Rav & Shumel

Two Rabbis from about 220 to 250 C.E., Rav and Shmuel, disagreed as to what the Mishnah, part of the Talmud, meant. They lived in Babylonia, not far from what is now the city of Baghdad. Rav earned a living by making beer; he wrote many prayers and built one of the greatest centers for Jewish learning of all time. Shmuel was a wealthy farmer, an astronomer, and a doctor. He also helped create the Jewish calendar.

One of their disagreements was what was meant by the phrase “He begins with disgrace and concludes with praise.”

According to Shmuel, the disgrace was slavery itself. Shmuel thought that the worst thing we suffered was not to be treated like human beings created in the image of God. To be free, we first had to escape from the tyrannical Pharaoh.
Rav thought that the most disgraceful thing for the Jewish people was that our ancestors believed that statues were gods. For Rav, the most important way to be free was to know that statues made out of stone or wood or metal did not control your life. 

In our Haggadah, the Rabbis as they often did decided that both were right and included each. Thus in effect there are two Haggadot in one. Each one starts with four questions followed by an explanation. 

The first is the Ma Nishtana, why is this night different than all other nights. Then Shmuel’s story. The Four Questions refer to elements of the Seder connected with physical enslavement. 

Second comes the questions posed by the four types of children. Then Rav’s story. The Four Children ask questions about why the Passover traditions should be important to us. Rav tells us about our ancestors’ spiritual journey from believing in idols to feeling that they had a relationship with the true God.
