was, should have been, or should be – our chometz..  

The problem is, we do not know what really is.  All of our ‘knowledge’ of the situation and each other is based on our own lens.  The only way to get to what is is to ask.  

And we ask – each of us, like kids – ‘mah nishtanah? What is going on here?  

When our kids ask us the 4 questions, they are really asking us ‘What are you guys doing?’  And the answer is, I am trying to show you something.  ‘What are you trying to show me?’  

But the answer is mysterious in its evasion of the question: ‘we were slaves in Egypt…’  The child asked ‘what?’ but this is not the answer to a ‘what’ question!  It is the transmission of a history of a people!  It is a ‘who’!  We are answering the question as if ‘who are we?’ had been asked.  Is this an answer?

But this is the answer to the question – ‘what’ this is only meaningful in context of ‘who’ we are.  Otherwise the answer is, ‘what do you think it is?  It’s a bunch of people lounging around eating funny-looking bread, drinking more than they should, singing, and talking history (which sounds fun, but that could happen any night).’  This – this gathering, this meal, this night - is important because it is real to us, and it informs who we are as people.  What we do is a function of who we are.

This Pesach, we will find ourselves among interesting people.  Some of the relationships around the table are fraught with meaning; some of us will meet out table-mates for the first time.  Whatever the case, we cannot truly say that we know each other, until we start from scratch and take the time to find each other.  The first step is recognizing that we do not know.  The second step is asking and answering questions.  But this back-and-forth must be informed with what, exactly, we are trying to communicate, which is more a ‘who’ than a ‘what’. 

If the answers we get are not satisfying, we should ask more questions.  But we must resist the urge to develop an opinion of what we hear – at least for now. We will be entitled to an opinion when we have successfully received the Torah.  When we have truly accepted upon ourselves the yoke of Torah – to do G-d’s work, to see good, to fix the world - then we can have an opinion.   Until then, our attempts at opinion will consist essentially of our own fancies and fantasies.

We must, therefore, stay questioning, asking ‘who?’ to each other.  If we can stick together without judgment until we receive the Torah, then we will be allowed to judge.  That is why Yitro’s suggestion to Moshe to institute a system of local judges is matched with the giving of the Torah later in the Parsha.  When we have shown ourselves to be truly dedicated to the cause – if we can demonstrate our ability to go beyond our personal preferences and to seek absolute justice with appropriate compassion – then we are entitled – required – to judge.  At that point, we can be trusted.

Once we reach that point, then we not only eat chometz – we bring it as an offering to Hashem!  When have taken upon ourselves the yoke of Torah, we are encouraged and trusted to expand.  The ChoMeTZ becomes TZeMaCh – a sprout.  It grows in a natural, healthy way.  It is not inflated. If it were not strong enough to support itself – if it were not true, it would not grow.  

From the time of Pesach to receiving the Torah, our task is to stay focused on not-yet-knowing.  Though we may be tempted to formulate opinions about each other, we must resist the temptation.  For this was the transgression of R’ Akiva’s 24,000 students – as is mentioned in the Talmud, his 12,000 pairs of students died because they did not give respect to each other.  

Respect is lost when a ‘who’ becomes a ‘what’.  When a person becomes a set of ‘what’s, or ‘things’, then respect is dependent on the quality of those ‘whats’ in the eyes of the beholder, whose judgment is most likely skewed by his own inclinations.  But when the person remains a person, far beyond what they might represent to me, then I most likely maintain respect automatically.

My work between these two holidays is to observe my own tendency to judge – when does it happen?  Do I judge a specific type of person?  Is it when I am in a particular mood?  As we watch, we will notice our barriers to non-judgmental relationship.  There are essentially 49 possible barriers.  

Each one, when clear of chometz, is able to hold Torah when it is received.  Chometz clogs them, and does not allow for transmission of love in or out.  When Torah is allowed to flow through them, then deep love and compassion are possible, and what was once a potential barrier to relationship becomes a conduit of relationship.  Where the light stops – on the chometz - there is calcification.  All manners of psychic material can gather there – expanding judgments, anger and frustration, loss of focus, self-obsession – either with one’s greatness or one’s problems – etc.

When they are cleared, they can receive another person with womb-compassion.  There will be no judgment, only support, only commitment to one another, only personal aspiration for the other’s success.  When Hashem sees this level of covenant, Hashem pours Torah into it.

