Pesach and the Stoliner’s Chassidim

In preparation for the holiday of Passover, Pesach, we read this morning parshat ha-chodesh, which discusses the laws of preparing the Paschal lamb offering, the korban pesach.

Why is it called a Pesach?  Pesach literally means to pass over.  On the same night that that the Jews ate this lamb offering, God also struck all first-born Egyptians.  God would go from house to house smiting the first born. When God came to a house with blood on the doorpost, then God knew that this was the home of Jews and so God would skip over the house. Thus the word Pesach means to skip over, or we might say pass over.  Pesach=Passover. 

If the word pesach simply means to skip over then why do we colloquially call our holiday Pesach?  It seems so narrow so limiting.  It refers only to one specific event.  We have a whole holiday, why limit it by defining it to one event.  The word pesach must mean something else, something which carries with it deep significance. 

In order to understand what the word Pesach means, we should look at another passage in the Torah where the word pesach appears.  In Parshat Re-eh (Deuteronomy, 16: 7), we are told, “Shamor et Chodesh Ha-Aviv, ve-Asitah Pesach le-Hashem.”  The Torah commands us here to bring a Pesach offering to God in the springtime.  

What intrigues me here is the paragraph immediately preceding this pasuk.  There the Torah discusses the obligation to sacrifice a first-born animal.  And the Torah says that there are certain defects, which an animal has that prohibit us from sacrificing it.  Says the Torah, “Ve-Khi yehiyeh bo mum piseach o iver kol mum rah lo tizbachenu lashem elokekhah. If the animal will have any blemish whether it be a limp or it be blind, then we may not offer it as a sacrifice.  

The word for limp is piseach.  Peh, samekh, chet.  It is spelled exactly like the word for pesach.  The only reason we know that there is a difference between the two words is because our tradition tells us that the two words are pronounced differently.  To the eye, the two words look exactly the same.

The Torah places these two words write next to each other.  About one, the word piseach—to limp, the Torah says you cannot sacrifice such an animal.  It is prohibited.  About the other, the pesach—the Torah says, you must sacrifice it to God.

What is the relationship between Pesach and Piseach?  Why does the Torah place the two words right next to each other?  Why is one prohibited and one praised?

The French Historian Roland De Vaux explains that there used to be in biblical times a springtime holiday where people would dance around in a circle.  According to De Vaux, Pesach means to jump for joy, and the Jewish holiday of Pesach was somewhat connected to the other ancient holiday.  Strange as it may sound, this historical insight illuminates a beautiful chasidic teaching.

The word Pesach, to pass over, actually derives from the word, piseach, to limp.  But the word can also mean something else.  The Torah says about God: U-Pasach hashem al ha-petach, when God saw the blood on the doorpost, he passed over the opening.  The word pasach can mean pass over, but it can also mean to jump over.  Just as the word Pesach connects to Piseach, to limp, it can also mean to jump, not in pain, but in joy.  When God saw that the Jews had followed His commandment properly, He was so happy that He jumped over the houses in great joy.  So the word Pesach can refer to how God was dancing.  

The action of limping, the skipping, the motion can very easily turn into the motion of jumping for joy.  Of course the two physical actions are opposites.  Yet the two motions are also very similar.

The deeper meaning of the word Pesach now becomes clear.  Pesach means to turn our limping—piseach, into jumps of joy—pesach, to turn our struggles into joyful moments.  This is why the Torah places Pesach next to Piseach, to show us that our goal is to go from limping to jumping.  This is why the offering is called a Pesach for God—the offering is a joyous celebration before God, a celebration of our victory.  And this is why we colloquially call the holiday, Pesach, because we understand that the word Pesach symbolizes the turning of Jewish suffering and limping into a joyous celebration. 

When we read parshat ha-chodesh this morning, we were limping.  Our nation is suffering.  We are losing innocent, pure people every day.  Many of our bravest brothers and sisters in Israel are literally afraid to leave their homes.  Throughout the world, Jews are under attack.  Last Shabbat worshippers leaving a Synagogue were bombed.  And as I told the Captain of our precinct this week: If Jews could be bombed in a Synagogue in Israel, then they could also be bombed in any Synagogue throughout world.  Right now we are limping.

But we’re coming to the holiday of Pesach.  And the word Pesach reminds us that soon our limps will turn into jumps for joy.  Soon our struggles will turn into victories, our cries into laughter.

I want to leave you today with a story of a life told and recorded by Dr. Gershon Kranzler, of blessed memory, whose yahrtzeit we are commemorating today.  

Dr. Kranzler wrote of the Stoliner rebber, a rebbe who lived in Williamsurg across the street from Dr. Kranzler.  His chasidim were not rich and prominent.  They were “a collection of poor, shabby, bearded old men.”  Yet, the rebbi was beloved by all.  He lived a saintly life.  And among other things, Dr. Kranzler tells how in the middle of the night, he would open his window to hear the Stoliner rebbe creating on his fiddle beautiful, spiritual niggunim.  Later on the chassidim would gather at the rebbes’s table and would literally be transformed by the depths of his melodies.

It came time for the rebbe’s funeral.  According to the rebbe’s wishes the ceremony was simple, without any ceremony.  The huge, but shabby, crowd of mourners that followed silently looked utterly defeated.  They trudged along without even the usual wails of the mourners.  They were utterly bereft at their loss.  Suddenly, unexpectedly, the mourners began to hum the rebbe’s favorite niggun.  “The melody filled the air.  A thrill ran through the crowd.  Backs straightened and eyes shone, just as they used to shine at the rebbe’s tisch.  Their steps quickened, until it was almost a dancing rhythm that turned his passing into a reaffirmation of the happiness that he had wrought in life.”  (Williamsburg Memories, 141.)    

Right now we are limping.  But like the Stoliner Chassidim, we too, can and will turn our limping into jumps for joy.

