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' 
PASSOVER SERMOI 

Rabbi Daniel Jererrry Silver 

April 17, l9S7 

110 

Numbers - numbers play an important role in this, our hasover Holidq. Last 

night a• we sat around the Seder table after. the meal was canpleted, ·wa plqed a 

numbers game - involving the numbers l through 13 - and as father would call out 
U8 

each number, one of/would answer with a pertinent fact resl)ftcting that number 

taken £ran our wonderful Jewish tradition, Who lmew one? One was, of oour,,e, 

the God of the world. Who knew two? Two were the two tables of the covenant -

the two tables upon which the tablets of the Ten Connandments were inscribed. 

Three were Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob ~ the great, patriarchs or our people. And 
I 

so we went up in numbers unti.l we reached 13 and so adept have some of our young 

people become, that they can recite each or the 1:3 in order nuently, perfect~, 

and even in the same breath. 

What a wonderful pedagogic instrument aom.e ancient educator devised when he 

invented this numbers gane. Bow well and indelibl;r impressed upon the minds of 

many a succeeding generation of young Jewish boys and girls - thirteen basic 

cardinal r acts taken fr_om .Jewish 11.te and we might viah that sane of our modern 

pedagogues could develop the ways and means of equally indelibly impressing upon 

our young people today the basic tacts, say ot, grammar or of spelling. The 

numbers 1 through 13, then, are familiar to u~ from our Seder ritual but there 

are other numbers equally familiar - the number 15. If you -look in the introductio1:1 

to your Haggadah, that wonderfully filled prayerbook which retells the story of 

the deliverance of t~e le~• tran Egypt which we read thr.ough last night, you will 
.,. ~ 

aee that the service which we read was divided into 1$ sections - each one complete 
I 

' 
in itselt, each one an important cog in the total .story, in the total moving 

forward ot our Seder ritual. 

ihtr number 10 - number 10 11 familiar to us because it waa v.tth 10 plague• 

that 0od aucceeded in getting Pharoah to pernd.t the Jen to leaw fran lc,pt • . 

Gal~ aftff the lgyptlau had bHn aftl.icted with 10 terrible pestilence• would 
. 



Pharoah rele~ and allow Moses to lead the Jewish people frCJI alaftry into treed011 

tra11 bondage to the service ot God. 

There ia the nUllber 7 - the 7 days which this Passover Holiday lasts, the 7 

da71 in which ve eat o~ the aatzah - the unleaftned bread - symbolic of the bfead 
. . 

baked in such haste as our ancestor• prepared to leave their Egn,tian houe to 
. . . 

ucape into the freedom ot a new life. 

• Theae are some or the numbers aasoctated with our Pusowr Rolidq but there 

11 one n~ which is pre-ellinentq associated with it, which appears again and 
' 

again 8.J;ld a.gain in the ritual ot our Passover and ot our Seder, and that is the . ' 

nuaber .4. ~st night 4 times did w till our cups with v.l.ne, 4 time• did we 
··~ .. "' 

/ \, • L 

recite the lidduah, 4 times did w drink ot that vine, 4 times did w express 

our 301' to God for the deli~rance which be wro~t tor our people so maxv 
thou•~d• ot years ~go. ~o~ will reeall that when Moses tirst returned to lgypt 

. . 
he did not meet with innediate suacas■• ·Be went bef'ore the Pharoah and plead 

• I 

the cause ot the Jeva, asked the Pharoah tor permission to lead his people out 
,:. 

·. ot Egpt, bu~ Pharoah would not agree. Indeed, the onl1' imilediate reeult• ot 

•o••' tire\ m.aeion vu that Pharoah ••nt out orders to all the tulanastera, . . 

all tlle alaW111Uter1 throughout Egpt that thq ahould double and redouble the 
. . . 

burdens and the impoeitiona that thq had imposed upon the Jev; and the Jev•a 

lot became doubq di.f'ticult becauee ot Moses• plea unto Pharoah ao IIUCh 10 ~hat 

the people - the Jen themae~ve• - turned against Moses. Thq 1aid1 '!Haw you 

CCIII to deliwr ua or to drive us deeper into poverty and into slaver,?• So 
' 

• 
lllUOh ao that ~oaea, hiuelt, came to doubt whether er not~• mi11ion had &l\f 

~ ot acoompllahllen\,and in bi:e doubt, he turned to God and God heard and 

understood thia doubt and he answered Mo••• with a fourfold prOlli••• Be 1aid 

I will deliver thia people. I vill bring the• out ot al•wr,. I will delivv 
, f 

thea Vi.th a Jidghtf hand. ·I will take them unto • •• 1117 people. And beoauae 

ot this fourfold prald.• . aade good a rev d&71 later bJ God, Iliad• good :ln 1uoh . . . 
a vq that our people vu enabled to eacape trm BIJP\f;: to· win tor themselves 
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a nev lite.lecause of thia tourtold promise, because ot our rejoicing in the tact 

of freedom, va 11 at the Seder table our cupa in joy, 4 timea, and recite our 

ndduah - our praise to Ood. 

The first 4 our Pasaowr Service has to do with the ja,. which w feel 

because (?f the liberty vhich our people won ao lll8DJ' years ago, but there 1• 
as 

another ~oup ot -4 which is equally/important in our Passover story. You know 

the Baggad which ia simpq the retelling of the atary of the exodus ia, in a 

sense, .• book ot answers. It ia an attempt to answer 4 questions asked by one 
. ' 

ot the young people around the table - 4 questions which have to do with basio 
1 

diss~ilarit~e•, ~asic differences between this Seder meal and all other meals 

and teasta in . which w, as Jews, take part in throughout the year. Why on this 

night, •tv' on this night do we do this which is ditterent tran all other nights? 
I 

Why on ~hi• night do we eat ~ unleanned ~•ad? ~ on this . night do we eat 

the bitter herb? Why on thi.1 night do we dip the p sin-, the gi-eene?7 of spring, 

into salt water. twice; and ff on this night did our ancestors eat their Seder 
. 

meal reclining rather than ■itting uprightT The Baggadah is an attempt to 

explain the &nU\'flra, the reasons_, for these custana. It ia an attempt to under­

scare basic themAe in the Seder ritual •• it anaver:: theN questions. We eat 

the unl.eawned bread because our parents and grandparenti - those of Ull7 thousand■ 
' I 

of 7ears ago - prepared hastiq to leaw from lc,pt. Thia ~•• all that they could 
... .. 

bake. Th97 had no time to bake tor adornment er to bake riohq. This vas their 
, .. \ 

bread ot atfiiction and we, B)illpathisi~g with the haste with which they- were 

searching for freed.om, eat of that bread. Why do eat the bitter herb? ·We eat 
' 

it to reaind ouraelvaa that the taste ot alava17, the taste ot enslavement, the 

taste ot tyr~, the taate ot oppreaaion ia a bitter one -- i• a sour taste. -It leaw■ a ■our taste in our mouthl and/11'hould newr villinW, w who enj07 

freedcn, we should never willlnW acoept the yoke ot any ■lavnuter, of arv 
tyrant, or &l\r opprea■cr. Why do we dip ••e gi-een into the •alt water? To 

. 
rem.9(1 ua of the 'tear• vh1 h our anoeitarai ■bed, to remind u1 that i♦ •• thoae 
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tea-1 - the eftart which they expended - which made po■aible the deliverance trcn 

lgypt, vllioh made possible all the other great accompliahllents ot our people 

throughout the ages and that ve, as the latter day representatiwa ot this great 

people - people _st.ill in an exodus frcm the slaveey ot beaatiality and of animality 

of maturity - we, too, should do nothing that would lower our respect in their 

eyes which would re-enslave us to our bad habit• or to external enemies. And 

f'inalq, w}v did our ancestors eat reclining rather than sitting upright? .Well, 

this is a custan lll~ch we no longer carry out but in Roman days, when Ro• was 

master or the world, it was the custom or Raman nobility to eat &IV' feast - arq 

meal - in a reclining position and the Jew, on the great festival and the great 
-

feast day of his year, wanted to eat in a similar position to tell all men 

that before God all men were equal regardless of the nobility of their birth or 

of the humbleness or their origin - be they loman ar Jev, master er alave - before 

God all men are f'ree and are equal and in thi• like, therefore, all 111n ought to 

be tree and ought to develop a society which permitted equality ot opportunity. 

Theae are the 4 questions. These are the 4 answers which our Seder Baggadah 

attempts to retell. So the second 4 with which we deal tells ua the meaning 

of our Pasaowr story but I would ca]] your attention to the tact that there is 

a third 411ritten into the ae1111age and the purpoae or this Passover aeason. 

Almo1t at the beginning ot our Baggadah, it tel11 a story of la eons - 4 

basic types or people ~o caae to the Seder table and there uk the question 

of the leader or the evening, of the father, of the master of the houae - aakt 

the question ~ thia Seder ia being observed. The answer which the rabbi• gave 

to each of theae 4 men - each of these 4 aona - emphuizea the paycholoa, of t1'e 

Seder. The 4 questions emphasize the philosophy o! the Seder - the 4 aona its 

paycholog. There ia the * * - the viee man - the understanding and 

discerning eon. To ha 7ou should reveal all the subtleties, all· the nuance•, 

all the fine abadinp ot ideas which are involved in our Bible and in the 

Bqgadab in thi• whole the• of liberty and the reapouibilitiea o! lreed011. 

There 11 the * * - the cynical eon, the acotting ion. To him you 
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1hould aillply emphuize the fact and the truth· or the Passover. You should not 

atte~t to argue with him, to rationalize 7our ovn belief• tor his 11D benefit• 

but 11mpq to state•• a belier your unfailing and unswrving allegiance to tha 

buic principles which this Passover Holidq empbaaisea. There is the * * 
the simple aon - the man ar the woman who vill never understand beyond the broad 

outlines the basic tacts or the sta17. You should see to it u 7ou retell thia 

st017 that these bold facta stand out in relief, are readiq apparent, so that 

-,:r, however simple, can grasp them and understand them. And tinall.y there ia 

the* .,_ the umld.:ucated man, the illiterate person, 

the person who baa not 7ii't had an oppartum.t,. to gain a background - the b~ic 

facts behind the Seder star.,. This person you should have pat.iance vi.th and you 

should, bit bf bit, explain to him the history- of the exodua - the forty years 

. ot wandering in the ·desert., the meaning of freedom and or liberty in the liva• 

~ all men - its importance in our day-. You should not begrudge the time you 

spend with such a person tar there is a thirst fer learning here and you must 

be prepared to grat~ it. 

These are the 4 type• which appear at our Seder table. They appear in our 

olaesr00118. They ap~ar in our Temple■• They ap~ar whareftl' •n try to 
., '# 

educate others into the buic tacts which are precious to thea, the basic ■oral 

ideals which are tundaental in their vqa of life and an_yom who would attempt 

to teach others thing• precious to hill can concern tbemaelvea with lmowing the 
not 

peraonalitiea ot tho• scholar• vho sit before hill and/aimpq teach the fact• 

.. _; baldq aa he thinks they might be taught. !here ia then a profound :-1>.;,holog 

which my vho would lead the Sedar are adn.aed to dewlop. There 1• a prof oubd 

philoaoph;; which arv who take part in the Seder are ••lad to oonaid.er, and the,-e 

i• a protound rejoicing on thia Pusonr Day which tell• ua that w should uonader 

ouraelwa u it w, too, had been delivered :&an l&JPtJ u if w, too, wr• 

enja,ing tar the tirat tille the headJ' wine ot freedom; and renlli~ ill thi• 

ml ta\ion the treed011 vhich w enjoy 1hould becCM ■oat preciou to u. We 

•hould bep-udp an, person, or azv group, er_,, philo■opl\, which voul.d take 
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the l•at iota ot thi1 treed011 t!'Clll u • Theae 4• a r ellind ua ol the buic 

, ,architec\on:lc ot our Paasonr holiday. 

Pin&lly, I would call your attention to another 4 - another grouping ot 4 

with which you are per}W)a not so fud.liar but one which also tells ua a g.Nat 

deal about the basic meaning of this holid'Y. This group of 4 aw.ara not in 

the Ragp4.ah and not in the prqerbook from l{hich we read thia orning but in 

the Midraah, in that basic collection of elucidation• and ~anationa on our 

Bible which ollr rabbis wrote through the lQng ceiituries. It tell• a story that 

- when the Jeva left Egypt they left feeling that the great deliwrance had trlµy 
I 

ca... Thq could see no obstacle• to their eacapt froa l&YPt, to their rebuilding 

a P'Oplehood - a nationhood• in their desert, and to developi.~ for theuelvea 

and tor their children and for their grandchildren a way of lit• of vhioh they 

would be immenaeq proud but almost immediate;ly you will recall from the Bible, 

Pharoah relented and decided to rewrse hie proiuae to allow the Jeva to go rr .. 
' 

and he di■patched hi• best chariot regiment to pur.sue the Jew and to brin1 ti.• 

back iti\~ l17Pt. The Jeviah reargu4rd, according to thia Midraah, aaw the dust 

rising trm underneath the wheel• of Pharoah' a chariot■ juat aa they ap~oached 

the led Sea. They bro\l&ht the neva of '.\hia pureuit into the camp and there vu 
I / 

p-eat alarm, there va• great ol•or, contusion, and oonaternation. Before thea 

vaa an illlJ)assabl• unfordable aea, behind thea now were the pursuing enemiea who 

had gone back on their promise. On each aide was a barren vilderneaa vhioh no aan .,, 

could trawrae. No one knev where to turn. They were raced with a great ~obl• 

and according to the Kidraah, the Jeva then spread into 4 different ~pa - eaoh 

o.-p having a aeparate counael or advice which tba)' vovld 1.napose upon all. 

One group cautioned, •Let u• 19 back to lgypt. Let ua fly U. 11hite flag 

of aurrender u Pharoah' 1 chario\8 appear. Let u■ tell them that w v1ll abjtotq 

follOlf tho back to Pithca and to•-•••• to all of theN ator• oiti•• vhioh 

• were &building. There return to our ta1ka. There bend our heada ,..ju uQdw 

the yoke of al•ffl41•• TheN vve all the tiaid MD ot the oap - all the oowar4N 
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men - ~ those imo throughout their lives, whenever an obatacle opposed them, 

williDgq aubllitted to superior force - all those who had never once dared in 
.. their liws to stand '2P and to be counted for something which they deemed 

important or precious. 
I 

A second group ot men ware, our Midrash tells ua, unwilling to return to 
' 

slave~ for thq were filled with the blackneaa of despair - thay could SH no 
. 

hope, no out. They c0\11.d not even cast about in their minds far any solution 

to this difficulty which surrounded them and ao they adviaed Moses that the 

whole Jewish people should si.-p:q cast themselves iD~llihe aea and there drown -

there commit suicide. They'. felt hopeless in this life. The only hope which 

they. .aaw was in some future promiae and they would now cash in ·on that promise. wo · 
Bera were i1l those ,wwt are the pessimists ot life - who easily 1e~pair when 

faced vi.th any major problem - who give up before the pr-oble■ has really presented 

itaeli' and ... before they have explored all the nue• ·or solution. 

There is, yet, a third gl'oup - a group of men who became completely unnernd 

and unbalanced by' the danger in which they were placed. Thf7 ran about hither 

• and yere, helter skelter, pall aell and firnall.1' they hit upon .·th1s idea aai a 
I ' 

solution to their dilemma. Th97 said, •Let all the Jews c011e together to acae . 
~ 

central. place and there as Phar-oall I s chariot a approach, let the Jeva beiin to 

shout aloud. Perhaps the noiae or the~ shouting will so confuse Pharoah and 
, 

his char:toteera, that they will turn back p we. vill be free.• Nov there ••• . . 
obviou«lly no hope in auob a aolution but there are mm7 liho go through l.ite and 

vhenevar they are faced with a serious problam - sane iaaua 'of grave concern -

become unnerved and unbalanced by it and ceaae to think reuonabq er ra·,~on•J 11' 

and pin their hove• ~on hareb~ained schemes which had not a eiul,l•. poa1ibility 

of aucceaa. 

Ana ti~ a tour-th ~oup counselled Moaea that he ahoul<I 1 ... 'liateq 

attack the enenr that vaa purauing. AB they vere bU8J about •hin:5ng their 
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armor, buckling on their svarda, this group ot men el.cl oeea that he should 

rush out into battle. Be should brave the apeara and the avorda or Pharoah•a 

hosts. Perhaps in an imediate attack, there lay l'cme salvation. lere wre 
.~ 
joined all the men, who at a ali~test proTOcatian in the:1.r lives, respond b7 

the use or force - all ·the combatatiw, all the pugnacioUf, all the erratic 

people of this world who look to no other solution than that of force even when 

that solution offers no hope. 

Bow profound was the understanding of hmnan nature which our rabbis 

expressed vhen they told of these 4 camps into which the Jews divided becauee 

hov often when we are faced with some seriou ·problem, dove resort to one or 

another of these 4 solutiona or pseudo-solutions. Sanetimea ve pll\"f the part 
., 

of the craven, or the •01rard. Before even the enenr., is upon us, before the 

danger is with us, we fly the white nag. We surrender without att•pting to 
overwhelmed 

achieve our salvation.. Sometimes, sometimes ao vi.th despond-

ency and with despair and vi.th gloom, that we cea e to cast about for some hope. 

We give up. We look to some preacher of salvation,· some gospel 01· the ~er lite 

u our only hope and ve simply deny the problem• which surround us in this world. 

And sometimes we pin our hopea on achemes which Haw no hoi>, of realisation. 

Our minds run awq with ourselves. They become :unbalanced and ve destroy ouraelna 

with schemes that could newr come to reality. And sometimes we buckle on the 

armgr of battle when we haw no reason to do battle and 118 will simply be over• 
too tar . 

whelmed by a host/superior :a ua when it would haw been the better part ot 

valor to have been cautious and to hava sought some other avenue of solution. 

FCJl'tunately, Moses and the leaders or Israel took none ot these 4 counaela. 

W do not knav vhat tranapired IIO u:n.r thouaanda of years ago. The aanda of 

tiae have run ao tull that our 'rlaion or thoae dqa is clouded but w do know 

that thq achiewd the mirao1- or deliverance, that they persisted in their 

det8J'llined effort to find a vq to tree thia people, and that because ot their 

peraistenoe th~ miracle of delinrance bee ... real.it,-. B• ao? I think it 



"' 

.,, 

.. 

, 

- 9 -

became ao because above all else, they p~nne~ their faith- on the last o! the 4•• 
basic to this holidq - iilll on the 4 letters vhic~ in Bebrev spell out the name 

of God* * f The7 put their faith in God. They adopted some reasonable 

plan which had a hop& .. or succeaa. They worked to achieve that but they worked 

in confidence - 1n ra1th - that _God would make good Ria pranise, that God would 

see to it that those d~dicated to Hl1 service would not surrer tor their dedication. 
. . . 

So it must be with us. Whenever we are · raced with a serious life problea, 
' . . . . 

let ua avoid the .way of the c.d, let us avoid the way ot the defeatist, let . . 
\. 

ua avoid the vq ·or tne unbal~:,:ed, let us a.void the way of the pugnacioua. Let . . 
-

us find hope in our ()od and out or that ho~ let us build tor ourselves a plan 

ot ac\ion - reasonable, e!t~cacious - one which will lead to the success, to the 

happy solution which we desire. laith will gl~e us hope. Hope will ·give us 
. 

coui:age and at,rength and ~ere thde is hope and where there is cour~e and 

where there is strength, there is the mirac~ of, _delfver
1
ance. 

J.men. 

' • 

4")das1on of Hebrew 
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