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Chapter XV: Bo (Ex. 10:1–13:16) 
 
Essay 26. Haggadah: Ancestral sin and Divine compassion 

 
“And we cried out to the L-rd, G-d of our patriarchs, and the L-rd heard our voice, and He  

saw our plight, and our misery, and our oppression.” – Deut. 26:7. The Haggadah quotes this verse 
from Deuteronomy, and then quotes five other verses from Exodus to explain it. 

 

אֶת־   'ה  וַיִּשְׁמַע"  .'וְכוּ"  וַיֵּאָנְחוּ"',  וְכוּ  "וַיְהִי בַיָּמִים הָרַבִּים הָהֵם וַיָּמׇת מֶלֶ˂"  כְּמָה שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר ,  "אֱ˄הֵי אֲבֹתֵינוּ   'אֶל־ה  וַנִּצְעַק"

צָרִי˂ לְדַקְדֵּק מַה בָּא הַמַּגִּיד לְהוֹדִיעֵנוּ, וּמַאי קַשְׁיָא .  'וְכוּ  ]זוֹ["  וַיַּרְא אֶת־עׇנְיֵנוּ"  .'וְכוּ  ]"אֱ˄הִים[וַיִּשְׁמַע  "  כְּמָה שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר,  "קֹלֵנוּ
 .שֶׁהֵבִיא כַּמָּה פְּסוּקִים לְתָרֵץ זֶה הַפָּסוּק, "וַנִּצְעַק" לֵיהּ בַּפָּסוּק

 
“And we cried out to the L-rd, G-d of our patriarchs,” as it is said: “It 

came to be, as a long time passed, that the king of Egypt died, and the children 
of Israel groaned under the burden of work, and they cried out, and their plea rose 
to G-d from amid the work.”1 

“And the L-rd heard our voice,” as it is said: “And G-d heard their 
groaning, and G-d remembered His covenant with Abraham, and with Isaac, and 
with Jacob.”2 

“And He saw our plight,” this was abstention from marital relations, as it 
is said: “And G-d saw the children of Israel, and G-d knew.”3 

“And our misery,” these are the sons, as it is said: “Every son that is born 
you shall cast into the river, and the girls let live.”4 

“And our oppression,” this is the pressure, as it is said: “I have seen the 
pressure that Egypt forced upon you.”5  

- Haggadah, Magid, First Fruits Declaration 
Question 1: It’s necessary to check what the narrator of the Haggadah comes to teach us, and 
what difficulty he has with the verse “and we cried out,” for which he brings several verses 
to resolve that verse. 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2026 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https:// zstorah.com  
1 Ex. 2:23. 
2 Ex. 2:24. 
3 Ex. 2:25. 
4 Ex. 1:22. 
5 Ex. 3:9. 
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מַה צּ לֵיהּ  דְּקַשְׁיָא  הָאֱמֶת שֶׁ ",  אֱ˄הֵי אֲבוֹתֵינוּ"  רֶ˂ לוֹמַר כָּאןוֹוְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר  לְפִי  כְּדִכְתִיב    הקב"הדְּאַף  הָאָבוֹת  בִּזְכוּת  הוֹצִיאָם 

יִשְׂרָאֵל לאֹ חָשְׁבוּ עַל זֶה, רַק צָעֲקוּ בִּשְׁבִיל הָעֲבוֹדָה קָשָׁה, ,  "וַיִּזְכֹּר אֱ˄הִים אֶת־בְּרִיתוֹ אֶת־אַבְרָהָם אֶת־יִצְחָק וְאֶת־יַעֲקֹב"
נִרְאֶה שֶׁהוּא   'וְכוּ"  וַיִּזְכֹּר אֱ˄הִים אֶת־בְּרִיתוֹ "  . וְעוֹד דְּמִפְּשָׁטֵיהּ דְּקְרָא'וְכוּ  "וַיֵּאָנְחוּ בְנֵי־יִשְׂרָאֵל מִן־הָעֲבֹדָה וַיִּזְעָקוּ"כְּדִכְתִיב  

עֲקָתָם בְּעַצְמוֹ. וְעוֹד דְּאָמְרִינַן: כָּל הַתּוֹלֶה בִּזְכוּת אֲחֵרִים תּוֹלִין לוֹ בִּזְכוּת עַצְמוֹ. וְאִם יִשְׂרָאֵל תָּלוּ צַ   הקב"הדָּבָר נוֹסָף שֶׁעָשָׂה  
, "וַיִּשְׁמַע אֱ˄הִים אֶת־נַאֲקָתָם"  לוֹמַר אֶלָּאבִּזְכוּת הָאָבוֹת, אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁבְּכָאן לאֹ הָיָה לָהֶם זְכוּת עַצְמָם, עִם כָּל זֶה לאֹ הָיָה לוֹ

 .דְּפְשִׁיטָא הוּא שֶׁעָשָׂה בִּזְכוּת הָאָבוֹת, שֶׁהֲרֵי כָּ˂ הָיְתָה צַעֲקָתָם
 

A partial answer to Question 1 leads to a second question. That is, it may be said that his 
difficulty is:  

Question 2: What need is there in recounting the Exodus in the Book of Deuteronomy to 
say here, “the G-d of our patriarchs”? For even according to the truth, that the Holy One, 
Blessed be He, took them out by the merit of the patriarchs, as it is written, “And G-d 
remembered His covenant with Abraham, with Isaac, and with Jacob,” Israel did not think 
of this. I.e., Exodus says they cried out, but doesn’t say that they cited the merit of the patriarchs. 
Rather, they cried out because of the harsh labor, as it is written, “And the children of Israel 
groaned under the burden of work and cried out,” etc.  

Furthermore, from the plain meaning of the verse “And G-d remembered His 
covenant,” etc., it appears that this was an additional act that the Holy One, Blessed be He, 
did on His own initiative.  

Moreover, we say in tractate Berakhot: “Anyone who bases [his prayer] upon his own 
merit, [when G-d chooses to positively answer his prayer,] it is based upon the merit of others. 
And anyone who [modestly] bases [his prayer] upon the merit of others, [when G-d chooses to 
positively answer his prayer,] it is based upon his own merit.”6 If Israel had attached their cry 
to the merit of the patriarchs, even though here they had no merit of their own, Scripture 
should have said only, “And G-d heard their groaning.” For it would have been obvious that 
He acted by the merit of the patriarchs, since that would have been the nature of their cry. 

That is, the Book of Exodus does not say that the Israelites appealed to G-d based on their 
own merit. In fact, they had little merit, having fallen to the 49th level of impurity.7 It also does 
not say they appealed based on the Patriarchs’ merit. If they had, then by the rule in Berakhot, any 
favorable response would be attributed to their own merit, which they lacked. Instead, they did not 
invoke any merit at all. Their redemption was nevertheless automatically understood to rest on the 
patriarchs’ merit. Since it wasn’t expressly invoked, there is no tension with the teaching from 
Berakhot.  

Answer to Question 2: Thus, the phrase “the G-d of our patriarchs” cannot be understood 
as an explicit appeal to the merit of the patriarchs. Had Israel invoked such merit, the rule stated 
in Berakhot would have required that any favorable response be attributed to Israel’s own merit, 
which they lacked. Scripture therefore avoids framing their cry in terms of merit altogether. 

 
6 Berakhot 10b. 
7 There are 50 levels of holiness and 50 levels of impurity. Zohar Chadash, at the beginning of Yitro, explains 

that Israel had already fallen to the 49th level of impurity in Egypt, and G-d had to rescue us before we fell to the 50th 
level of impurity, from which there is no return. Therefore, He cut short our time in Egypt.  
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שֶׁכַּוָּ  וַדַּאי  בְּאָמְרוֹואֶלָּא  הַכָּתוּב  אֶל־"  נַת  אֲבֹתֵינוּ  'הוַנִּצְעַק  כַּוָּ   "אֱ˄הֵי  אֶלָּא  הָאָבוֹת,  בִּזְכוּת  בְּמַשְׁמַע שֶׁצָּעֲקוּ  אַחֶרֶת  ואֵינוֹ  נָה 

. וְעוֹד קַשְׁיָא לֵיהּ עַל  'וְכוּ  "וַיְהִי בַיָּמִים הָרַבִּים הָהֵם"  נָה זוֹ. וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי הֵבִיא הַפָּסוּקוהָיְתָה לָהֶם, וְצָרִי˂ לְפָרֵשׁ מַה הִיא כַּוָּ 
 . וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי הֵבִיא הַפְּסוּקִים לְתָרֵץ הַכֹּל", וַיַּרְא אֶת־עׇנְיֵנוּ וְאֶת־עֲמָלֵנוּ וְאֶת־לַחֲצֵנוּ" הַפָּסוּק מַהוּ הַכֶּפֶל שֶׁל

 
Rather, it is certain that the intent of the verse in saying “and we cried out to the L-rd, 

the G-d of our patriarchs” does not mean that they cried out by the merit of the patriarchs. 
Rather, they had another intention. 

Question 3: It is necessary to explain what that intention was. This explanation will 
emerge later in this essay, once the historical and moral context of Israel’s suffering in Egypt has 
been fully developed. 

For this reason, as a textual doorway to the answer, he brings the verse “It came to be, 
as a long time passed, that the king of Egypt died, and the children of Israel groaned under the 
burden of work, and they cried out, and their plea rose to G-d from amid the work.” We will arrive 
at the answer later in this essay. 

Question 4: Furthermore, he has difficulty with the verse concerning the repetition: 
“and He  saw our plight, and our misery, and our oppression,” and therefore he brings verses 
to resolve everything. As will become clear, the answer to Question 4 is inseparable from the 
answer to Question 3, and both will be resolved together beginning with the next paragraph, which 
cites the teaching of Megaleh Amukot concerning the four primordial generations. 

 
אֱנוֹשׁ,  ,ה"ה דּוֹרוֹת, שֶׁסִּימָנָם אַמְסֶ וְהַיְינוּ דְּאִיתָא בְּמְגַלֵּה עֲמוּקוֹת, שֶׁיִשְׂרָאֵל בְּמִצְרַיִם הָיָה לָהֶם לְתַקֵּן כְּנֶגֶד מַה שֶׁפָּגְמוּ אַרְבָּעָ 

כׇּל־"  וְלָכֵן סָבְלוּ אַרְבָּעָה עֳנָשִׁים. דְּהַיְינוּ,  "בְלוֹת מִצְרָיִםסִ תַּחַת  מִ תְכֶם  אֶ מּוֹצִיא  הַ "  בוֹתתֵּ רָאשֵׁי  הָ מַבּוּל, סְדוֹם, הַפְּלָגָה. וְזֶהוּ  
מְנִיעַת תַּשְׁמִישׁ, דְּהַיְינוּ פְּרִישׁוּת דֶּרֶ˂    .נוֹס הֵצִיף שְׁלִישׁוֹ שֶׁל עוֹלָםיכְּנֶגֶד דּוֹר אֱנוֹשׁ, שֶׁיָּם אוֹקְיָ ,  "הַבֵּן הַיִּלּוֹד הַיְאֹרָה תַּשְׁלִיכֻהוּ

כְּרָמִים, כְּדְאִיתָא לְמַטַּעַת  נָתָם  ונָתָם לְהוֹלִיד בָּנִים לְקִיּוּם הַמִּין, רַק כַּוָּ ואֶרֶץ, כְּנֶגֶד דּוֹר הַמַּבּוּל שֶׁחָטְאוּ בִּזְנוּת, וְלאֹ הָיְתָה כַּוָּ 
מִצְרָיִם. "בְּמִדְרָשׁ רַבָּה , גַּם כָּאן שָׁקְעוּ יוֹשְׁבֶיהָ גֶד סְדוֹם שֶׁנֶּהֶפְכוּ הֶעָרִים עַל  וּכְנֶ   .כְּנֶגֶד דּוֹר הַפְּלָגָה"  וַיָּפֶץ הָעָם בְּכׇל־אֶרֶץ 

 ל. "בְּנֵיהֶם בַּבִּנְיָן, כְּמוֹ שֶׁאָמְרוּ ז
 

This resolution to Questions 3 and 4, the deeper intention behind Israel’s cry, and the 
meaning of the threefold description of suffering, is what is found in Megaleh Amukot (236:1): 
that Israel in Egypt needed to rectify corresponding to what four generations had corrupted, 
whose mnemonic is AMSeH [אַמְסֶ"ה],8 representing Enosh [ׁאֱ נוֹש], the Flood [מַ בּוּל], Sodom 
 This is also the acronym of “the One who brings you out 9.[הַ פְּלָגָה] the Dispersion ,[סְ דוֹם]
  of Egypt.”10 [סִ בְלוֹת] the burdens [מִ תַּחַת] from under [הַ מּוֹצִיא אֶ תְכֶם]

Therefore they suffered four punishments. Namely: (1) “Every son that is born you 
shall cast into the river,” corresponding to the generation of Enosh, for then the Ocean Sea 
flooded a third of the world. 

 
8 Ps. 6:7, “I am weary with groaning; every night I drench my bed, I melt [אַמְסֶה] [amseh] my couch in tears.” 
9 Rabbi Natan Nota Spira (1585–1633), chief Rabbi of Kraków, Megaleh Amukot (Krakow 1637). 
10 Ex. 6:7. 
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(2) The prevention of marital relations, that is, abstention from normal conjugal life, 
corresponding to the generation of the Flood, who sinned through immorality. Their 
intention was not to beget children for the continuation of the species, rather their intent was 
solely monetary, to plant vineyards, as stated in Midrash Rabbah.11  

(3) “And the people were scattered throughout all the land of Egypt,”12 corresponding 
to the generation of the Dispersion.  

(4) Corresponding to Sodom, whose cities were overturned upon her inhabitants, here 
too their children were sunk into the buildings, as [the rabbis] of blessed memory said.13  

Interim conclusion: All of Israel’s suffering in Egypt up to this point corresponded precisely 
to the rectification of the sins of these four generations. As long as the decrees fit within that 
framework, Israel accepted them without protest. 

 
וֹק, שֶׁהֲרֵי עַד  רוֹת הָיוּ סוֹבְלִים יִשְׂרָאֵל, שֶׁהֲרֵי יוֹדְעִים שֶׁיֵּשׁ לָהֶם לְתַקֵּן קִלְקוּלָם שֶׁל אֵלּוּ, וְאֵין מָקוֹם לָהֶם לִצְעיוּבְכָל אֵלּוּ הַגְּזֵ 

יְלָדִים  מֵאָה וַחֲמִשִּׁים  שֶׁהָיָה שׁוֹחֵט   ,"וַיָּמׇת מֶלֶ˂ מִצְרַיִם"  רָה זוֹ שֶׁליאֲמְנָם כְּשֶׁרָאוּ גְּזֵ   .קּוּן אִי אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁיִּגָּאֲלוּישֶׁלּאֹ נִשְׁלַם הַתִּ 
:  לוֹמַר  'אָז צָעֲקוּ אֶל־ה,  ל, וְזוֹ אֵין לָהּ שַׁיָּיכוּת עִם הַדּוֹרוֹת הָרִאשׁוֹנִים"יְלָדִים בָּעֶרֶב, כְּמוֹ שֶׁאָמְרוּ רַז  וַחֲמִשִּׁיםוּמֵאָה  בַּבֹּקֶר  

כְּלוֹמַר: בָּדַקְנוּ בְּקִלְקוּל אֲבוֹתֵינוּ, דְּהַיְינוּ אַרְבָּעָה דּוֹרוֹת הָרִאשׁוֹנִים, ",  וַנִּצְעַק אֶל־ה' אֱ˄הֵי אֲבֹתֵינוּ, "רָה זוֹימַה שַּׁיָּיכוּת יֵשׁ בַּגְּזֵ 
 .רָה, וְלָמָּה הֵבִיאָהּ עָלֵינוּיוְלאֹ מָצִינוּ רֶמֶז לְזוֹ הַגְּזֵ 

 
In all these decrees, Israel endured, for they knew that they had to repair the 

corruption of those four generations, and there was no place for them to cry out, since until 
the rectification was completed, it was impossible for them to be redeemed. 

However, when they saw this decree of “that the king of Egypt died,” that he was ill 
and based upon guidance from his magicians, he would slaughter one hundred and fifty children 
in the morning and one hundred and fifty children in the evening, and bathe in their blood 
twice a day, as our sages said.14 This murder of children had no connection with the four earlier 
generations, then they cried out to the L-rd, saying: what connection is there in this decree? 
“And we cried out to the L-rd, the G-d of our patriarchs [avoteinu],” that is, we examined 
the corruption of our forebears [avoteinu],15 namely the first four generations, and we found 
no hint of this decree, so why was it brought upon us? 

Israel’s cry was not a plea for merit—neither their own nor that of the patriarchs. Rather, it 
was a protest grounded in moral structure: having examined the sins of the earlier generations, 
they found no justification for this decree. “The G-d of our patriarchs” refers to the G-d who 
governs history through justice across generations, and before whom this decree could not be 
justified. 

 
11 Gen. Rabbah 30:2. 
12 Ex. 5:12. 
13 Ex. Rabbah 2:5: “After they would drown [the Hebrew children] in the river, they would then crush them under 

the construction.” 
14 Ex. Rabbah 1:34. 
15 The Hebrew  אֲבוֹת [avot] can refer either to the patriarchs or to earlier generations generally. The Zera Shimshon 

is deliberately using the same word to make a contrast. The patriarchs are sources of merit, while the forebears are 
sources of inherited corruption. 
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  , שֶׁבַּפָּסוּק זֶה שֶׁל 'וְכוּ  "וַיָּמׇת  וַיְהִי בַיָּמִים הָרַבִּים הָהֵם" כְּמָה שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר, "וַנִּצְעַק אֶל־ה' אֱ˄הֵי אֲבֹתֵינוּ" וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי אָמַר הַמַּגִּיד

 וַיִּשְׁמַע "  שָׁמַע לְקוֹלָם וְהוֹצִיאָם מִמִּצְרַיִם, כְּדִכְתִיבהקב"ה  וְ ".  אֱ˄הֵי אֲבוֹתֵינוּ"  אָנוּ מְבִינִים מַה רָצָה לוֹמַר  "וַיָּמׇת מֶלֶ˂ מִצְרַיִם"
עְבּוּד כְּדֵי לְתַקֵּן  קוֹלֵנוּ דַּוְקָא, שֶׁכֵּיוָן שֶׁרָאָה שֶׁהָיוּ מַצְדִּיקִים עֲלֵיהֶם אֶת הַדִּין, וּבִרְצוֹן נַפְשָׁם הָיוּ סוֹבְלִים הַשִּׁ ",  אֶת־קֹלֵנוּ  'ה

 . קּוּןיר הַתִּ וֹן הָיָה לָהֶם לִגְמיעֲוֹן אֲבוֹתֵיהֶם, נִכְמְרוּ רַחֲמָיו עֲלֵיהֶם, אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁעֲדַיִ 
 

Therefore, the complete answer to Question 1 is as follows: The narrator said, “And we 
cried out to the L-rd, the G-d of our patriarchs,” as it is said: “It came to be, as a long time 
passed, that the king of Egypt died, and the children of Israel groaned under the burden of work, 
and they cried out, and their plea rose to G-d from amid the work.” For from this verse, “that 
the king of Egypt died,” we understand what was meant by “the G-d of our patriarchs.” The 
Holy One, Blessed be He, heard their voice and brought them out of Egypt, as it is written, 
“And the L-rd heard our voice,” our voice specifically. For when He saw that they justified 
upon themselves the Divine judgment, and willingly endured the servitude in order to repair 
the sin of their forebears, His compassion was aroused for them, even though they still had 
to complete the rectification. 

Thus, the multiple verses cited by the narrator are necessary to reveal the full meaning of 
“and we cried out,” which otherwise would remain opaque. 

 
 כְּנֶגֶד",  כׇּל־הַבֵּן הַיִּלּוֹד",  אֵלּוּ הַבָּנִים,  "וְאֶת־עֲמָלֵנוּ".  זוֹ פְּרִישׁוּת דֶּרֶ˂ אֶרֶץ, שֶׁהִיא כְּנֶגֶד דּוֹר הַמַּבּוּל  ",וַיַּרְא אֶת־עׇנְיֵנוּ"וְזֶהוּ  

הָיוּ נְפוּצִים בְּכָל אֶרֶץ מִצְרַיִם וּמַשְׁקִיעִים בְּנֵיהֶם בַּבִּנְיָן, כְּנֶגֶד   הַדְּחַקחֲמַת הַלַּחַץ וְ , שֶׁמֵּ הַדְּחַקזֶה    ",וְאֶת־לַחֲצֵנוּ".  דּוֹר אֱנוֹשׁ
גְּזֵ  הָיוּ  לאֹ  הַשְּׁתַּיִם  שֶׁאֵלּוּ  וּלְפִי  וְהַפְּלָגָה.  מִצְרַיִ יסְדוֹם  שֶׁל  גְּזֵ י רוֹת  שֶׁמֵּחֲמַת  אֶלָּא  הַשְּׁתַּיִם]יהֶ [רֹתֵ י ם,  אֵלּוּ  לְיִשְׂרָאֵל  גָּרְמוּ   , ם 

 .וְהוֹצִיאָם בְּחַסְדּוֹ הַגָּדוֹל, זֶה הַדְּחַקדְּלְפִי הַפְּשָׁט אֵין לוֹ הֲבָנָה מַהוּ , זֶה הַדְּחַקמִשּׁוּם הָכִי מְנָאָן כְּאַחַת וְאָמַר 
  

This is “And He saw our plight,” this was abstention from marital relations, 
corresponding to the generation of the Flood. 

“And our misery,” these are the sons, as it is said: “Every son that is born you shall 
cast into the river, and the girls let live,” corresponding to the generation of Enosh. 

“And our oppression,” this is the pressure, for because of the pressure and the 
oppression they were scattered throughout all the land of Egypt and sank their children into 
the building, corresponding to Sodom and the Dispersion. Since these two were not decrees 
of Egypt in and of themselves, but rather that as a result of their decrees, these two befell 
Israel. Therefore, he counted them together and called it “the oppression,” for according to 
the plain meaning there is no understanding of what this “oppression” is, and He brought 
them out by His great kindness. 

The final resolution of Question 4, is that the three expressions, plight, misery, and 
oppression, correspond to distinct historical corruptions. Their grouping reflects how certain 
decrees arose indirectly from Egyptian oppression rather than as independent punishments. 

 

* * * 


