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Maror in the Haggada 
In the Mishna, Rabban Gamliel distils the Seder: 

 

Anyone who did not say these three matters on Passover has 
not fulfilled his obligation: pesach (paschal lamb), matza, and 
maror (bitter herbs).  

 

And then each item is expounded on. Regarding maror, we are taught: 

 

The reason for bitter herbs is because the Egyptians 
embittered our forefathers’ lives in Egypt, as it is stated: and 
they made their lives bitter with hard work with mortar and 
bricks and every work in the field—all their crushing work that 
they performed.” (Exodus 1:14)1 

 

Maror is a bitter herb that recalls bitter suffering. The Haggada includes this ancient 

explanation of maror but most medieval Bible commentators had a different view.2  

After explaining how to ready the paschal sacrifice, we are told that it must be eaten 

together with matza and maror: 

 

And they shall eat the meat on this night fire-roasted, with 
matza on bitter herbs they shall eat it. (Exodus 12:8) 
 

At this point the people were still slaves to Pharaoh. It was not yet time to remember the 

bitterness of Egypt - they were still living through it. And therefore there must be another 

reason why, at that first Passover, while still in Egypt, maror was on the menu.. 

 

Maror among the Medieval Commentors 
The surest way to uncover a reason for maror is to connect it to the paschal sacrifice 

or matza with which it was consumed. For example, Joseph Ibn Kaspi (1280-1345) claims 

there was no religious reason to eat maror, rather it is a restorative food chosen because it 

offsets the harm that matza causes.3  Hizkuni (1250-1310) thinks that the purpose of the foul 

tasting maror is to desecrate the meat of the paschal sacrifice.4 Ralbag (1288-1344) puts 

forward a similar idea. He argues that the original paschal sacrifice is a ritual to teach Israel 

 
1 Pesahim 10:5 
2 Among them, Rashi (1040-1105) stands alone in connecting maror to the bitterness of Egypt. See his 
comment to Exodus 12:8 
3 Matzref le-Kesef Exodus 12:8 
4 Commentary to Exodus 12:8 
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to not fear Egypt or their gods. The ram was sacred to Egypt. God instructed Israel to take it 

whole and roast it in fire – a sacrilegious act - and this proved how powerless Egypt was.5 

Unlike Hizkuni, Ralbag does not connect maror to the desecration of the paschal 

sacrifice. Instead, he connects it to the requirement to eat the paschal sacrifice in haste: 

 

And thus shall you eat it: your loins girded, your sandals on 
your feet, your staff in your hand, and you shall eat it in haste. 
It is a paschal sacrifice to the LORD. (Exodus 12:11)  
 

To increase the enjoyment of the meat, one usually prepares various time consuming dips. 

By contrast, maror is a quick and easy garnish and together with the flatbread matza 

represents the haste with which Israel left Egypt.6 Compelled by tradition to do so, Ibn Ezra 

(1089-1164) accepts the Haggada’s explanation for maror but he first suggests that bitter 

herbs were (and continue to be) present on an Egyptian table. Including it at the first paschal 

sacrifice reflects this practice.7 

 

Is there a Biblical Commandment to Eat Maror? 

At the Seder we eat maror twice. First we dab it in haroset8 and recite a blessing: You 

are blessed, Lord our God, Sovereign of the universe, Who imbued us with holiness by means of 

His commandments, and commanded the eating of bitter herbs. This suggests that maror is an 

independent commandment that persists in the absence of the paschal sacrifice. And then 

we eat it again, this time in a sandwich, with matza serving as the bread as we recall that 

during the period of the Temple, this sandwich included the roast meat of the paschal 

sacrifice. 

When we turn to those works that enumerate the 613 Biblically ordained 

commandments, we discover a dispute over the status of maror. In his Sefer HaMitzvot, 

Maimonides (1138-1204) does not reckon maror as an independent commandment but as a 

component of the commandment to eat the paschal sacrifice.9  

Since he anticipates that some may question his position: 

 

If anyone objects and asks: Why do you count the eating of 
the paschal sacrifice, the matza and the maror as one 
commandment, and not as three, seeing that to eat matza is 
one commandment, and to eat bitter herbs is one, and to eat 
the meat of the paschal sacrifice is one? 

 
5 Ralbag connects this to the astrological fire sign Aries. For a more historical approach see 
https://www.thetorah.com/article/sacrificing-a-lamb-in-egypt 
6 Ralbag Parashat Bo Shoresh 9, Toelet 3 
7 Ibn Ezra, Short Commentary to Exodus 12:8 
8 A fascinating history of Haroset is Susan Weingarten, Haroset: A Taste of Jewish History (Toby: 2019). 
The author is the aunt of our member Assaf (Ian) Weingarten. 
9 Positive Commandment #56. To be sure, one is still required to eat maror but the obligation is rabbinic. 

https://www.thetorah.com/article/sacrificing-a-lamb-in-egypt
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He goes to some trouble to explain his reasoning (something he rarely does in the description 

of the commandments).10 

To support his position that maror is not an independent Biblical commandment, he 

cites a passage from the Mekhilta that considers which items of the pascal sacrifice are 

essential. Can one still discharge the obligation of the pascal sacrifice when the matza and 

maror, which are eaten with it, are not available? 

 

How can you prove that when they have no matza and maror 
they can still discharge their obligation by just eating the 
paschal sacrifice? Because Scripture says: And they shall eat 
the meat on this night fire-roasted, with matza on bitter herbs 
they shall eat it.  

 
After concluding that in the absence of matza and maror one can still discharge the obligation 
of the pascal sacrifice, the Mekhilta asks whether the reverse is true. In the absence of the 
meat of the pascal sacrifice, does one fulfil the obligation of the pascal sacrifice through 
eating matza and maror? 
 

One might think that just as when they have no matza and 
maror they can discharge their obligation by just eating the 
paschal sacrifice, so also when they have no paschal sacrifice 
they discharge their obligation by just eating matza and 
maror…Against this view Scripture says: “They shall eat it.” 
(Exodus 12:8)11 

 

The it in they shall eat it refers to one thing alone - the meat of the paschal sacrifice. Without 

matza and maror, one can still discharge the Biblical commandment to eat the paschal 

sacrifice. However, without the meat of the paschal sacrifice – through just eating matza and 

maror – one does not discharge this Biblical commandment.  This passage is one way 

Maimonides proves that maror is not an independent Biblical commandment.   

One of the people who challenged Maimonides was R. Daniel ben Saadia Ha-Bavli 

(13th C). In 1213, while living in Damascus, he sent sixty questions to R. Abraham son of 

Maimonides (1186-1237). All his questions focused on Maimonides’ legal writings and 

thirteen of them aimed specifically at his Sefer HaMitzvot.12 In the sixth question he asked R. 

 
10 In his introduction to the Sefer HaMitzvot, Maimonides establishes fourteen principles that guide his count 
of the 613 commandments. 
11 Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael 12:8:3. This early rabbinic work of scriptural exegesis is attributed to the 
school of Rabbi Yishmael. 
12 The background to this exchange can be found in Marc Herman, “Early Evaluation of Maimonides’ 
Enumeration of the Commandments against the Background of the Eastern Maimonidean Controversy” in 
Jeremy P. Brown and Marc Herman (eds), Accounting for the Commandments in Medieval Judaism: 
Studies in Law, Pietism, Philosophy and Kabbalah (Brill: 2021), 83-96. 
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Abraham why his father did not reckon maror as an independent Biblical commandment. R. 

Daniel argued for an equivalency between matza and maror and explained why the 

consumption of matza and maror (along with the paschal sacrifice) should be reckoned as 

three independent Biblical commandments.13  

Maimonides counted eating matza as a Biblical commandment14 and predicted that 

some would challenge his decision to include matza but exclude maror from the list of 613 

commandments. He writes: 

 

It is true that the eating of matza is a Biblical commandment 

in itself, as I shall explain: and so is the eating of the meat of 

the paschal sacrifice a Biblical commandment…But maror is 

incidental…15 

 

Responding to R. Daniel’s question, R. Abraham states that matza is different from 

maror because there is an additional verse that mandates eating matza: 

 

In the first month, on the fourteenth day of the month in the 
evening you shall eat matzot, until the twenty-first day in the 
evening. (Exodus 12:18) 

 

This additional verse concerning matza is unconnected with the pascal sacrifice. Unlike the 

case of matza, there is no additional verse that mandates eating maror outside the context of 

the pascal sacrifice. This is why, explains R. Abraham, his father counted eating matza as an 

independent obligation but did not count eating maror as an independent obligation.  

This argument, loosely based on a passage in Pesachim 120a, is so straightforward 

that it is difficult to understand how R. Daniel overlooked it. Indeed, R. Abraham writes that 

every beginner in the yeshiva will recognize this argument. 

R. Daniel was not the first to think maror is worthy of being counted as an 

independent Biblical obligation. R. Saadia Gaon (892-942), in his own Sefer HaMitzvot, a 

work that enumerates the 613 commandments in poetic form, counted maror as an 

independent Biblical commandment.16 In a magisterial commentary on this work, R. 

Yeruham Fishel Perla (1846-1934) suggests that it was not R. Daniel who overlooked an 

obvious source but R. Abraham who misunderstood R. Daniel’s critique.17  

 
13 The language of the exchange was Judeo-Arabic and this text, along with a Hebrew translation, first 
appeared in 1859. See Ma’aseh Nissim (Paris: Bril, 1867), 65-75. 
14 Maimonides, Sefer HaMitzvot, Positive Commandment #158 
15 Maimonides, Sefer HaMitzvot, Positive Commandment #56 
16 R. Saadia Gaon, Sefer HaMitzvot, Positive Commandment #49 
17 Mr Nissan Perla, currently of Hong Kong, is a close relative of R. Perla and has assisted in reprinting 
his works. 
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What R. Abraham failed to appreciate, explains R. Perla, is that to discount maror from 

the 613 Biblical commandments, Maimonides did not appeal to Biblical verses but to the 

Mekhilta.18 It differentiated between the paschal sacrifice, on the one hand, and matza and 

maror, on the other. In doing so, it placed matza and maror on equal footing - what is true for 

matza is also true for maror. Using the Mekhilta, Maimonides argued that eating maror is 

incidental and not an independent Biblical commandment, but he still counted matza as 

Biblical commandment. R. Daniel’s point, explains R. Perla, is that the Mekhilta views matza 

and maror as having equal standing. To use it to disqualify maror, while still including matza 

in the count of Biblical commandments, is improper.19 

 

A Solution to Suffering 

Of the many reasons offered for maror, the most ancient recalls our suffering in Egypt 

and it is what the Haggada offers. The reason for eating maror has no impact on whether it 

is an independent Biblical commandment (R. Saadia) or incidental to another Biblical 

commandment (Maimonides).  Even so, the fault lines of this dispute are an invitation to 

broaden the discussion.  

According to the Haggada, the maror does not just recall the bitterness of enslaved 

life, rather it remembers that the Egyptians embittered our forefathers’ lives in Egypt. Egypt, 

another nation, enslaved Israel: 

 

And the Egyptians put the Israelites to work at crushing labor, 
and they made their lives bitter with hard work with mortar and 
bricks and every work in the field—all their crushing work that 
they performed. (Exodus 1:13-14) 

 

The suffering – the evil - we endured in Egypt has a human cause. Does this mean that unjust 

suffering is incidental and can be avoided? 

On this topic, R. Saadia and Maimonides offer competing visions. In his philosophical 

works, R. Saadia posits that at times suffering is even visited on those who are wholly 

righteous.20 And when it does, it should be viewed as ‘the anguish of love’ - yisurim shel ahava 

- that God metes out on those he loves.21 This suffering is not a punishment, nor could the 

righteous escape it. God imposes this suffering to increase their eternal reward in the World 

to Come. In this view, suffering cannot be contextualized in our temporal life and without 

 
18 Interestingly, through a careful reading of Exodus 12:8, Ramban (1194-1270) is able to arrive at 
Maimonides’ position that maror is not a Biblical commandment but matza is. The verse states: And they 
shall eat the meat on this night fire-roasted, with matza on bitter herbs they shall eat it. The formulation 
…with matza…on bitter herbs suggests that there is a difference between the two and matza is more 
integral to the pascal sacrifice. 
19 R. Yeruham Fishel Perla, Sefer HaMitzvot, I:430 
20 R. Saadia Gaon, Book of Beliefs and Opinions V:3 
21 Berakhot 5a 
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recourse to the World to Come, it won’t be explained away. This view affirms the existence 

of evil – that is the cause of so much suffering - as an independent and abiding reality. 

In The Guide of the Perplexed, Maimonides takes the view that evil is a non-existence 

and one of the evils are those that men inflict upon on another.22 This does not mean that evil 

does not exist, but rather it is a privation and reflects a lack of something, in this case 

knowledge. Accordingly, ignorance is non-existence and is the true cause of evil.  Thus, evil 

is not an abiding and independent reality that God ordains and therefore the solution to evil 

lies not in the delights of a future existence but in education and knowledge of God.23 

Consider Pharaoh’s evil, after describing why Pharaoh persisted, Maimonides writes 

God did not ordain Pharaoh to harm Israel (Laws of Repentance 6:3) and then explains: 

 

the righteous and the prophets supplicate and pray that the 
Lord may help them to discover the truth. As David said: 
Teach me, O LORD, Your way. (Psalm 86:11) as if he was 
saying: let not my sins withhold the way of truth, by which I 
may know Your way, and the Oneness of Your name. (Laws 
of Repentance 6:4) 
 

Where there is knowledge of God, people are not tempted to inflict suffering on others and 

it dissipates.  To solve the problem of evil, R. Saadia Gaon turns to eternal life but Maimonides 

turns to human beings and places the burden of knowledge on them. 

Education is the theme of Seder night and maybe this was the purpose of Israel’s bitter 

experience in Egypt. At the end of her introduction to Exodus, Nechama Leibowitz contrasts 

Job to Deuteronomy.24 When Job exclaims: 

 

If I spurned the case of my slave or my slavegirl in their brief 

against me, what would I do when God stands up, and when He 

assays it, what would I answer? Why, my Maker made him in the 

belly, and formed him in the selfsame womb. (Job 31:13-15) 

 

He is grounding his ethical sensibility in the idea that human beings are united in and by 

their common Maker. This is why he did not spurn the case of my slave or my slavegirl in their 

breif against me. To Israel, the Torah instructs, repeatedly, you shall remember that you were 

a slave in the land of Egypt (Deuteronomy 5:15). Israel, through suffering in Egypt, eclipses 

 
22 Maimonides, The Guide of the Perplexed III:12 
23 He adds that the majority of cases of evil are those that are inflicted upon any individual among us by his 
own action. Here too, the solution is more knowledge and awareness. See Warren Zev Harvey, Two Jewish 
Approaches to Evil in Jewish History in Steven T. Katz (ed.), The Impact of the Holocaust on Jewish 
Theology (NYU: 2005), 194-201. I thank Prof. Lawrence Kaplan for alerting me to this source. 
24 Nechama Leibowitz, Iyunim Hadashim b’Sefer Shmot,12-13. 
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Job’s theoretical knowledge to draw on a reservoir of bitter experience designed to educate 

the world and rid it of suffering.  


