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Kulanu Misubin? Are women oblihated to recline at the Pesach Seder?
Sharona Margolin Halickman

According to the Mishna Brurah, women are obligated in observing all of the mitzvot of the Passover Seder
such as drinking the four cups of wine, reading the Haggada, eating matzah and eating maror(bitter herbs).
The Gemara in Sotah 11b explains why women are obligated in these mitzvoth even though they are time-
related. The women were the ones who took an active role in the redemption of the Jewish people from Egypt.
The women continued to have vision that the redemption would occur and continued to have children despite
the reluctance of their husbands. Miriam the prophetess insisted that her parents continue having children and
the result was that her mother gave birth to Moshe. The midwives, Shifra and Pua continued saving the babies
despite Pharaoh's decree to kill the newborns.

What about the custom of bringing a pillow to the table and reclining at the seder? Are women obligated in
observing this custom? Are they even permitted?

According to the Gemara in Pesachim 108a, a woman who is with her husband is not obligated to recline, but if
she is an important woman, she is obligated to recline. The Rama (16th century) who quotes the Mordechai
(13th century) states "In our community all the women are important". According to the Vilna Gaon (18th
century) "An important woman is wealthy enough that she doesn't need to busy herself with the needs of the
household and the preparation of food." Does that mean that those of us who have just spent the last week
cooking and cleaning should not recline?

According to Sylvia Barack Fishman, noted author in her book "A Breath of Life", "The vast majority of
American Jewish women have levels of secular and Jewish education unthinkable in earlier periods of history.
They occupy positions of importance and prestige in the professional and business worlds. They most certainly
are free persons". Following this approach coupled with the approaches of the Mordechai and Rama, it makes
sense that women should recline at the Passover Seder even if they were the ones doing many of the
preparations. In fact if they did most of the preparations, they certainly should recline on the night where we
talk about moving from slavery to freedom!

To all the women out there, take out your pillows, and follow the words of the Ma Nishtana: "kulanu misubin”,
WE ALL RECLINE!
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The Righteous Women at the Seder Karen Miller Jackson
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This short excerpt from the maggid section of the haggadah is replete with imagery of the role women played
in the redemption from Egypt. While it is true that no women are mentioned explicitly here, it is also true that
very few of the male leaders of the Exodus story are mentioned by name in the Pesach haggadah. The
haggadah is written in a way which pushes us to dig deep on seder night and search for ways to connect and
reconnect again with our yetziat mitzrayim story. As it states in the Shulchan Aruch, “women are also obligated
in all of the mitzvot of that [seder] night,” the Gemara explains because they too were a part of the Pesach
miracle. Rashi explains women’s part in the miracle as the righteous women in whose merit bnei yisrael were
redeemed from Egypt. Let’s explore just two words in the haggadah and see how through the midrashim on
these words we become acquainted with two of the righteous women in the Exodus story:

277 D'RYN 22002 '07X "N AW NRYEL,NRNYN 3NN 1TY! W) DWAYA NXIY NN .LYN ‘NN

“Shivim nefesh” Biblical interpreters ponder how the Torah adds up in the count of the 70 souls who came
down to Egypt at the end of sefer Bereshit. The Torah adds up to 66 and then leaves vague who the last four
souls were. If one counts Joseph and his two sons who were added to the 70 when they joined them in Egypt
that still leaves one soul unaccounted for. Rashi cites the midrashic tradition that the 70th was Yocheved, the
mother of Moshe who was born on the way down to Egypt, while another midrash posits that it was the
mysterious Serach bat Asher who completed the count. Either way we are presented with two female role
models who completed the count of Israel and planted the seeds for Bnei Yisrael's redemption from Egypt.

Yocheved defies Pharaoh in sefer Shmot by giving birth to a baby boy and having faith in God despite the
hardships of her generation. She is also identified in the midrash as Shifra, one of the two midwives who
refuse to obey Pharaoh’s decree to kill boys born to Israelite women. The midrash explains the etymology of
her name as relating to meshaperet, as she would improve and care for the newborns. Moreover, she is part
of the generation who miraculously reproduced in incredible numbers (“she-paru”). These explanations for the
name Shifra relate to the next two sections of the haggadah:

1. “And we became a great nation..” “And the children of Israel multiplied and swarmed and grew
numerous and strong, most exceedingly and the land became full of them...”

2. "And numerous" - as it is stated (Ezekiel 16:7), "l have given you to be numerous as the vegetation of
the field and you increased and grew and became highly ornamented, your breasts were set and your
hair grew, but you were naked and barren;" "And | passed over you and | saw you wallowing in your
blood, and | said to you, you shall live in your blood, and | said to you, you shall live in your blood"
(Ezekiel 16:6)

The first a reference to the miraculous reproduction of Israel and the second relating to the role of midwife, in
cleaning the newborn child, which in the midrash is also performed by God.
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The second midrashic tradition on the 70 souls is that it was the wise woman, Serach bat Asher who
completed the count. Serach is listed as having gone down to Egypt as well as amongst those counted in the
census on the plains of Moab in Bamidbar 46. The midrash attributes her unusually long life to the exceptional
role she played in the story of yetziat mitzrayim. Serach is the holder of the secrets of redemption. When the
leaders of bnei yisrael are unsure whether or not they can trust Moshe as their leader, they consult Serach,
who verifies Moshe’s authenticity. Again, before bnei yisrael can leave Egypt, Moshe needs to find Joseph’s
coffin and take him out with bnei yisrael. It is Serach who reveals to Moshe the location of Joseph’s coffin.

Both Yocheved and Serach represent women who were physically in Egypt but whose spirit and emunah
transcended Egypt. According to the midrash they both were born before entry into Egypt and they both came
out because they were strong in their faith, and their faith and wisdom were an integral part of yetziat mitzrayim
in general. Their stories surely reflect the stories of many of the anonymous “righteous women” who
persevered in Egypt, hence the midrash describes them as “completing the count.” The mitzvah of sippur
yetziat mitzrayim is only complete with the presence of the righteous women at the seder.
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(Translation)

You promised a covenant to the head of the Matriarchs at night.

She who has been taken to Pharaoh and Avimelekh you have saved at night.
She who has been likened to a rose suggested exchanging the blessings at night.
It was in the middle of the night.

The woman who gave birth cried out and you smote the firstborn at night.
You saved a firstborn, her candle did not extinguish at night.

Hadassah was busy with the feast of Haman at night.
It was in the middle of the night.
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Sharona Margolin Halickman, was the first Congregational Intern and Madricha Ruchanit at the
Hebrew Institute of Riverdale, NY. After making aliya in 2004, Sharona founded Torat Reva
Yerushalayim, a non-profit organization based in Jerusalem that provides Torah study groups for
students of all ages and backgrounds. Rabbanit Halickman is a member of Beit Hillel.
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Karen Miller Jackson is a Jewish educator who teaches at Matan HaSharon and consult the Virtual
Jewish Academy. She is a Kolech Board Member.
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