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On March 19
th

 MTEI graduates had the chance to study with “one of our own,” Jane 

Shapiro a graduate of MTEI Cohort 2. Being as Pesah is soon upon us we asked Jane to 

choose something relevant to the upcoming holiday. Her focus was on a passage from the 

Haggadah that begins with a quotation from the Bible (Deuteronomy 26:5)—which reads 

in Hebrew: “Arami Oved Avi”-- ִּ יֲאַרמ יִּאֵֹבדִָּאב   

(You’ll see in a moment why I didn’t translate this phrase.) 

 

This section of the Haggadah appears early in the Seder, a little bit after the section on 

“The Four Children” (what in more benighted times we called “The Four Sons”!) The 

biblical passage in Deuteronomy recounts the annual “first fruits ceremony” in which 

farmers would bring their produce to the Temple and each one would have to state a 

declaration out loud, a kind of mini-version of Jewish history—how we were slaves in 

Egypt but God brought us out of Egypt “by a mighty hand and an outstretched arm” so 

that we finally came to live in this land of milk and honey.  

 

When the rabbis created the Seder ritual, they tried to imagine a substitution for the first 

fruits ritual which could no longer be celebrated because the Temple had been destroyed. 

In essence the ceremony got integrated into the Seder so that we read the passage from 

the Torah that the farmers would have declared and then the Seder goes on to break down 

the entire formula into small chunks with midrashic commentary on each chunk. 

 

The biblical passage recounting Jewish history does not begin with the creation of the 

world, nor does it tell of Abraham (that appears elsewhere in the Haggadah), but it starts 

with the phrase “Arami Oved Avi” which in the biblical context means “My father was a 

wandering Aramean.” This is usually understood to refer to Jacob because he spent many 

years living in Aram.  

 

But the Haggadah rereads the verse in classic midrashic fashion. Instead of “oved” 

meaning “wandering” (the New JPS translation has it as “fugitive” because Jacob was on 

the run after tricking his brother Esau out of Isaac’s blessing) it changes the pointing of 

the letters to turn “oved” into “ebaid” (destroy) and reverses the syntax of the verse to 

come out as “An Aramean wanted to destroy (ebaid) my father.” In the Bible the 

character known as the “Aramean” was Jacob’s uncle, the tricky and manipulative Laban. 

And just to be sure that you get the point the Haggadah introduces this section with the 

phrase: “Come and learn what Laban, the Aramean, wanted to do to our father Jacob.” 

 

Jane’s study session characterized the entire history of the Jacob/Laban relationship as a 

play in 4 acts (four being the favorite Pesah number). She traced the ways that Laban 

tried (and succeeded) in taking advantage of Jacob (switching the daughters Rachel and 

Leah on the wedding night; not paying Jacob his proper wages) all the way through to the 

way that Jacob picks up his wives and his goods and escapes. Jane pointed out a number 

of interesting and perhaps unnoticed parallels to the Exodus story in the Jacob/Laban 

history—the importance of dreams, taking us back to Pharaoh and Joseph and how the 



Israelites first found their way down to Egypt, the way that Jacob leaves Laban’s territory 

in the middle of the night, as the Exodus would take place. The crossing water by Jacob 

to encounter Esau, as the Israelites would take the route of water to escape from Egypt 

and a number of other examples as well. 

 

One of the most puzzling aspects of the introduction of Laban into the Seder is the way 

that the Haggadah introduces the passage by saying that Laban was even worse than 

Pharaoh—for Pharaoh only wanted to kill the male children while Laban wanted to 

“uproot them all.” It is a rather astonishing statement since we know that Pharaoh is one 

of the most obviously evil characters in Jewish consciousness. Why would the Haggadah 

make such a statement? This has puzzled commentators down through the ages and most 

of the explanations, particularly ones that try to see a kind of historical polemical reason 

behind the Haggadah’s choice, are not terribly convincing. It seems to me that simplest 

idea makes the most sense: what did Laban want to do—he certainly had no plans to kill 

Jacob (his nephew), Jacob’s wives (Laban’s daughters) or Jacob’s children (Laban’s 

grandchildren). But what he did want was for them not to leave, but to stay with him in 

Haran.  

 

If the Passover ritual is meant to celebrate the ultimate liberation of Israel and the entry 

into the Land, then if Laban had prevented Jacob from leaving, he would indeed have 

destroyed Israel. Jacob and his offspring would have disappeared into the world of Aram 

and the whole drama of Egypt and the Exodus would have be quashed before it ever 

began. That’s just my thought. You might want to ponder this at your Seder this year. 

 

Hag kasher v’sameah. 

 

 


