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[  Foreword

THE PASSOVER SEDER IS PROBABLY THE MOST universally observed 
of all Jewish practices, which has rendered its “script,” the 

Haggadah, a place in virtually every Jewish home. Often, the Seder 
is a deeply moving experience, even—or perhaps, especially—for 
Jews who seem to demonstrate little other affiliation to their faith. The 
informal home setting, the presence of family members spanning 
a number of generations, the sense of tradition and historical 
continuity that the Haggadah evokes, the striking qualities of the 
Passover customs and rituals, and the lively spirit (enhanced, no 
doubt, by four cups of wine), make the Seder an especially positive 
and vibrant experience. To this day I recall nervously reciting the 
Four Questions as a tiny child of two or three at our family Seder, 
the words of my late grandfather reciting the Haggadah still ringing 
in my ears: “In each and every generation a person must see himself 
as if he had personally left Egypt....”1

Like much of Jewish tradition, the Haggadah text dates back to 
antiquity. While minor differences in liturgy have emerged over 
time, our Haggadah is virtually identical to the text used, for ex-
ample, by Maimonides in the 12th century, and the core of the 
Haggadah is to be found in the Mishnah, compiled in the 2nd                        
century CE.2

But the principle of recounting the chronicle of the Egyptian 
Exodus on the first night of Passover is as old as scripture itself. 
“You shall tell it to your son on that day,” states the Torah, “saying, 
‘It is because of this that God did for me when I left Egypt.’”3 The 
Haggadah is simply a Rabbinical formula (the compiler of which is 
unknown), designed to ensure that we carry out that Biblical obli-
gation correctly, by stressing the appropriate themes and relevant 
points. And, as anybody who has attended a Seder will testify, the 

1. Below, p. 141.

2. For the historical development of the Haggadah see Rabbi M. M. Kasher, 
Haggadah Sheleima (Jerusalem 1967), pp. 17–9.

3. Shemos 13:8.
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discussion is never limited to the printed text—“Whoever discusses 
the Exodus from Egypt at length is praiseworthy.”4

Leading a Seder can, at times, be quite a humbling experience. 
Besides the tension generated by the sheer length of the evening’s 
proceedings, and the presence of guests who might be hungry or 
somewhat disgruntled, the greatest challenge of the evening is the 
need to communicate. Not everybody is a naturally gifted storyteller, 
master of ceremonies, or teacher of children, but on this night, the 
head of every Jewish family is forced to take on all of these roles. 
The tools are at our hands: a rich and inspiring Haggadah text, 
the “hands-on” message of the Seder plate, and a host of Pesach 
rituals which arouse curiosity and invite commentary. 

But what am I going to say? is the question on the lips of every 
Seder-leader. How will I capture the attention and the imagination 
of the guests, especially the children?5 What insights hold the key 
to bringing this experience alive, to making it personally relevant?

Faced with the challenge of “performing” for the evening and 
infusing meaning into this ancient story, many people amass 
a considerable collection of Haggados over the years. It is no 
surprise, then, that the Haggadah is the most published work in 
Jewish history.6 

Therefore, no excuse is required to add one further contribution 
to this rich body of literature. I hope that this effort will make a 
meaningful impression on a variety of readers from different 
backgrounds, especially as it contains the thoughts of an especially 

4. P. 53 below.

5. In 1987, the Rebbe suggested that every single child should have his or her 
own illustrated Haggadah, to capture his or her interest as much as possible 
at the Seder (see Hisvaduyos 5747, vol. 2, p. 766).

6. Shmuel Wiener’s Bibliographie der Oster Haggadah 1500–1900 already lists 
some 909 editions. Avraham Yari’s Bibliography of the Passover Haggadah 
(Jerusalem, 1960) refers to 2,717 different versions. T. Wiener cites a further 
330 editions in his appendix to Yari’s work (Studies in Bibliography and Book-

lore,  vol. 7, Cincinnati, 1965). 

The Chabad–Lubavitch Library in New York houses a significant collection 
of some 2,000 editions of the Haggadah published over the last 450 years, 
including Shmuel Wiener’s own collection of some 400 Haggados, acquired 
by the Previous Rebbe in 1894.

The first known print of the Haggadah was in Guadalajara (c. 1482). The 
only extant copy is in the National Library in Jerusalem.
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great luminary whose impact on Jewish thought and communal 
life has been colossal.

The Kol Menachem Series

In 2001, I founded, together with Rabbi Meyer Gutnick, the Kol 
Menachem Foundation, dedicated to organizing the teachings of 
the Lubavitcher Rebbe, Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneersohn,7 
and making them universally accessible and useful.

Our first project was a new edition of the Chumash (Pentateuch), 
with a running commentary anthologized from some eighty classic, 
Rabbinic sources, alongside a digest of the Rebbe’s thoughts, 
entitled Toras Menachem.

The Chumash was warmly received by a broad cross-section of 
the Jewish community worldwide, including some of the leading 
scholars of our day. This was soon followed by a commentary 
on the Haftarah cycle (readings from the Prophets). A number 
of foreign language translations of the Chumash have since been 
initiated, of which the Hebrew and Spanish editions have now been 
published, in part.

Last year we published the first volume in a new series on the 
teachings of Maimonides (Rambam), aimed at introducing the reader 
to the Thirteen Principles of Faith in an intellectually stimulating 
and engaging fashion (an area which had received surprisingly little 
attention, even with the exponential growth of Jewish publishing in 
recent years). Again, this was very well received, encouraging us 
to expand our activities to further projects.

The Lubavitcher Rebbe’s Literary Corpus

In the foreword to the Kol Menachem Chumash, I presented a 
brief review of the vast body of printed teachings of the Rebbe and 
how they came into being. 

For whatever the reason may be, the Rebbe’s immense religious 
and social contribution to Jewish communities worldwide has, in the 
public eye at least, eclipsed his intellectual and scholarly achieve-

7. For biographical notes on the Rebbe’s life see Aryeh Solomon, The Educational 

Teachings of Rabbi Menachem M. Schneersohn (New Jersey: Jason Aronson 
2000), pp. 307-40.
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ments.8 People know the Rebbe as a great leader who inspired a 
generation of young men and women to selflessly dedicate their 
lives to Jewish communal work. His embracing, non-judgmental 
approach has been emulated by virtually every segment of Jewry, 
and he has thus been rightly proclaimed as “the man who turned 
Judaism outwards.”9 But, sadly, the same recognition could not be 
yet said for his scholarly achievements.

This is staggering when one considers that the Rebbe is, to my 
knowledge at least, one of the most published Rabbinic thinkers in 
history, with over two-hundred volumes of his writings, discourses, 
and correspondence in print.10 The Rebbe’s close aides relate that 
even while leading the Chabad movement, he spent the majority 
of his time isolated, in private study. He took virtually no phone 
calls, and private meetings with his followers, communal activists, 

8. Thus while a fair amount has been written about the Rebbe himself and the 
Chabad movement, little attention has been given to evaluating his contribu-
tion to Torah thought. The only full-length studies are Solomon, Educational 

Teachings, and Rabbi Faitel Levin, Heaven on Earth: Reflections on the Theol-

ogy of Rabbi Menachem M. Schneersohn (Kehos Publication Society, 2002), 
and both works are confined to one aspect of the Rebbe’s thought. Brief but 
valuable insights can be gleaned from Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Torah Studies 
(Kehos, revised edition 1996), pp. viii-ix; Rabbi Alter B. Metzger, Chasidic 

Perspectives, A Festival Anthology (Kehos, 2002), p. vii;  and Rabbi Yanki 
Tauber, The Inside Story (Va’ad Hanachos ha-Temimim, 1997), pp. xiv-xix. 

In Hebrew: For a general overview see Rabbi Ch. Y. Eisenbach, Raban Shel 

Yisrael (Merkaz Chabad-Lubavitch, Tel-Aviv, 1988). A number of studies 
focus on specific contributions of the Rebbe’s scholarship:  Rabbi Tuvia Bloy, 
Klalei Rashi (Kehos, 2nd ed. 1991); Rabbi Mordechai Menasheh Laufer, 
Klalei Rambam (Kehos, 1991); Rabbi Yehoshua Newhouser, Ha-Tzafnas 

Pane’ach be-Mishnas ha-Rebbi (Va’ad le-Hafatzas Sichos, 2002). A number 
of articles on specific contributions are found in Sefer ha-Yovel Karnos Tzadik 
(Kehos 1992), p. 641ff; and see also Rabbi Yehoshua Gross, Ha-Rambam 

le-ohr Toras Kevod Kedushas Admur Shlita, in Kovetz Hadras Melech, vol. 3 
(Kolel Avreichim Chabad, 1985). Some articles in the biographical anthology 
Raban Shel Yisrael (Sifriyas Kfar Chabad, 2005) also touch on the Rebbe’s 
scholarship.

The first significant attention to the Rebbe’s thought from the academic 
community was a convention in New York University in 2005, entitled 
Reaching for the Infinite, the Lubavitcher Rebbe—life, teachings and impact.

9. A phrase coined by Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Chief Rabbi of the United Hebrew 
Congregations of the Commonwealth.

10. No complete Bibliography has yet been compiled. For a partial list see 
Solomon, Educational Teachings p. 451ff.
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or those seeking his counsel were scheduled for the late hours of 
the night. 

The Rebbe’s towering scholarly achievement was a weekly essay, 
which appeared regularly from 1969-1992,11 each complete with 
as many as a hundred annotations and cross-references to the 
complete gamut of Rabbinic writings (now published in the thirty-
nine volumes of Likutei Sichos12). His style is an unusual combi-
nation of penetrating analysis, lateral thinking, an acute attention 
to detail, alongside a tendency to gravitate towards theological 
and mystical themes. On studying these discourses in the original 
Yiddish or Hebrew, one is immediately taken aback by their sheer 
intellectual brilliance. 

The Jewish people have, of course, been blessed with many 
great minds and incisive thinkers over the centuries, but it always 
struck me that there is something very unique about the Rebbe’s 
intellectual path. At the risk of oversimplification I would say that it 
represents a convergence of two very different talents which, due 
to their conflicting nature, rarely coincide in one individual. 

On the one hand, the Rebbe excelled in what we would call, in 
contemporary parlance, “left-brain” wisdom.13 He possessed a 
careful, sober mind and his arguments were always well-honed 
and eminently reasonable, making it his declared goal to reach an 
absolutely objective perspective. When analyzing a classic com-
mentary on the Chumash or Talmud his first question was always: 
Is this what the text actually says, or is the author “reading in” his 
own ideas, however subtly, into the text? In the spirit of a search 

11. With the exception of 1972 and 1975. Essays also appeared, in a less 
developed form, during the years 1958 and 1963. See Solomon, Educational 

teachings, pp. 24-25. I refer to them here as “essays,” even though their pub-
lished title is “Sichos” (talks), since in the vast majority of cases they repre-
sented an earlier talk that had been totally rewritten, often with much new 
material added by the Rebbe during the editorial process. In some instances, 
only a tiny fraction of the essay had been included in the earlier talk on which 
it was based.

12. Published by Va’ad le-Hafatsas Sichos (Kehos) from 1962 to 2001 (viewable 
online at http://www.otzar770.com/library/).

13. There is remarkable correlation between the contemporary classification of 
right- and left-brain wisdom, to the Kabbalistic concepts of chochmah and 
binah, the intellectual components to be found on the right and left side of the 
sefirotic tree. See below pp. 36–7; p. 122.
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for objective truth, the Rebbe’s own suggestions were often subject 
to self-scrutiny, and he was quick to point out their limitations and 
flaws, sometimes revising them at a later date if he found them, 
on reflection, to be problematic.14 Even more remarkable was his 
attention to detail. He would scrutinize a comment of Rashi, or a 
passage from the Talmud, down to the finest nuances of language 
and style. This would then be compared with a host of other textual 
variants, or similar source materials. Typically, at the outset of one 
of his essays, as many as fifteen or twenty textual problems may 
have been raised that require closure. While attention to detail is 
common in Rabbinic writings, the extreme to which it was taken in 
Likutei Sichos is extraordinary.15 

The flip side of the Rebbe’s intellectual approach is what you 
might call a “right-brained,” holistic or mystical perception. In 
stark contrast to the detailed and careful logic of a left-brained 
analysis, the mystical talent enables a teacher to penetrate through 
the limitations of logic and worldly phenomena, uncovering deeper 
themes that unify many disparate conceptual or textual elements. 
This is typically an inspirational experience for the student, leading 
him to feel liberated from the confines of conventionality, as he 
is lifted to a more meaningful and true-to-home vantage point. 
Mystical ideas are also self-validating due to the very depth of their 
insight. Unlike conventional reasoning, which must constantly re-
assert its authenticity in the face of never ending criticism and re-
evaluation, mystical insight automatically dispels doubt, as light 
banishes darkness, leaving the student with a clarity of insight 
which has sometimes been compared to intellectual “vision,” 
where ideas are simply “seen” to be correct and true. Much has 
been written about the Jewish mystical tradition, so I will not dwell 
upon it further here.

The Rebbe excelled in both of these areas, demonstrating the 
extreme thoroughness that one would normally associate with an 
academic, and the elevated intuition of a mystic. What seems to 
be unprecedented is not merely the presence of these two talents 

14. See, for example, Sichas Shabbos Parshas Chukas Balak 5746, par. 13.

15. See Likutei Sichos vol. 16, p. 533, where the Rebbe makes some brief notes 
about his attention to textual detail, comparing it with other schools of rabbinic 
analysis.
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simultaneously, but the success in integrating them into a single 
outlook and approach.16

For example, a typical essay will begin with a strictly analytical 
discussion, isolating various problems with a text and highlighting 
the limitations of different solutions which have been proposed. At 
this point the reader’s “left-brain” has already been well exercised, 
and very often strained, by the display of intellectual agility and 
textual mastery. 

When the solutions come, however, they invariably arise from 
the “right-brain.” In the majority of cases, the Rebbe will not jump 
straight into a mystical explanation. The first solution typically 
draws on lomdus, the conceptual approach to Jewish learning.17 
A discussion of the rudimentary underlying principles of the text 
ensues, leading to a clarification of its conceptual underpinning, 
which is then skillfully applied to resolve all the earlier problems. 
I call this “rightbrain” because it is not a single, direct solution per 
se, but a deeper, holistic appreciation of the character of the text, 
an elevated viewpoint from which the earlier disparate points of 
confusion are now reframed into a unified scheme where each de-
tail supports the general thesis. 

This now provides the author with an ideal platform to launch 
into a mystical commentary. The conceptual approach, while not 
actually a form of mysticism, nevertheless shares the same quali-
ties of a profound, far-reaching insight, and the ability to perceive 
things holistically. So after the lomdus has liberated the seemingly 
contradictory elements of the text from their prior atomistic state, 
harmonizing them into a single, cohesive system, mystical insight 
then takes this same process a stage further, raising the perception 
to a more spiritual, intuitive or even suprarational, viewpoint. 

But, most remarkably—and this is the point I have been trying to 
bring out from the very start—our final, elevated point of reference 
does not eclipse the mosaic of details with which we grappled at 
the outset. On the contrary, now we see how a deeper, conceptual 
or mystical truth is accurately reflected in every detail. The text 
thus comes “alive,” as all its disparate elements, which earlier were 

16. See conversation between the Rebbe and Rabbi Moshe Grossberg in 
Ha-Melech bi-Mesibo, vol. 2, p. 259.

17. See Yosef Blau ed., The Conceptual Approach to Jewish Learning, (New 
Jersey: Yeshiva University Press, 2006)
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sources of confusion, now “shine” as expressions of our freshly 
discovered thematic focus. 

So, as an “academic-mystic,” for want of a better term, the 
Rebbe managed to bring some of the electricity, inspiration and 
inner unity of a Torah text to be felt palpably in the dryest and 
most technical of details. The result is twofold. On the one hand, it 
enhances the reader’s appreciation of the text itself, whose sanctity 
and precision have now been underscored through highlighting a 
number of previously imperceptible “soul” qualities. And, on the 
other hand, Jewish mystical teachings, which often suffer from being 
elusive and vague, have been rendered much more accessible, as 
our detailed observations of the text now act as tangible “handles” 
through which rational beings such as ourselves can “grasp” the 
mystical truths that lurk beneath them.

With all this in mind, one can imagine the difficult task which we 
face when attempting to communicate the Rebbe’s Torah in its full, 
original glory. The convergence of technical, scholarly and mysti-
cal discourse in just a few pages, with the complicated symbiosis 
that exists between these different schools of thought, makes an 
accurate rendition or simplification of this material virtually im-
possible. Even when reading the original, a legally attuned reader 
might be confused by the mystical passages, and another reader 
might lack the ability to plow through the complex analysis. Add to 
that the sheer volume of the material, and we are left with a corpus 
which for many, both quantitatively and qualitatively, verges on the 
impenetrable.

It has therefore been most welcoming that the Rabbinic, scholarly 
community has acclaimed the Kol Menachem series as capturing 
at least a tiny glimpse of the profundity of the Rebbe’s Torah. But, 
in light of the above, I cannot stress enough that the reader is highly 
encouraged to tackle this material in its original form. 

The Sources Available to Us

I will not repeat here what was stated in the foreword to the Kol 
Menachem Chumash concerning the delivery and publication of 
the Rebbe’s Torah, but a few words are in order concerning some 
sources which are particularly relevant to the Haggadah.
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a.) Likutei Ta’amim u’Minhagim

In 1946, a number of years before he ascended to the leadership 
of the Chabad-Lubavitch movement, the Rebbe published a com-
mentary on the Haggadah entitled Likutei Ta’amim u’Minhagim 
(“an anthology of explanations and customs”).18 Rabbi Immanuel 
Schochet has discerned four general categories of comments that 
were included by the author: i.) Source references for the passages 
and practices mentioned in the Haggadah. ii.) Textual variants of 
the Haggadah with their various implications. iii.) A clarification of 
customs specific to Chabad tradition. iv.) Reasons and explana-
tions for the passages in the Haggadah and for the laws and proce-
dures of the Seder.19

Essentially, Likutei Ta’amim u’Minhagim is an anthology 
of classical writings, ranging from the Talmud to the primary 
(Medieval) and later authorities.20 A number of points, however, 
are noteworthy.

First, in quite a number of instances the author does offer his 
own highly original solutions and explanations. Second, despite the 
apparent straightforward nature of the work, there is much taking 
place “behind the scenes.” In other words, the omissions here are 
just as significant as the comments that are included. Often, there 
will be a number of standard interpretations for a passage, but the 
Rebbe will select just one, presumably because he maintained that 

18. Published by Kehos. (In its early printings the commentary bore a slightly dif-
ferent title, Likutei Minhagim ve-Ta’amim.) This was the first totally original 
work that the Rebbe authored. (Ha-Yom Yom, which appeared in 1942, was an 
anthology of the Previous Rebbe’s teachings.) 

Chasidim have noted an interesting parallel with the first Rebbe of Chabad, 
the Alter Rebbe, whose Laws of Pesach, composed while under the tutelage of 
his master Rabbi Dovber (“the Maggid”) of Mezritch, was the first part of his 
Shulchan Aruch to be published, (a point noted by the Rebbe at the begin-
ning of Likutei Ta’amim u’Minhagim). Likewise, the first work of the Rebbe 
concerned laws and customs of Pesach, and was composed while under the 
tutelage of his Rebbe and teacher, Rabbi Yosef Yitzchak of Lubavitch.

19. Forward to second edition of the English translation of Likutei Ta’amim 

u’Minhagim (Kehos, 1985). See also S. Vitzhandler, Haggadas Raban Shel 

Yisra’el in Ha-Tamim, issues 7-8 (2001).

20. In later editions, additions and emendations were made. In the fourth edition 
(1963), which coincided with the 150th anniversary of the Alter Rebbe’s pass-
ing, the Rebbe added a number of comments and anecdotes, the majority of 
which related to the Alter Rebbe.
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this is the most relevant or satisfying. So what superficially appears 
to be a mere anthology can be seen, on closer examination, to be a 
critical evaluation of all of the Rabbinic literature pertaining to the 
Haggadah. In fact, this “esoteric” dimension of the Haggadah was 
brought to light in subsequent correspondence with Rabbi Shlomo 
Yosef Zevin (1890–1978), editor of the Encylopedia Talmudis, 
in which the Rebbe revealed some of the tremendously complex 
decision making that went into writing some of the passages.21

Many outstanding Torah luminaries were highly impressed with 
Likutei Ta’amim u’Minhagim, such as Rabbi Zevin,22 Rabbi Yitzchak 
Zev Soloveitchik (1886–1959)23 and Rabbi Reuvein Margolies 
(1889–1971).24 Each year, many Chabad scholarly journals offer 
an array of articles by senior scholars and their students, which 

21. See Igros Kodesh vol. 2, p. 241; ibid. p. 260; and also below p. 159. For a 
review of the Rebbe’s general correspondence with Rabbi Zevin see Rabbi 
Shalom Wolpo, Shemen Sason me-Chaveirecha vol. 2 (1998), pp. 68–110.

22. In his Sofrim u’Sefarim (Tel Aviv: Avraham Zioni, 1959), Rabbi Zevin praises 
Likutei Ta’amim u’Minhagim as “a remarkable work, which is quite unique. It 
is suited for Jews of all backgrounds, Chasid and non-Chasid alike. If I was not 
concerned for the aversion of Chasidim to define a Torah text in secular terms, 
I would say that it is a scientific work of the finest caliber.” For the Rebbe’s 
response see Igros Kodesh vol. 18, pp. 487–8.

Rabbi Zevin, who possessed a large personal collection of Haggados, 
once told Rabbi Mordechai Shmuel Ashkenazi, the current Chief Rabbi of 
Kfar Chabad, that “on Seder night I use the Rebbe’s Haggadah” (Sichas ha-

Shavuah (Tze’iray Agudas Chabad, Israel), issue 1005). 

23. Rabbi Solveitchik spoke of the Haggadah highly and used it at his own Seder 
(Wolpo, Shemen Sason, vol. 3 (2003), p. 169).

24. Rabbi Ashkenazi relates that, in his youth, on a visit to the Rambam Library 
in Tel-Aviv, he noticed that Likutei Ta’amim u’Minhagim had been mistakenly 
recorded in the library catalog as a work authored by the third Lubavitcher 
Rebbe, the Tzemach Tzedek (1789–1866, who had the same name as the 
Rebbe). When Rabbi Margolies, the library’s director, was informed of the 
mistake, he remarked, “I was aware that the Rebbe is a great Torah scholar, 
but not to this extent. I was convinced that this was the work of an author from 
previous generations” (Sichas ha-Shavuah ibid.). (Incidentally, the Rebbe 
once remarked: “I am named after the Tzemach Tzedek, and so I try to emu-
late him”—Ha-Melech bi-Mesibo, vol. 2, p. 259). For the Rebbe’s relationship 
with Rabbi Margolies, see Wolpo, Shemen Sason, vol. 3, pp. 74-80.

For more on the Rebbe’s Haggadah see review of Meir Madan in Machanayim 
(1957, issue 32, cited (in part) in Sichas ha-Shavuah, issue 537).  
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attempt to decipher the underlying thought processes behind many 
of the Rebbe’s comments.25

Another important point is that Likutei Ta’amim u’Minhagim 
pioneered a new genre of Haggadah which focused on the 
objective, scholarly analysis of Jewish law and custom, in contrast 
to the more subjective, personal insights which dominated most 
Haggados prior to this date. This precedent appears to have 
inspired later scholarly Haggados, such as Iyunei ha-Hagadah26 
and the encyclopedic Seder ha-Aruch.27 In fact, even the original 
Artscroll Haggadah28 was significantly influenced by Likutei 
Ta’amim u’Minhagim.

With the above in mind, I hardly need to emphasize that the 
current work is in no way intended to replace Likutei Ta’amim 
u’Minhagim, which stands as the standard, authoritative Chabad 
Haggadah.

b.) Biurim

As years passed by, passages from Likutei Sichos which discuss 
the Haggadah were appended to Likutei Ta’amim u’Minhagim, 
which was renamed Likutei Ta’amim u’Minhagim u’Biurim (“an 
anthology of reasons, customs and explanations”). Reprinted a 
number of times, with an increasing number of pages, the com-
plete version was printed by Kehos in 1995 in two volumes (1076 
pages). In addition to commentaries on the Haggadah, the work 
also contains a considerable section addressed to an analysis of 
various Passover laws.

c.) Communal Letters

Throughout the entire period of his leadership, the Rebbe 
composed communal letters in connection with special dates during 
the year, including the festival of Pesach, addressed to the global 
Jewish community (“to the sons and daughters of Israel, wherever 
they may be found”). Written in a pastoral tone, and drawing richly 
on Jewish sources, these letters offer a frank and upbeat message, 

25. See, for example, Kovetz Ha’aros u’Biurim Oholei Torah (archives to be found 
at http://www.haoros.com).

26. Rabbi Chaim Banish, Jerusalem 1988.

27. Rabbi Moshe Weingarten, 3 vols, Jerusalem 1991–3.

28. Rabbi Joseph Elias, 1977.
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charged with Chasidic optimism, but never shying away from real 
issues and problems. All the letters have been published (in Hebrew 
translation from the Yiddish original, with an introduction) in Igros 
Melech (Kehos 1992), in two volumes.29 The letters pertaining 
to Pesach are also to be found in Likutei Ta’amim u’Minhagim 
u’Biurim.

d.) Oral Commentaries on the Haggadah

During the Rebbe’s own Seder, he did not interrupt the proceed-
ings to add any of his own commentary. Instead, for many years 
(1951–1970), he called a public farbrengen (gathering) on the 
second night of Pesach at around 1:30 AM, after most of the com-
munity had completed their own Sedarim, at which time he deliv-
ered his commentaries to the Haggadah.30 This arrangement had 
the advantage of enabling an entire community of his disciples 
to be present, which clearly would not have been possible if the 
commentaries had been offered privately. From 1957 onwards, the 
crowd was also privileged to hear a ma’amar (Chasidic discourse) 
relating to Pesach.

Generally speaking, the Rebbe would finish speaking at around 
4:00 AM, and the Chasidim would escort him home, singing a fes-
tive Chasidic melody such as Mimitzrayim Ge’altanu,31 or Al Achas 
Kama ve-Chama.32

While a number of insights from these farbrengens were included 
in Likutei Sichos (and later in Likutei Ta’amim u’Minhagim 
u’Biurim), the majority were not. They were later published in 
Sichos Kodesh and (in part) in Toras Menachem, Hisvaduyos,33 from 

29. A partial collection of the letters pertaining to the first half of the Jewish year 
(Tishrei–Adar) from 1949-1978, in English translation, is found in Letters by 

the Lubavitcher Rebbe  (Va’ad le-Hafatsas Sichos 1979).

30. For more details about these farbrengens, see overview of Rabbi Michoel 
Seligson in Hiskashrus issue 506.

31. Below, p. 214.

32. P. 130.

33. An ongoing project of Va’ad Hanachos Lahak to render all of the Rebbe’s talks 
which do not appear in Likutei Sichos into Hebrew, with extensive annota-
tions and cross-references. To date, thirty-four volumes have been published 
(1992–2006), covering the Rebbe’s talks from 1950-1962 (viewable online at 
http://www.livingwiththerebbe.com).

During the years 1981–1992 Va’ad Hanachos Lahak published a Hebrew 
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students’ notes. (See our foreword to Chumash Kol Menachem for 
the important distinction between publications edited by the Rebbe 
and those that were not.)

e.) The Rebbe’s hanhagos

While his mother-in-law, Rebbetzin Nechamah Dina Schneersohn, 
was still alive (until 1970), the Rebbe conducted all the festival 
meals (including the Seder) in her apartment, in the presence of a 
number of guests. On Pesach night, Chasidim were able to enter 
after they had completed their own Seder at home.

On these occasions, it was possible to observe the precise detail 
with which the Rebbe himself observed the laws and customs of 
the Seder. These “hanhagos” were later collected and published in 
Otzar Minhagei Chabad,34 along with all other extant source mate-
rials relating to Chabad festival custom. Below we will discuss the 
significance of the hanhagos.

f.) Informal Discussions at the Festival meals.

During the above-mentioned Festival meals, informal conver-
sations took place between the Rebbe, his brother-in-law, Rabbi 
Shemaryahu Gurary,35 and the other guests. Many of these dis-
cussions, which contained original Torah insights, were later pub-
lished in Ha-Melech bi-Mesibo.36 Naturally, the discussions at the 
Pesach meals often related to both the festival in general and to 
the Haggadah.

g.) Other Chabad Haggados and Pesach anthologies.

See Bibliography on p. 232.

rendition of each of the Rebbe’s talks, shortly after they were delivered, 
later collected in 43 volumes of Hisvaduyos 5742–5752 (viewable online at 
http:/ www.otzar770.com/library/).

34. Rabbi Yehoshua Mondshine, Kehos 1996.

35. Rabbi Shemaryahu Gurary, also known as the Rashag (1897–1989) was the 
eldest son-in-law of Rabbi Yosef Yitzchak Schneersohn, the sixth Rebbe of 
Chabad. He possessed an extensive knowledge of Chabad Chasidic thought 
and was a devoted follower of the Rebbe until his passing.

36. 2 vols., Kehos 1993.
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The Structure of the Current Work

The Kol Menachem Haggadah is comprised of the following 
elements.

1.) Hebrew text of the Haggadah

We are publishing the Haggadah in two editions, one following 
Nusach ha-Arizal, the liturgical variant of the Haggadah used 
in Chabad communities37; and another edition following the 
Ashkenazic text which is the most commonly used variant among 
English-speaking Jews.

2.) English Translation

A new translation has been prepared, which aims to render the 
meaning of the text with clarity, avoiding the use of archaic or over-
ly formal English, so as to offer an easy read which remains loyal 
to the original text.

37. For a general introduction to Nusach ha-Arizal see Rabbi Nissen Mangel, 
introduction to Siddur Tehillas Hashem with English translation (Kehos). 

The authoritative texts of the Alter Rebbe’s Nusach ha-Arizal are Siddur 

Torah Ohr (Rabbi Avraham David Lavut, 1887; corrected version published 
by the Rebbe in 1941) and Siddur Tehillas Hashem (corrected version pub-
lished by the Rebbe in 1956). See introduction of Rabbi Shalom Dovber Levin 
to Hagahot le-Siddur Rabeinu ha-Zaken (Kehos, 2006), and, at length, Rabbis 
Gedalia Oberlander and Nachum Greenwald (eds.), Ha-Siddur (Heichal 
Menachem, Monsey, 2003).

In 1987, the Rebbe instructed Tze’iray Agudas Chabad (Tzach) of Israel, 
who were in the process of preparing a new edition of the Haggadah (for 
children), to reproduce the liturgical text from the above sources, without 
dividing paragraphs, highlighting words, or adding additional punctuation 
marks (Hiskashrus (1998), issue 194). However, in Rabbi Yekusiel Green’s 
Haggadah for Pesach in the Light of Chasidus (see Bibliography), which the 
Rebbe had seen before publication (see letter printed before the preface), 
changes were made to the text in all of these areas. This was also the case 
with Haggadah for Pesach Annotated Edition (Kehos, 2005). 

Thus, while these minor enhancements to the text appear to have become 
accepted, and it is possible that the Rebbe’s instruction to Tzach was specific 
to the occasion, we can glean at the very least from the Rebbe’s instructions 
that the Siddur Torah Ohr and Siddur Tehilas Hashem remain the authorita-
tive sources of the Alter Rebbe’s Nusach ha-Arizal. Consequently, while we 
have followed the precedent of Green and Kehos, the reader should bear in 
mind that what is presented here is in no way intended to be an improved or 
corrected version of the Nusach.
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3.) Directions

The directions in the Ashkenazic edition follow the prevailing 
customs in most communities, though the reader should note that 
a total uniformity of practice does not exist, and what is written 
here is intended as a general guideline.

While Nusach ha-Arizal is not, and was not intended to be, ex-
clusive to the Chabad community, this nevertheless represents its 
current predominant usage. Therefore, the directions printed in the 
Nusach ha-Arizal edition follow contemporary Chabad practice. 

The precedent for Chabad custom has largely been set down by 
the Alter Rebbe’s Shulchan Aruch and the Rebbe’s codification of 
Chabad custom in Likutei Ta’amim u’Minhagim. We have not cited 
sources for the directions, as nothing new is printed here that is not 
to be found in other Haggados or basic Chabad sources.

Minhag Admur

After Likutei Ta’amim u’Minhagim was printed, many additional 
details pertaining to the Seder rituals were observed in the Rebbe’s 
hanhagos (see above). A doubt remains, however, whether these 
were a reflection of the personal spiritual stature of the Rebbe, or 
whether they were a type of worship which Chasidim could sensi-
bly emulate. 

Generally speaking, the Chasidic movement, especially Chabad, 
places much emphasis on adherence to the fine details of Jewish 
custom, and many additional nuances have been introduced into a 
host of Jewish observances.38 Often, these practices are a reflection 
of Kabbalistic teachings. In many cases, the customs were not 
taught or instituted by the leader, but they were observed by his 
disciples who duplicated the practices in their own observance.

At some point during the previous Rebbe’s lifetime, the Rebbe 
became concerned about the need to make a formal record of Cha-
bad custom. Later, he divulged that, in a private conversation with 
his father-in-law (the previous Rebbe), he had bemoaned the fact 
that the leaders of Chabad never committed the unique customs 

38. For a general introduction to Chasidic custom, see Rabbi Dr. Aaron Wertheim, 
Laws and Custom in Hasidism, English translation (New Jersey: Ktav, 1992), 
pp. 94-127. 
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of the movement to paper, since “there are many details that are 
practically relevant and people need to know what to do.” 

Giving his tacit approval to the general idea, the previous Rebbe 
replied, “It’s really unfortunate that this was never done.” 

“After this,” the Rebbe concluded, “whenever I saw my father-in-
law, the Rebbe, follow a particular custom I made a note of it, and 
I understood from him that I should publicize those customs which 
were appropriate for communal observance (hora’ah le-rabim).”39 
As a result, authoritative publications appeared documenting those 
customs of the Previous Rebbe (and his predecessors) “which were 
appropriate for communal observance.”40  

However, in later years, after many additional hanhagos of the 
Rebbe himself had emerged, no further, updated compendium of 
customs was produced—and without such an authoritative doc-
ument, who is to say which hanhagos reflect the Rebbe’s own 
unique, personal standing, and which, if any, are “appropriate for 
communal observance”? The Previous Rebbe once stated that 
such a question could only be clarified by “a person of profound 
inner integrity, who is deeply methodical, possessing a depth and 
breadth of mind.”41 It is therefore not surprising that the Rebbe him-
self discouraged the Chabad community from casually adopting 
his own hanhagos.42

Nevertheless, at the very least, the vast body of hanhagos re-
mains a point of interest and certainly needs to be preserved.43  Fur-
thermore, while the approach of most Chabad Chasidim to adopt-
ing the hanhagos is, quite rightly, conservative, some hanhagos 
have nevertheless entered common practice of many Chasidim. 
This is especially so during Pesach, since a generation of Chasidim 
were privileged to attend the Rebbe’s Seder, personally witness-
ing certain hanhagos to which they were inevitably drawn. As a 

39. Sichah of 7th Adar II 5711 (Toras Menachem, Hisvaduyos 5711, vol. 1, 
p. 277). See also Levin, Hagahos pp. 17–19.

40. Hayom Yom and Sefer ha-Minhagim Chabad (see bibliography).

41. Sichah of Acharon shel Pesach 5700.

42. See, at length, Rabbi Tuvia Bloy, On Customs and their Sources [in Hebrew],  
Pardes Chabad, issue 18 (http://www.daat.ac.il/daat/kitveyet/pardes/tohen.
htm).

43. For a recent, exhaustive compendium of hanhagos, see Y. Granovetter and 
M. Siboni, Ma’aseh Melech (Brooklyn, 2007).
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result, the 1999 edition of Likutei Ta’amim u’Minhagim44 includ-
ed a page by page digest of the Rebbe’s hanhagos alongside the 
Haggadah text.

We have therefore included a number of the hanhagos in the 
current work (marked clearly in each case as “Minhag Admur”), 
but this is with the implicit understanding that no authoritative 
source has confirmed that they are “appropriate for communal 
observance.”

4.) Classic Questions

As in our previous works, a prominent section entitled “Classic 
Questions,” contains the thoughts of over one hundred important 
Jewish thinkers, from Talmudic times up to the twentieth century, 
that address issues of importance pertaining to the Haggadah and 
its observances. In preparing this commentary, we relied heavily, 
though not exclusively, on the sources cited by Likutei Ta’amim 
u’Minhagim. As in previous works, many passages are para-
phrased, rather than translated, though there are numerous excep-
tions to this rule.45

In the Kol Menachem Chumash, virtually every part of the 
Classic Questions was cross-referenced to a discussion in the 
Toras Menachem commentary (see below). In the Haggadah, 
however, the focus is slightly different. Here the intention of the 
Classic Questions is to present the reader with core knowledge 
of the Seder ritual and the Haggadah text, so that he or she will 
be well informed about the details of the evening’s proceedings. 
Consequently, there is less common ground here between the two 
commentaries (Classic Questions and Toras Menachem), though 
in many instances there are cross-references (indicated by bold 
highlights in Toras Menachem).

44. Heichal Menachem (Kehos), Jerusalem.

45. The reader should also bear in mind the following. 

i.) If the citation in Classic Questions has no given source, it is taken from 
the stated author’s commentary on the Haggadah. 

ii.) Sometimes, this may be from a Haggadah that was not composed by the 
author himself, but compiled from his writings. 

iii.) In an instance where the author offers a number of interpretations, we 
may cite only one. 
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5.) Toras Menachem

As the name suggests, this is a digest of the Rebbe’s commentar-
ies on the Haggadah, adapted for the English reader.46 The com-
mentaries have been compiled in a similar fashion to those found 
in the previous volumes in this series, but the reader is asked to 
bear the following points in mind.

i.) Choice of Sources

Any attempt at adapting the works of a great Torah luminary 
must obviously be painstakingly loyal to the original teacher. Thus, 
to a very great extent, the sources which I choose to draw on in all 
my works are a reflection of the Rebbe’s own emphasis in his talks. 
For example, in the Chumash I gave a lot of attention to the Toras 
Menachem commentaries on Rashi, since this had clearly been a 
priority for the Rebbe himself. In fact, our projects in general are 
selected with this point very much in mind. The Principles of Faith 
was chosen because it is a recurring theme in the Rebbe’s talks, 
and the current work was undertaken largely because the Rebbe 
spoke so much about the Haggadah and the themes of exile and 
redemption.47

ii.) Types of Commentary

I would divide the commentaries presented here in Toras 
Menachem into four categories:

a.) Textual–Historical. Insights into the basic meaning of the 
Haggadah text, or the events surrounding the Egyptian exodus.

b.) Jewish Law. An in-depth analysis of the finer points of the 
festival laws and customs.

c.) Personal Growth. Lessons in life, drawn from traditional and 
Chasidic wisdom as it relates to the contemporary Jew.

46. In reference to publishing his own teachings in English translation, the Rebbe 
wrote: “As I have mentioned many a time, what matters is the content and not 
the literal translation. Therefore, you should ensure that the language is clear 
and the style appropriate, for the main objective is that the readers should 
appreciate what is written” (Igros Kodesh vol. 28, p. 267).

47. For the connection between Jewish leadership and the themes of exile and 
redemption, see below p. 57.
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d.) Mystical–Inspirational. Insights which unravel the spiritual dy-
namics of the Haggadah, drawing especially from the wisdom of 
the Kabbalah.

In previous works, different threads in the Toras Menachem 
commentary were delineated visually by the use of highlighted 
frames set off from the main body-text. With the Haggadah, 
however, this has not been possible for typographical reasons. 
(It would have resulted in too many “boxes” on a relatively small 
page.) Therefore, somewhat regrettably, this attractive feature has 
now been lost. To partially compensate, at least, I have included in 
the Table of Contents a brief abstract of each insight to be found in 
Toras Menachem, along with a note as to which of the four above 
categories it seems to belong.

iii.) Method of adaptation

Generally speaking, the Rebbe’s commentaries on the Haggadah 
are esoteric and complex. On the other hand, an English rendition 
such as this is likely to have a broad audience, due to the sheer 
popularity of the Pesach Haggadah.  I also had to bear in mind 
that, while it could be used as a text for study, the main use for this 
book will be at the informal setting of the Seder table. This created 
a considerable challenge of presenting some very hard material in 
a universally accessible form.

The result is that I have tried very hard to communicate the ideas 
here as much as possible, resulting in what one of our reviewers 
referred to as a “folksy” style. It really is a soul-wrenching experi-
ence to focus constantly on loyalty to the original text, on the one 
hand, and the need to relate to the reader, on the other, and I pray 
that there has been at least some degree of success. But if you 
do find some passages challenging at times, please bear in mind 
everything that I have said above. There is only so much one can 
distill the Rebbe’s wisdom without totally losing its richness.

Finally, to the credit of our excellent research department, even 
those readers who are familiar with many of the Rebbe’s insights 
into the Haggadah are likely to find a lot of new material here. 
And while we have only been able to present a tiny fraction of the 
Rebbe’s thoughts on each subject, there is definitely much food for 
thought in the following pages.
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