
‘Seder Night – Zeide Night’ 
PART ONE – written 5776

This story takes place in the past, present and future. That’s a strange statement, you say. Well, let me explain. There was once a man who was overwhelmed by his many troubles. One day, he began to dance with great joy. ‘How can you be so happy when you are drowning in sorrow?’, they asked him. ‘Well, I am borrowing a moment of happiness from the future still to come’, he replied. Likewise, in order to actualise the following story, I need to ‘borrow’ the power of תחית המתים, techiyas hameisim, revival of the dead, from the future, in order to connect the present day with the distant past. 
Our Sages tell us: ‘a person is obliged to view himself as if he personally had come out of Egypt’. That is no easy task. How can we identify so closely with the generation liberated from Mitzrayim, some 3328 years ago. It is hard enough to identify with events that took place a mere hundred years ago! Our family decided to solve this problem in a unique way. We could trace our ancestors back seven generations, each one was known by name and his treasured photograph in the family album. Of course, we realised that the family did not originate with our great-great-great-great-grandfather. There are many links in the chain connecting him with the Rosh Hamishpocho, the patriarch of our family, one of the sixty myriads who had been released from Egyptian bondage.
Pesach, Seder Night, was fast approaching; a time of family reunion. One family member, known for his innovative imagination, suggested: ‘why don’t we ‘borrow’ the power of techiyas hameisim and reunite our ‘Egyptian’ Elter-Zeide with his descendants down to the present day?’ Unfortunately, there was a strict quota of resurrectees allowed – a maximum of fifty five. We reckoned that there had been some 110 generations since Yetzias Mitzrayim. So we invited only every second generation: a child would bring his grandfather; that Zeide would invite his own grandfather, and so forth, all the way back to the Exodus from Egypt. The beauty of this arrangement was that everyone would know at least two other people. A man would know both his grandfather and his grandson. We were all in a state of high excitement waiting for our guests to arrive!

Our living room could comfortably seat about seventy people, that is, our present family members plus those who were arriving from the past. As we were busy with last minute preparations, there was a loud knock on the front door. My Zeide headed the large group of visitors standing outside.  He looked exactly as I remembered him. He introduced me to his grandfather whom I recognised from the photo album. Amazingly, the other fifty-three guests had arranged themselves into chronological order, the most recent generation at the front, and the head of the family, the one who came out of Egypt, stood at the rear. ‘Please, all of you come in and join us for the Seder.’ With my warm and heartfelt words of welcome, they took their allocated seats around the table. It was so touching to see how each grandfather and grandson embraced each other, reunited after so many years. Naturally, I placed the family patriarch at the head of the table next to myself. His presence would enhance our Seder. We were eagerly waiting for his first-hand account of the long years of slavery, of the Ten Plagues and the ensuing Exodus from Mitzrayim. This would bring the Haggodoh alive.
No words can describe the unique experience that had been created! We were all one family, spanning more than thirty three centuries, one family that had been liberated from Egyptian servitude. Seder Night is designed to unite grandparents, parents and children with the glorious past of our People, and strengthen them in their shared eternal mission. But here we had the opportunity to bring the past to life in order to inspire and encourage the present generation. Each person around our table would enrich our evening with his own stories of Hashem’s salvation. 
More than anyone else present, our Elter-Zeide was overcome by deep emotions and it took a long time before he could articulate his feelings. ‘I was a man of sixty three when I left Egypt, with my son, and grandson. We were walking into an unfamiliar land and an unknown future. I could not have imagined, in my wildest dreams, all the Torah-faithful generations that lay before me. Moshe Rabbenu told us that were ‘The Eternal Nation’. Of course, we believed him, but now I can see it with my own eyes...’
Night had fallen. It was time to begin the Seder. I called on everyone to stand for Kiddush, explaining that this was the first of the Arba Kosos, the four cups of wine, which commemorate the four expressions of redemption: והוצאתי, והצלתי, וגאלתי, ולקחתי
. On hearing these words, Elter-Zeide’s face lit up and he indicated that he wanted to speak. ‘When we first heard Moshe Rabbenu announce this four-fold promise of redemption from Egyptian slavery, it seemed that he was describing the impossible. The Jewish People were totally helpless in the face of the immensely powerful Egyptian culture. No other human power was willing or able to come to our aid. The entire world had turned against us. To our eyes, there was no way out of this brutal slavery. Yet, during the course of that year, our entire outlook changed. Hashem displayed His absolute control of every facet of the world. Pharaoh and the Egyptians were mere puppets in Hashem’s hand. We learnt that Hashem alone is in charge.’
When we reached והיא שעמדה, where we praise Hashem who has saved us in every generation from our oppressors who sought to annihilate us, suddenly, the table came alive with animated discussion.  Every single one of our ancestors stood up and testified that this was absolutely true. This one witnessed the destruction of the First Beis Hamikdosh, another lived at the time of Homon’s decree, yet another was a survivor of Greek persecution. Each one bore witness to the incredible survival of Klal Yisroel, time and time again, against all odds. Year after year, we had sung והיא שעמדה to its beautiful tune, but never before had we felt the awesome power of Hashem’s on-going preservation of His people.
After many hours of inspiring personal accounts of heroism and selfless dedication to Torah, we reached the recounting of the Ten Plagues. Everyone turned to the family patriarch who had seen the Plagues with his own eyes. I showed him the Katz Haggodoh with its vivid graphical depiction of the Makkos. ‘Beautifully painted; a clever artist’, he commented, ‘but the reality was beyond description. For example, in the plague of blood, you cannot draw the unbearable stench of the Nile which the Egyptians suffered for weeks. No picture can express the unbelievable pain and anguish of the Egyptians throughout the plagues; nor can you convey the torment they endured during the Makkoh of Darkness and the Killing of the First Born.’
At the mention of the last two plagues, my own Zeide asked me. ‘Can I ask Elter-Zeide a question that has troubled me for years? I am sure he will give me a satisfying answer.’ I turn to the Rosh Hamishpocho: ‘Elter-Zeide, thank you for bringing the Ten Plagues to life in a way we have never before experienced. My Zeide would like to ask you about the last two Makkos.’
Zeide rose from his place. ‘I thank Hashem from the depths of my heart that He saved me from the Holocaust. I am a survivor of the camps
. After the war, some of us returned to our home town in Czechoslovakia.  Our homes had been destroyed; our possessions stolen. For some, the temptation to steal from the gentiles, in compensation for their thievery, was irresistible. Yet, in the plague of darkness, the Egyptians were totally helpless, unable to see
 or move from their place
, and at the mercy of the Jews who had free access to their homes. The Egyptians had enslaved them for generations without payment. What an enormous temptation faced our ancestors! Just open the cupboard, and take their treasures. No one will know; no one will stop you! Elter-Zeide can you enlighten me?’
‘You are right! That was a very difficult nisayon, test. I remember Moshe Rabbenu forewarning us. He told us that our impending freedom was not just physical liberty, but a spiritual liberation from Egyptian ideology. We were going to leave behind a culture that boasted of כחי ועוצם ידי, reliance on our own strength, and put our trust implicitly in Hashem. He will provide for ALL our needs. If He wants to give us wealth, it will come from Him alone.’

‘Thank you, Elter-Zeide, for that inspiring explanation. There is so much we can learn from your reply. Can I trouble you to resolve another issue for me? During Makkas Bechoros
, you had to remain in your homes. How did you overcome that natural curiosity to see what was happening outside? Had we known that our Nazi persecutors were suffering we would have run to watch. How could you resist that same temptation?’
‘That Seder Night was a moment of intense and mutual love. Hashem was displaying such love towards us; He was taking us as His people. We reciprocated that love; we showed that we were His and His alone. The plague outside our homes did not and could not disturb that love. We felt that we and Hashem were like a Choson and Kalloh alone in the Yichud room. It was surely in the Zchus
 of these two nisyanos
, that we merited becoming Hashem’s People.’ 
We listened, spell-bound, to Elter-Zeide’s words. We looked at him with deep respect and admiration. Look what an exalted madreigo Klal Yisroel had achieved! Surely, if we today could reach that level of complete trust in Hashem and single-minded bonding with Him, we too will merit the Final Redemption. 
PART TWO – written 5777

Do you remember how last year we invited the ancestors of our family to join us at our Seder? My Zeide brought his grandfather, who in turn brought every second link in the generational chain spanning the 3329 years since Yetzias Mitzrayim.  Grandsons and grandfathers sat together in chronological order, with the Rosh Hamishpocho, the family patriarch who had been liberated from Egyptian bondage, seated in a position of honour at the head of the table. 

As we conducted the Seder, we were privileged to hear Elter-Zeide’s inspiring and emotional words articulated from his unique historical perspective. When he recounted his observations of the Ten Plagues, he noted the challenge that Makkas Bechoros
, presented to the Jewish People. They had to remain in their homes during that whole night, stifling their natural curiosity to see what was happening outside. How could they resist that temptation?’ Let Elter-Zeide explain…

‘We have read tonight in the Haggadah that Hashem took us out of Egypt – בכבודו ובעצמו, ‘in His glory and with His sole strength’. This is a reference to the night of Makkas Bechoros. Although all the Makkos were a revelation of Hashem’s might, on that particular night two points became crystal-clear. Firstly, Hashem revealed the utter glory and power of His Divine Presence without any intermediary; no angel or messenger. In the first nine plagues, however, Moshe and Aharon played an observable role. Secondly, we, the Jewish People, were confined to our homes. Our sense of utter dependence on Hashem’s protection engendered feelings of total submission to His might. Yet, the Master of the Universe had come to liberate us!’

‘That Seder Night was a moment of intense and mutual love. Hashem was displaying such love towards us; He was taking us as His people. We reciprocated that love; we showed that we were His and His alone. The plague outside our homes did not and could not disturb that love. We felt that we and Hashem were like a Choson and Kalloh alone in the Yichud room.’

‘Elter-Zeide, perhaps you could elaborate on the emotions you felt during that night. The Torah tells us that you ate the Korban Pesach, Matzo and Maror – בחפזון, in haste – not in the relaxed atmosphere that we are enjoying here this evening. You were sitting around the table: ‘your loins girded, your shoes on your feet, and your staff in your hand.
’ I remember once we had to be at the airport in the middle of the night to catch an early morning plane. As we waited for our taxi, with our luggage at our feet, we hastily ate a small snack. Our eyes were glued to the clock. There was tension in the air; we were anxious about the long journey ahead of us. It was not a time for such exalted emotions as you have described!’

‘My dear einikel
! There is no comparison! Your thoughts were on the journey ahead of you, whereas we were totally focussed on the experience of the moment.  We were not just ‘waiting for the taxi’; we were living through a unique historic event: the birth of Klal Yisroel. The very eating of the Pesach lamb was an integral part of the liberation process. This was no ‘snack’ eaten to satisfy our hunger before the journey. We were carrying out the instructions of Hashem, the Supreme King of Kings, who had come Himself in His Glory to liberate us from Egyptian bondage. 

You ask how we felt on that night. You suggest that this was a moment of anxiety, worry about the future. Of course, there is always cause for negative feelings to surface, but on this night we felt joyous, buoyed by an inner happiness that seemed to transcend our natural feelings. It is true that Hashem was showering us with His love. But we would not have felt that Divine love, unless we had been receptive to it. Let me share my thoughts with you. When our teacher Moshe brought Hashem’s message of redemption, we were alas unreceptive. Our minds had been numbed by the unrelenting harsh bondage; it was if we had slipped into a spiritual coma. The constant pain did not let our hearts even begin to hope … We had lost our focus.

As the plagues commenced, our hearts began to beat with fresh hope. Eventually, the slavery ended, and although Pharaoh seemed as cruel and pitiless as ever, we Jews were internalising the lessons of the Makkos. Under Moshe’s tutelage, we regained our focus. Hashem was the sole power in the universe. Previously, the world-renowned physical and cultural power of the Egyptians had dazzled our minds, its spiritual impurity distracting us from true service of Hashem. Now Egypt lay in ruins. With our renewed clarity in Emunah, Egypt could no longer tempt or even distract us from our desire to serve Hashem.

On that first Seder night, the last bonds of spiritual slavery were broken. We had taken the god of Egypt, the sheep, slaughtered it in front of their eyes, roasted it and consumed it entirely. We were elated! There was nothing, but nothing, that could distract us from focussing on our relationship with Hashem. This was the joy that we felt. We had broken all the barriers between us and Hashem, and our hearts overflowed with the love which Hashem showered upon us.’

Everybody listened spellbound, in rapt
 silence, to Elter-Zeide’s inspiring words. The silence was broken by one of our more recent ancestors. ‘Please allow me to add a new dimension to these words: בכבודו ובעצמו . I heard this remarkable insight from the Maharal
 of Prague. 

‘He brings a mashal. A man was living in a certain country. A friend strongly advised him to move abroad where he would be safe from the impending war. He accepted his friend’s wise counsel. In the course of time, he married and was blessed with children and grandchildren. Would we say that the wise friend saved the man together with his offspring? No, they were saved only incidentally and indirectly.’

‘But when Hashem took us out of Egypt, his concern was not just for that 
דור alone. His vision and His power encompass the entirety of the Jewish People – from the earliest to the latest generation. When He saved our Elter-Zeide, his sons and grandsons, from Egyptian slavery, He had in mind, in that act of deliverance, each and every one of us. Thus it is because Hashem saved us בכבודו ובעצמו - ‘in His glory and with His sole strength’ that each of us can truly feel that Hashem brought him personally out of Egypt. An angel or other emissary, however, can accomplish only a limited act of liberation, that דור alone; the rest of us would be here only ‘incidentally’.

‘Each of us can say to himself – and can truly feel in his heart – that Hashem took me personally out of Egypt. Hashem watched the six hundred thousand men leaving Mitzrayim, clutching the hands of their children and grandchildren. But He could see much further … those grandchildren were holding the hands, so to speak, of their as yet unborn offspring. And further still… each new unborn generation was holding the hands of the next דור, until today 1st Nisan 5777. Hashem was leading each generation out of Egyptian bondage to eternal freedom.’

‘And is that not the exact meaning of the words we read tonight in the Haggadah? בְּכָל דּוֹר וָדוֹר חַיָב אָדָם לִרְאוֹת אֶת עַצְמוֹ כְּאִלוּ הוּא יָצָא מִמִּצְרַים – ‘In each generation, a person is obliged to regard  himself as if he had actually gone out of Mitzrayim.’
As if pre-arranged, all our guests began a spirited rekida around the Seder table, each one grasping the hand of his grandson – generation after generation – until the youngest present took hold of Elter-Zeide’s hand to complete the circle.

The hour was late. Dawn was about to break and our guests had to leave. ‘Let us sing one more song and express our longing for Moshiach and the rebuilding of Yerusholayim. Can we invite you to our Seder next year in ירושלים הבנויה ?’
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