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GUESTS AT OUR SEDER 

The Gre3t Men and Women of the Passover Drama 

March 29, 19.53 

My dear :f'riends, we are on the eve of that great feetival of Passover. Tomor-

row night we shall be ushering in this festival with the impressive ritual of the 

Seder. At the Seder we shall read the Haggadah and recount the story of the exodus 

from Egypt. We ~re commanded in the Bible, "And thou shalt te.11 it unto thy children." 

The young are encouraged at the Seder serv:ice to inquire, to ask qlle ti.on~. "~anis. -

tana ha-J ei- 1,.. h~z.e?" y is this ni~ht different from a 11 other night~?" Certain 

special ceremonies, Eymtols ., foods, drinks a.re made T')art of the Seder s~r ice • n order 

to .rouse the curiosity of the young, to incite their interest. 1l~re is the un

leavened bread, there is the bittGr herbs, t!ere ara the four cups of wine. It is a 

comm . drr .. ent, incumbent upon us to reco .t. the story of the exodu~ from gypt troir. 

year to ., ear. 

t~idently·, there are er.ibodie• in tr..e story f Pas oTer some great ideas, some 

ideaB wl ich a re worthy of tr nsmission, ~c .e ideas which o.re importa t to remeciber 

forthe surT.i.Yal of Israsl and for the progress of m:mkind. Of these ideas we have 

spok0 n frequentJy in the past. They all suggest themaelvee quite readily when 

tell t ~ tory of Passover. The central dea, of course, is the idea of liberty, of 

freedom and of' res:i stance to tyranny. 1rhi~ idea :ts as valid today as it was in the 

days of Pethom and Raamses. The right of man to bo free, the <l ty of man to be lree, 

the price which must be paid for ~roedom, how .rr edom is endangered, hor. freedo~ can 

be lost, how the moral law alone oar m~ke free om secure; these are ideas hich adjust 

themselves readi . a.s we recount the story of the revolution, the first revolntion in 

history an the exodus of our ancestors f'rom slavery to freedom. 

There is another great central idea in this festival , and that is the regard .,-,hich 

we must have for other men , for all men , even for strangers. "Do not oppress the 

etranger, ttwe read in the Bible over and over again, "for we were strangers in the land 
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of Egypt•" some of the noblest moral laws o~ the Bible were based upon the consider

ation, "Remember that you were a slave in the lm d of Egypt. From your ow1 experience 

learn to ~e kindly, olerant, considerate alwey~." 

Butt.here R.re not only great ideas associated wit:1 this festival of Pa'"'soverJ 

there are also great personalities associated wit 1 it, a host of wonderful and intrigu

ing people, men and women ho live e .c breathe an<l speak and act in this immortal 

Passover saga. The drama of Pesach is rich in "dramatie par onaett, in colorful htD11B.l1 

beings, who enact each his destined role in this great drama of history. And as you 

listen to t, h reading o.f t.he Haggadah, these neople pass before you - kings '3.~C pro

phet, slaves and princesses, sages anJ ~cholars, saints Bnd sinners. They all pass 

before you out of the distant ast and frcm far-aT. a:, ) an1 s, .ond yet you 1 l reco nize 

them for their lives are not altogether strange to you, nor are t heir ideals and t heir 

hopes, th ir triumphs and their .failures, ~- ii their motives nd their problems. 

On 3ed€r night we find ourselves in their comp cy; er rather., they sre our guests 

at our Seder table. They sit with us ~t our fest i ve board and we listen to their etory. 

. , re mo·ved by the impact of their personalit:tes or their deeds. Here, for example, 

come a beautiful princess to our festive boa.rd, the daughter of Pharoah, richly ap

pa.rAllea as bef;_ts an Egyptian princess, 8nd attended by her maidens. She is a v~ry 

welcome guest in our home. We know her story. She had come down to bathe i the 

waters of the Nile, and there, among the reeds by the river•s brink, she espied a little 

basket made of bulrushes, daubed with pitch and bitumen, and s e sent one of her niaiti

ene o fetch it. "And when she opened it," aays the B1.ble, nahe saw the c l-d.ld", the 

future emancipator, the future lawgiver of mankind., Moses., and 111,o,n eays the Bible, 

"the babe was crying and she took pity on him." 

And here we are startled into a profound reflection aR we read these sin1ple words, 

"And lo, the babe was crying and she took pity on him■" The of subsequent history of 

Israel, of Judaism - yes, also of Christianity and of tha restern world and ite civil

ization was determined by this simple act that a lovely young women had pity on a help

leee, crying child. 
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Had she not taken pity on this crying child, the whole 

history of Israel Rnd of the Western world might have been changed. The princess could 

not know that this child would some day become a great leader of men, a ti tan among the 

sons of men. She ouickl_.v realized that it was o~e of the pitiful children of the Hebrew 

slaves whose death had been decredd by her own father; yet she took pity on him. She 

drew hlm out of the water end so, this child lived ~nd o~me to be known as 05he -

l!oses - for he was drawn out of the waters by the pity and the compassion of a woman. 

The legend saye thBt Jochebet, the real mother of Moses, upon learning wtat. this 

princess had done for her child, named the princess Bach.ya, the daughter of God. 

My dear friends, simple act8, very sinple acts, often ~t in motion vast historical 

processes. A pebble cast into the bosom 0£ a lake will sometimes create ripples, widE11-

ing ar.d extending until they reach the othermost shores. vast snow s.valanches in the 

mountaine have often been started lJy not more than a single stone thrown or b, the vi

bratio~ s of one loud sound. Acts have their repercussions, and a simple good deed may 

set a whoJe nation free or destroy a whole empire• 

And so, we welcome Bachya, we welcome this princess of the Nile to our festive 

Setler board. She is one of a goodly company who will be with us ob Seder eve . 

Not much is said in the Passover s1,or;y about the mother and father of Moses, 

Joshebed and Amram. They are not even mentioned by name in the 2nd Chapter of Exodus 
All 

which tells of the birth of Moses. /that the Bible aays is this1 "Now a man from the 

house of ~vi went and took to wifo a daughter of Levi," as if to suggest that great

ness in a man is not always t,raceable to famot1s ancestry or to exalter birth. A great 

m~n is his own ancestor. The p~rents of Abraham L'ncoln cb not explain his greatne~s, 

nor the ancesters of Shakesp&are or BeethoTen or Einstein. Often greatneee skyrockets 

out of total anonymity, our of complete mediocrity. 

The sages say that from Rahab, the harlot., who lodged in t,he w~lls of Jericho, 

there descended seven kings and eight prophets, including the prophet Jeremiah. 
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According to our tradition, tt is iza t,old that Anira.ru, the father ol Moses, was 

a man of distinction, and Jochebed, his mother, was a wom8n of piety and wisdom, but 

oses r greatness is not attributed to his exalted birth. And they are welcome, the 

parents of ?'oses, to our Seder. 1ie know their story, too. We know the pride :tch 

was theirs in the birth of Moses who, according to the legend, filled t. eir hmnble 

hut wi t:1 radiant light the moment he was born. And we know, toe, the anguish of their 

heart when they realized that they ~ust aestroy their child for that w&e the order of 

the king, of pharo2h. "And he was a gooaly child," says the Bible. "And he was 

beautiful child.n And they resolved not to put their child to death, as the law re

quired. rley resolved rather to endanger their own lives and o keep the cro.ld, and 

o the mother hid him for three months, and when she could hile hjm no longer, she took 

for him a baskat made or rushes, ands he put the child in it and placed it among the 

reeds at the edge of the Nj le. nd prayerfully, ith anguish in her heart, she waited., 

as did her daughter, Miri~, to see what woulxl hap en f,o the cnld, what would be done 

to him. And in a sense, the vrhole world waited with ated breath to see what would 

happen to this future redeemer arrl ereancipator. 

Who can fathom the hearts of these narents, the pathos and 'tl:e sorrow of' their 

lives., the fears which wracked them and their ~acrificial love? And who can fathom t .ae 

deep joy of the mother when through th\;;; humanity of the princess of Pharoah, her babe 

was rescued fr')rn the v,a ters of the . J~.J. e and given to her to be nursed and weaned? And 

again, who can fully eppreciate wha passed through her soul, the longing and the lone

liness, when she had to return her child Moses to the pnncess, tc be adopted as her 

son., tt' be raised as an Egyptian., far removed f'rom his people a d un_\:a:-e of his own 

family and his own p 31'ents. The parents of ,!oses are welcome guests to our homes on 

Seder eve. 

And then there j s the lovely ?Airiam, the sister., she who watched t:1e little impro

vi <? craft 1'hich carried the high hopes of a .. eo le, she who directed the prj.ncess to 

a Hebrew woman, her own mother, to nurse the childJ Mi 1am who stood by lloses 11 !ill hi~ 



.. 

-5-

trials and tribulatinns, who exalted with Moces in his triumphs, anf when he finally 

led the children of Israel across the Red Sea to freedom, "Miriam took a timbrel in 

her hand and led ell t.e women in song and dancing. Sing to the tor , for He has tri

umphed gloriously, the horse and the rider heist he ca~t into the sea." w..riam w~s re

warded for her loyalty by the gift of prophesy, an for her merit, said the ~egend, a 

well of never-faiUng waters, of fresh water called the Well of ~iriam followed he 

children of Israel in all thE'ir wanderinge in the wilrlerne s. And when Miriam died, 

the well vani3ped. Mi iam, too, has a place at our Passover board. .e welcome her 

with ~oy. 

And . aron, the brother of r.toses an<i of Miriam, so different fro.. oses and yet, 

so un~elfish, so voted, so loyal - alrayc e held up the hand of Moses as he di~ in 

the battle with the Amelechites. fl,aron ~as the spokesman for Moses for Moses was slow 

cf ~peech arju of a slow tongue. Aaro wa.:) not as strong as Moses, as firm in purpose. 

Aaron was really not a grea lec~d.er of men. He reil ed i n a crisis to the c amor and 

the threat ::,f the l)eople, and he helped them to build the golden calf. But he was 

kind, frier!dly, a peace-maker always, settling quarrels between friends and families 

by telling each that the other was ready for peace; Aaron, of whom too great Hillel 

centuries later said1 "Be of the disciples of Aaron, loving peace an urs'J.ing peace, 

loving one ts fellow creatures c=ind bringing hem ne r to +,he l,e.w.•t Like Moses, Aaron, 

too, couJ.r not enter the Pror.lised tan ... , a11d like ~.!cses, tha ]e gend says, he died UJ 

the Ki~s of God ~nd was dee ly mourned by the people who came to love h ·m. Surezy, 

there is a welcor.~ place at our Seder board for Aaron, the olGer brother oi Mosee, the 

friend of nan. 

And there i another frunous ~uest wh0 is especially invited to our Seder - Elija, 

Elijah, the prophet. For hjm a special cup is set aside ~nth~ festive board, 

and during the read:i ng of the Haggadah, we pause and open the door of 

our homes S-.f111bolioally to invite the prophet Elijah to come and e ter our home. Elij h 

is a great historic figure in Jewish histoey, wrapped in mystery. He is th~ center of 
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much rich leg€nd ~nd poetry. There is muci.1 in t.he story o"' Elijah that is remini -

cent of Monos himself, who lived 400 years before Elijah. There is so IDtl.Ch in Rlijah 

that is the rea~ e:ucodin:e t o!: al t.hat is essential +..o JudHisnl, of the uni<1ue ,genius 

of Hebraic prophes·. Text t.o Moses., r.e is the vc y prototJ:)€ o.r all s' .hsequent p:ro-

ph3+,B of Israel. Elijah, like ioses, wa a shepherd who Jived 30mew ere in Gilead, ]?;1st 

of the ,Tordc • He appears on the see of ltlstorjt ~.nthe reign of Kin{; Ahab in the 9tli. 

cen+.ury before the common ~ra. Ahab was a g1,eat king but 1 e had wtrc under the inn ·

ence of Jezeb3l • s wife, the princess ol Tyre whc tAU';ht h:.m +o vi·orship Baal~ .c :t to 

th :dat ra1ace of the lr.i.rg w,:,re the vi eyard~ of Jauoth whic~~ he ta~ i nheri '\c • £r m h::.s 
an-:1 prize • b eatl;r. 

fa t,hed. Ahab wanted t. purch s 1 . • ~ .... 

the King wac gre -:J ... •. a 

and cuQtu. o.t the land. 

s c nte~t o let i~ go at th t for he w~u ~ubject to the _aw 

to the ill of a King, Rn~ so she mA .i r )Qu~· in~ a ay that falzd witnesses ~r-

peared to say that Jaboth had uJr.sphe, d ::ind th:-i _, ~ -.., cr-i .a un·s1.:-01.., by d_,at· . As 

a result of the fa se testimony o __ "i:,li<:,Se h • "':eu ·1:i t?.'1esses., 1{?.' oth w a tried and eenten,.. d 

to dea ·i.~ and exec ted. n ' li13n Ahab went rlovm to the vine "a .. :d of aboth +o t~ke pos-

sessjrm f' • t - l. • At that r.0n1t1 t 

ho cries ou to ha.b: 

t 1 ink y u • 11 (;OIJ"C: J.:.o inherit th 

"You h:.ve illurdere , 11d nov, cJo ou really 

n:ace ; . here do{!s £ n ~ • ,.ic (inc the blc0d of the 

r.ru1 Jaboth whom ·cu killeci? In that very place will the dogs lick yo1..u· 

blood of ezebel.11 

Like the P~t:_ :, the Pr·oryhet before hlM, who had dared to .face u ... to ~ K ng 1.0 d 

like,,i~e slain a 1nan, he said to h:Ln: "'l'hcu art t e man 1 Guilty 111 

So ElijBh., champion of just.ice, dared to e ya king, nd of 0ourse, his life was there

after end ngered, and he fJe • He fled t the sacred~ untain f Hur~b ~7~er.e Moses r~

cei ~~ his revelation And here he learned the r.ature of t11e God horn he worshipped. 
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He nrave fo~ a revelatiot and a '\'IT irlwi d came, nd h realized that God f& ~ot in .. ., 

+,he whirl ind, and the. n earthquake s 100k t. 1:e earth anci .1e re lirzed th,;t God as not, 

. 
..L ire swept .crodd the n.ount in ~nrl he reru.i'Ze '"J t.113.t God 

was not in the .. ·.re, ~n l thE.n ca.'lle a "still small voice" and ir~ that 

still smaJ 1 voice he heard. t,he voice of God which sant him back t.u the. land of Israel 

in spite of ,he anger -v, hich tr.reatened him +.o preach the wo,..' f God, to wage war 

J.non he .£'.!=Ilse proohets cf Baa and to call upon his people to choose, "Ho•, long will 

ye halt and act a o pagans? If yo'J. are for :aaal., worship Baal; but if you BT'e for Yah-

. weh , worship ::-m." 

Elijah, the ~ ophet , is famous in our history not alo'r\e for his champior .. ing of 

spiri tu~) religion an of ~ocial justice both +,hemes the central themes of the great 

prophesy - but Also for his eRt humanity . In the legend of our people Elijah was 

knov;n as the friend of ths stranger, as the miracul s healer, the comforter of t.h~ 

poor . He w 0u ld Rppear at a.1 v time and in many ong the low1.y- and the hwnble , 

in times of great trial a.'1d distress, t.o helr ~.4 , save men . 

Elijah never died, according to the egen~. . He ascended in ·.o heaven in 2 char

iot of fjrc , an:-I he will re·turn ;n the: end of days . As Malachi said, "I will send you 

Elijah the pronhet before the e;rea t ar terrj_ble day of the rd comes , and he will 

turn thn hear~s of fathers to their chi 1dren a.nd t.he heart~ o chiJd re to their fa-

the rs.'' Elijah is to be the emissary of good tidings ., the forerunner of th essiah, 

who will usher in the Golden Age for ankin • That is why Elijah , although he did 

not have any part at all in the story of the exod1s and lived cent ries after the eA

odus - that is why Elijah is part of th& Seder story, of the P~Jso7er 9to~i , for P"o~ 

ove is the holiday of free om, and i is tl..e prelud6 to the ho of a universal f'ree-

dom for the ,..ihole : mankind from all fo!":!ls of slavery ana oppression . And so most 

ascu!'edly Eliahu will occupy an honored place at our Seder . We . ill have him 

partake of the special cup wh:!.ch is set aside for him and to ::- est a while in t ,h~ bosom 
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of our families .from his wanderings to and fro over the face of the earth on hi 

never-ending errands of ~ercy and lo~'"ingkindness. 

There is a beautiful s tory told 0f Elijah. A famous Rabbi met him once in a 

market place, and the place was full of people, of eminent people and of powerful 

people nJ of rich reople and of great scholars. And this Rabbi i.:et Elijah in the 

market place and said t.o Elijclht ''Who of all this 5Te&t throng of people will inhe1-

it eternal life?" nd Elijah pointed to ODd man shabbizy dressed, altogether Rithout 

any sign of prominence or disti!lction, and said, "This man 'vrill i~herit aternal life." 

11 ~ y?11 asked the Rabbi. nwell, this man," said Elijah, ttis a turnkey in a prison a.nd 

he treats his ,risoners with comp ssion 8n<l tries to lighten their burdens as much as 

he can. fie can't do much; he 1s only a turnkey in the pri'3:)n, but +.o he extent that 

he can, he does it. jo~ously and eagerly. rhat na!l will inherit eternaJ life•" 11And 

who else'/" ac-l~e the Rabbi of Elijah. And Elijah pointed to two men, likewise unnre

possess:Lng, arrayed in motley garb, evidently two cloTms , b-rn jesters, and Eli~ h said, 

"These two will inherit eternal lif~. 11 "But why?tt said the Rabbi. "What about all 

these other men - the scholars, the wise, the rich and the powerful." Well, these t r-:, 

men," said F.lijah, 11made :i.t th€ir business in life to ease the s o::·rows 01' men. When

ever they fjnd men grieving, stricken by sorrow, they go to th€m and try to cheer them . 

up as best they can.tt 

The worl ' is full of sorrow an<l tho that can bring a lit le joy into th , life 

of men and who do it willing1 ·, e~gerly, out of love for huwanit,y - these a re the kind 

of oecple thut. will 5_nherit i:101 eternfl.1 life. Viall, this j~ Elijah and this is the man 

for whom we will open th.e doors of our homes tomorrow evening when we cele brP te our 

Seder • 

• 
Well, there are others who re col'!ling to our Seder, great and wonderful people, and 

one unknown guest, but of t,hem we shall speak nE.xt Sunda!r morning. 
I 
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