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Sources of the Haggadah

Jewish Virtual Library: “The Passover Haggadah”
The Passover Haggadah is a set form of benedictions, prayers, midrashic comments and psalms
recited at the seder ritual on the eve of Passover.

INTRODUCTION

The Haggadah is based on the seder service prescribed by the Mishnah (Pes. 10), which had
apparently been conducted in the form of a banquet. The observance of the precepts at the seder —
the eating of the pesah (the paschal sacrifice), matzah ("unleavened bread"), and maror ("bitter
herbs"); the drinking of arba kosot ("four cups of wine"); and the recital of the story of the exodus
from Egypt (the narrative of the Haggadah) were integrated into this banquet celebration.
Essentially, the Haggadah is an account of the Egyptian bondage, a thanksgiving to God for the
redemption, and, in Temple times, a thanksgiving for the acquisition of the Land of Israel. After the
destruction of the Second Temple, the latter was replaced by a prayer for the ultimate redemption.

The purpose of the Haggadah ("Ve-higgadta le-vinkha" — " And thou shalt tell thy son," Ex.
13:8), one of the central commandments of the day, is represented by the narrative itself. Not written
by any particular author, or group of authors, the Haggadah is not a "literary composition" in the
accepted sense of the term. Its narrative is a collection of excerpts from the Bible, Mishnah, and
Midrash, interpolated with the ritual performances: the Kiddush, the benedictions recited on the
performance of precepts, and for food, Grace after Meals, and the Halle/. Gradually, stories, psalms,
and songs were added.

Many recensions of the Haggadah, differing from one another to a greater or lesser degree,
have been preserved in various manuscripts, mostly dating from the 13" to the 15" century, and also
in fragments from the Cairo Genizah . Some halakhic works also contain the text of, and
commentaries on, the Haggadah (see below: Manuscripts and Editions). In keeping with its
compilatory character and the varied nature of its sources, the literary or logical nexus between the
different sections of the Haggadah is not always discernible. The quotations, derived from a
multiplicity of sources, have mostly been adapted to the needs of the seder service.

COMPONENT PARTS

(1) The Kiddush - 1t is not specific to the seder service but is prescribed for all the festivals.

(2) Ha Lahma Anya ("This is the bread of affliction") are the opening words of a declaration in
Aramaic, designating the matzah as the bread of affliction and inviting the needy to join the meal. It
ends with "This year we are here, next year may we be in the Land of Israel. This year we are slaves,

next year may we be free men." There seems to be no clear connection between the three statements
of the declaration. It appears to be a folk composition which was added to the seder liturgy after the
destruction of the Temple.

(3) Mah Nishtannah ("How is this night different"), popularly known as "the four questions," is
according to the Mishnah (Pes. 10:4) apparently a formula with which the father can instruct his son.
This formula passed through a number of stages till it assumed the forms which are to be found in
the different recensions that are in use today.

(4) Avadim Hayinu ("We were bondmen") is an introduction to the formal narration of the exodus
from Egypt, based on the views of Samuel (Pes. 116a). Passages of unknown origin supplement the
narration stressing its importance.

(5) Ma'aseh be-Rabbi Eli'ezer--- Amar Rabbi Elazar ("It is told of R. Eliezer':- R. Eleazar b.
Azariah said") is a story concerning the leading tannaim, followed by a discussion between them,
whose purpose it is to emphasize the importance of the narration. While the story is preserved only
in the Haggadah, the debate is cited in the Mishnah (Ber. 1:5) and in halakhic Midrashim (Sif. Deut.
130; Mekh., Pisha 16).
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(6) The baraita of the Four Sons, also preserved in a halakhic Midrash (Mekh., Pisha 18) and in the

Talmud (TJ, Pes. 10:4, 37d), but in a recension differing considerably from Haggadot in use today,
incorporates all the biblical verses enjoining the narration of the exodus (Deut. 6:20; Ex. 12:26;
13:8; 13:14). It adapts them to four different types of "sons": the wise, the wicked, the simple, and

the disinterested, who should be instructed according to the halakhah "that according to the
understanding of the son the father instructs him" (Pes. 10:4).

(7) Yakhol me-Rosh Hodesh ("It might be thought that [this exposition should begin] from the New
Moon [of Nisan]") is a tannaitic commentary on Exodus 13:8 (Mekh., Pisha 17), adducing
exegetical proof that the narration of the exodus story is obligatory on the eve of Passover.

(8) Mi-Tehillah Ovedei Avodah Zarah Hayu Avoteinu ("In the beginning, our fathers worshiped
idols") is an introduction to the narration of the exodus story based on Rav as opposed to Samuel's

view (see above Avadim Hayinu).

(9) A tannaitic Midrash on Arami oved avi (Deut. 26:5-8) — "An Aramean would have destroyed my
father" (usually rendered: "A wandering Aramean was my father") which, according to the Mishnah
(Pes. 10:4), everyone is obliged "to expound." This commentary, also preserved in the Midrashim
based on the Sifiei (Sif. Deut. 26:5 (301), especially Mid. Lek. Tov, and Mid. Hag., ad loc.), is a

haphazard selection of aggadic interpretations. In the seder ritual, it is prefaced with "Blessed be He
who observes His promise:** Go and learn what Laban the Aramean sought-*-," a passage not found
in the Midrashim and apparently composed in the post-talmudic period.

(10) Commentaries of the tannaim on the miracle of the plagues and the division of the Red Sea

during the exodus from Egypt are recited. In most Jewish communities these have been seen as a

continuation of the preceding Midrash; their source is the Mekhilta (Va-Yehi be-Shallah 6).

(11) Kammah Ma'alot Tovot la-Makom Aleinu ("How many goodly favors has the Almighty
bestowed upon us") is a poem in two versions which is preserved only in the Passover Haggadah.

The poem was composed during the Second Temple period and seems to have no direct connection
with the seder service.

(12) The Mishnah of Rabban Gamaliel. It explains the significance of the Passover sacrifice, the
unleavened bread, and the bitter herbs. Taken from the Mishnah (Pes. 10:5), it was reworded (in a
question-and-answer form) during the post-talmudic period.

(13) Be-Khol Dor va-Dor ("In every single generation") is a passage from the Mishnah (Pes. 10:5),
or from an expanded Mishnah (baraita), which had been supplemented by a statement of Rava (Pes.
116b).

(14) The first two chapters of Hallel are recited, as prescribed in the Mishnah following Bet Hillel

(Pes. 10:6).

(15) The benediction for redemption "Who redeemed us" is based on the ruling of R. Tarfon and
R. Akiva in the Mishnah. After observing the commandments to eat unleavened bread and bitter
herbs, the meal is eaten, followed by Grace after Meals. (According to the opinion of scholars such

as Elbogen, Ginzberg, and Finkelstein, etc. it is obvious from the text of the Mah Nishtannah that at

some stage in the development of the seder service this part of the ritual followed rather than

preceded the meal.) The company then continues with the second part of the Haggadah.

(16) Shefokh Hamatkha ("Pour out Thy wrath") is a collection of verses whose theme is a
supplication for vengeance on the nations that have oppressed Israel. The custom to recite these
verses is attested since medieval times; their number and order differ according to the various rites.

(17) The last part of the Hallel is recited, as specified in the Mishnah (Pes. 10:7).

(18) Yehallelukha Adonai Eloheinu al Kol Ma'asekha ("All Thy works shall praise Thee") is a
benediction of praise ("Birkat ha-Shir") in accordance with R. Judah's view (Pes. 118a).

(19) The Great Hallel (Ps. 136). Its recital became obligatory at a later date. (It is based on the

baraita of R. Tarfon (ibid.).)
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(20) Nishmat Kol Hai ("The breath of all that lives"), another version of the Birkat ha-Shir
("Benediction over the Song") is recited, in accordance with the view of R. Johanan (ibid.).

RITUAL ACTS

The text of the Haggadah is also divided according to the prescribed ritualistic acts of the seder
service... This Passover Haggadah and seder ritual follows the practice of the Pumbedita and Sura
academies of Babylonia and was adopted by all the Jewish communities in the Diaspora. It
completely superseded the ancient Palestinian recension which differed from it in certain respects
(such as the omission of sections 4—7 listed above.

TEXTUAL ELABORATIONS

A tendency, however, existed to elaborate on the text of the Haggadah with midrashic and poetic
sections. These additions are neither obligatory nor universally accepted: e.g., the tannaitic
exposition Ani Adonai ve-lo Aher ("l the Lord and no other"; Mahzor Vitry, 293) and an
interpretation of ve-natan lanu et mamonam ("and gave us their substance"; the siddur of Saadiah
Gaon, 143), the latter is derived from the Mekhilta de-R. Simeon b. Yohai, and was adapted to the

seder ritual. Similarly, certain benedictions were expanded through the interpolation of piyyutim
(e.g., in the siddur of Saadiah Gaon, 144). Among Oriental communities it is customary to recite in
the first part of the seder service the hymn "And ye shall say: This is the offering of the Passover."

In later times, hymns and roundelays were gradually incorporated into the Haggadah, and sung at
the end of the seder: Az Rov Nissim("Of old, Thou didst Perform most Miracles at Night"; from a
kerovah by Yannai ); Omez Gevurotekha ("The Strength of Thy Might"; from a kerovah by R.
Eleazar Kallir ); Ki Lo Na'eh ("For to Him Is it Becoming"; by an anonymous paytan); and Hasal
Seder Pesah ("Accomplished is the Order of the Passover"; from a kerovah by R. Joseph Tov Elem
Bonfils ). Other hymns introduced are just folk songs composed for the entertainment of children,
e.g., Addir Hu ("Strong is He"); Ehad Mi Yode'a ("Who Knows One?"); Had Gadya ("One Only
Kid"). In other communities different piyyutim have been adopted: e.g., "On Passover in Egypt my
Captives went forth Free"; "From the House of Iniquity, Seat of my Strifes" or "Home of my
Medanite [captors]" (both are in the Mahzor Carpentras); or "Who Wrought Wonders in Egypt"
(Mahzor Romania, Constantinople, 1510). In northern France it was customary to sing at the end of
the seder "The Lovers Sing with Ringing Voice" (Mahzor Vitry, 298).

Some things to think about as you go through the Haggadah...
e  Which lessons are emphasized in the Seder? In which parts?
e 7702w 170 n? Is there any logical order to the seder, despite the contention that the
components of the seder came together organically at different points in time?
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Sources of the Haggadah
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e What differences do you notice between our text of xay xnn%? xn and that of the
Rambam? Are there any that are significant?

e Why would it be important to emphasize the speed with which the Israelites left Egypt at
this point of the seder?
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e The Rambam has a different order and 1011 of 71nw1 7n from the one in the standard 7737, Why?
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e Are there differences between his 7173777 1011 and the version found in the M3%1 of the Mishneh
Torah? Why?
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e How does the story of Rav Nachman and his servant relate to the debate about how to start the
Haggada?
e What does Rav Nachman mean when he says “minwi in 2mon 1n7ws”?
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e What might be a difference between our text of “0°1¥n nX*¥> 719°02 721177 73” and the Rambam’s
version of “™xn NR°X2 TIRAT 93772
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e What major differences exist between the story of Rabban Gamliel and that of Rabbi
Akiva and company?

e Why would Rabban Gamliel have been separated from the others at that point (think
about a famous debate in ni>1a about whether Maariv is a nain or niwn)?
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e How do the Mekhilta and the Tosefta portray the debate between Ben Zoma and the
Chachamim? Is it about the pasuk or a philosophical question about a”xn nR°%>?
e Why would we discuss this debate at the seder?
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e Do all of the sources agree about what answer to give the sons?

e Why are the discussions of what date to start Sippur Yetziat Mitzrayim and the discussion of the
four sons connected to each other?

e Why does the Haggadah switch the order of “Yachol Merosh Chodesh” and of the four sons
given in many of the Midrashim?

o Why does Rambam omit the paragraph of “Yachol Merosh Chodesh”?
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e Why does the Haggadah use pesukim from Yehoshua as a proof text, instead of the
pesukim that actually tell us of these events?

e Is there a reason that the quotation from Yehoshua ends where it does, instead of
going on to include its description of the slavery and Exodus?
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e Can you think of a connection between the texts in sections (8) and (9)?
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Are there any differences between these midrashim, and between the midrashim and our version
of the Haggadah?
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e What is the context of the “Arami Oved Avi” pesukim in Sefer Devarim? Why do we use these
pesukim to tell the story of Yetziat Mitzrayim, not the more detailed description in Shemot?

e Why does this section begin by drawing attention to Lavan, rather than the period of slavery or
Yetziat Mitzrayim itself?
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e How closely do the Midrashim match our version of the Haggadah? Match each other?

e Within the Drasha section, none of the Midrashim have been omitted from the sourcesheet. But
as you can see, some of the Midrashim are missing discussions of sections of the text. Why do
you think that is?
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e How closely do the Midrashim match our version of the Haggadah? Match each other?
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e What is the significance of the fact that there is a Machloket about which Drasha to make on
some of the Pesukim?

e Why is the Siman of Detzach Adash Beachab so important that some Midrashim quote only
that?
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e How closely do the Midrashim match each other?

e Why do you think the Haggadah is missing any analysis on the Pasuk of Vayotzi’einu? What
other places in the Haggadah do we have things in sets of four, where a possible fifth is missing?
Are they connected?
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e s this paragraph related to the previous Drashot, or is it a new topic?

1139y pinY niaiv nityn nn> (15)

43T ,0'09¢ D2 AWY X1 D*IXNN DXYID 19X

LAMT nn'n'ma nyy N'll ,0'09Y DN DYV 17X

<27 ,00"Id2 NX 27D x'n nn'n'mn Ny 17X

.27 ,D3inn NX u‘; m x‘n DN'id2 NX 21 17X

2T ,0'0 NX 11'7 a4 x‘n Dlinn nX IJ'I | 17X

427 ,02202 DiN2 11712V )\"Il D'n NX 117 8774 17X

AT ,DIN2 121 VY x'n 12702 i>iNa 11212V 17X

.12''T ,0IY D'WAIX 12702 1127 790 x‘n 2in2 111Y VY 17X
YT, [AD NX IJ'I'JND X1 MY D'YAIX 12TN2 1121¥ 790 17X
<127 ,N2WN NX 117 |1 )\"II mn nx lJ'I'JNn 178

N
Wb



Exodus and Exegesis: An Exploration of the Haggadah 16
Sources of the Haggadah

A42"7,12'0 10 1197 11277 x‘;__: ,NAYN NX 117 |N1 17X

AT , 00NN NX 127 [nJ"x"n '2'0 11 297 11277 17X

AT, X! )")N'I 110200 )\"II 12N NX 127 [N 17X

<127 ,072'N20 N'2 NX 117 112 x‘n ‘me' )’1)\"7 110207 17X

NYYI,D0'09Y D2 NYYI,DIXAN 1IX'XINY 117V DIFNYT n'793m 7193 N2iv ,AN2I NN ,NNX 7Y
V¥l ,n2102 i3in2 1122Yn1 ,0'0 NX u'7 Va1 ,01inn nX u'7 |N21,0072i>2 NX 211 nn'n'nu
17 1197 1127771 ,N2YD NX 11'7 |n [0 NX IJ'I'JNDI ,MY D'W2AIX 12TA2 1127X 7901 ,idiN2 111¥
AIDIIY 72 7Y '193'7 172'N2n n'a nx IJ'I 121, 7K )’1)\"7 1102201 ,NNN NX 117 [N ,'1'0

e Why is Dayenu placed here? Is there a specific thematic connection to the midrashim
that surround it, or does it have to do with the overall structure of the seder?
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@ Compare the pesukim used by the Mishnah and Rambam in the sections that begin with “17 %22
7171.” Does the use of different proof texts change the meaning or tone of the statement?
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Questions for further discussion, tonight or at your seder:
e Were you surprised by anything you learned?

e Was there something that particularly “spoke to you?”
e [s there anything you still find confusing, and want to investigate further?
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