
Dvar Torah Outline — Shabbat HaGadol:
Maror, “Vayemareru Es Chayeihem,” and
the Bitterness That Produces Torah Life

Abstract

This dvar Torah reframes maror not only as a symbol of Egyptian suffering, but as a spiritual model for

how Torah—especially Torah SheBe’al Peh—is acquired in our post-sin, “fallen” human condition.

Using a striking Midrash that reads “harsh labor” as the intellectual labor of kushya, kal va’chomer, 

libun halacha, and beraisos, Rav Tzadok explains that “life” itself is Torah, and today that life comes

packaged with bitterness and toil. The mitzvah of eating maror becomes a conscious acceptance of 

amelus baTorah: through darkness, struggle, and self-sacrifice, we access the deeper “etz chayim”

within.

I. Setting: Shabbat HaGadol and preparing for
Pesach

A. The moment

“We are gearing up for the big שבת… פסח��� ��שבת… פ is upon us.”

The topic arises from a haggadah derashah discussion about eating maror.

B. Goal of the dvar Torah

Share an “unbelievable” teaching from Rav Tzadok on maror.

Address a long-standing difficulty: a Midrash that seems far from peshat.

II. The Midrash on “וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיה ��� �� ��שבת… פ� �� �� �� �� �� and why it’s ”וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם�
so difficult

A. The pasuk and its plain meaning (peshat)

�“וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם בַּעֲבֹדָה קָשָׁה בְּחֹמֶר וּבִלְבֵנִים וּבְכָל־עֲבֹדָה בַּשָּׂדֶ �� �� �� � ���� ���� �� ��� �� �� �� �� ��� � ���� �� � �� �� � ���� �� �� � ��� �� ���� �� �� �� �� �� “וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם בַּעֲבֹדָה קָשָׁה בְּחֹמֶר וּבִלְבֵנִים וּבְכָל־עֲבֹדָה בַּשָּׂדֶה”��

(“And they embittered their lives with harsh labor, with mortar and with bricks, and with all labor in
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the field.”)

Peshat frame: harsh slavery, crushing and “meaningless” labor.

B. Chazal’s drash: slavery-language mapped onto Torah learning

�“וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם בַּעֲבֹדָה קָשָׁה בְּחֹמֶר וּבִלְבֵנִים וּבְכָל־עֲבֹדָה בַּשָּׂדֶ �� �� � ���� �� .(raising difficulties in learning) ������ → “וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם בַּעֲבֹדָה קָשָׁה בְּחֹמֶר וּבִלְבֵנִים וּבְכָל־עֲבֹדָה בַּשָּׂדֶה”��

�“וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם בַּעֲבֹדָה קָשָׁה בְּחֹמֶר וּבִלְבֵנִים וּבְכָל־עֲבֹדָה בַּשָּׂדֶ ���� .(a fortiori reasoning) ��� ����� → “וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם בַּעֲבֹדָה קָשָׁה בְּחֹמֶר וּבִלְבֵנִים וּבְכָל־עֲבֹדָה בַּשָּׂדֶה”��

��“וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם בַּעֲבֹדָה קָשָׁה בְּחֹמֶר וּבִלְבֵנִים וּבְכָל־עֲבֹדָה בַּשָּׂדֶ �� �� �� .(clarifying/“whitening” the halacha through analysis) ������ ���� → “וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם בַּעֲבֹדָה קָשָׁה בְּחֹמֶר וּבִלְבֵנִים וּבְכָל־עֲבֹדָה בַּשָּׂדֶה”���

�“וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם בַּעֲבֹדָה קָשָׁה בְּחֹמֶר וּבִלְבֵנִים וּבְכָל־עֲבֹדָה בַּשָּׂדֶ �� �� �� � ���� ���� ��  .(beraisa) �� ������ → “וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם בַּעֲבֹדָה קָשָׁה בְּחֹמֶר וּבִלְבֵנִים וּבְכָל־עֲבֹדָה בַּשָּׂדֶה”���

Beraisa is “outside” (��): likened to ��� (outside the house), in contrast to Mishnah as “inside.”

C. The core question

How can a verse about Egyptian oppression be interpreted as describing Torah SheBe’al Peh—

kushya/terutz, kal va’chomer, beraisos, etc.?

Even sharper: the drash sounds like what we do in Torah learning, not what Egypt “took away.”

III. Rav Tzadok’s bridge: “life” means Torah

A. “שבת… פ��וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיה” as Torah

?”what is “life — ”וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיה ��� �� ��שבת… פ� �� �� �� �� �� “וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם�

Torah is called life: 

�“וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם בַּעֲבֹדָה קָשָׁה בְּחֹמֶר וּבִלְבֵנִים וּבְכָל־עֲבֹדָה בַּשָּׂדֶ �� �� ��� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� �� � “וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם בַּעֲבֹדָה קָשָׁה בְּחֹמֶר וּבִלְבֵנִים וּבְכָל־עֲבֹדָה בַּשָּׂדֶה”�� (“It is a tree of life to those who grasp it.”)

��“וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם בַּעֲבֹדָה קָשָׁה בְּחֹמֶר וּבִלְבֵנִים וּבְכָל־עֲבֹדָה בַּשָּׂדֶ �� �� ���� �� ��� �� �� �� �� �� � �� �� �� � �� “וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם בַּעֲבֹדָה קָשָׁה בְּחֹמֶר וּבִלְבֵנִים וּבְכָל־עֲבֹדָה בַּשָּׂדֶה”�� (“See, I have placed before you today life…”)

Interpreted as Moshe speaking about Torah.

Therefore, “embittering life” = embittering Torah-life.

B. What “embittering Torah” means

Not merely that Torah was made inaccessible.

Rather: the very experience of accessing Torah-life in our reality involves bitterness and

struggle.
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IV. Two states of human existence: Luchos
Rishonos vs. Luchos Shniyos

A. State #1: Luchos Rishonos — clarity and inner purity

At ֶוַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם בַּעֲבֹדָה קָשָׁה בְּחֹמֶר וּבִלְבֵנִים וּבְכָל־עֲבֹדָה בַּשָּׂד“�� ��� �� �� � ��“וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם בַּעֲבֹדָה קָשָׁה בְּחֹמֶר וּבִלְבֵנִים וּבְכָל־עֲבֹדָה בַּשָּׂדֶ and “וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם בַּעֲבֹדָה קָשָׁה בְּחֹמֶר וּבִלְבֵנִים וּבְכָל־עֲבֹדָה בַּשָּׂדֶה”����� �� �� �� �� ��� �� � �� � �� Torah becomes firmly established in the ,“וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם בַּעֲבֹדָה קָשָׁה בְּחֹמֶר וּבִלְבֵנִים וּבְכָל־עֲבֹדָה בַּשָּׂדֶה”�� ���

heart.

The yetzer hara is uprooted; the “poison/impurity” departs (זוהמאוַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם���).

Parallel: Adam HaRishon before the sin—no internalized distortion/kilkul.

Result: a person can “see truth” and understand Torah directly, without the agonizing process.

B. Support from Chazal: minimal Torah would have sufficed

Gemara in Nedarim (as cited): had Israel not sinned, we would have had only: 

Chamishah Chumshei Torah (to know mitzvos),

Sefer Yehoshua (to know how to divide the land),

and nothing more.

No need for a proliferation of wisdom literature and complexity. 

�“וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם בַּעֲבֹדָה קָשָׁה בְּחֹמֶר וּבִלְבֵנִים וּבְכָל־עֲבֹדָה בַּשָּׂדֶ �� �� ��� � �� �� “וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם בַּעֲבֹדָה קָשָׁה בְּחֹמֶר וּבִלְבֵנִים וּבְכָל־עֲבֹדָה בַּשָּׂדֶה”��� �� (“Abundance of wisdom, abundance of anger.”)

Here “anger” is read as the yetzer hara: no yetzer hara → no need for so much intellectual

“increase.”

C. State #2: Luchos Shniyos — brokenness and struggle

Our current condition: post-sin, post-breakage; entangled with yetzer hara.

Parallel: Adam after the sin.

Consequence: Torah truth doesn’t “enter automatically”—it requires work, argument, and effort.

V. Re-reading “וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיה ��� �� ��שבת… פ� �� �� �� �� �� as the experience ”וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם�
of Torah SheBe’al Peh

A. The bitterness is the process

In the fallen state, Torah is acquired through: 

����� (difficulty),

����� �� (derivation),

������ (outside textual traditions),

���� ����� (deep clarification).
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This is the “עבודה קשה�וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם�� �שבת… פסח�” of Torah: not incidental, but the very path to grasping שבת… פ��וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיה.

B. Maror as symbol and as mitzvah

Haggadah framing: 

.(maror because they embittered our lives) ”וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם� עבודה קשה� שבת… פסחוַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶםוַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיה ��? שבת… פסח����וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם �� שבת… פ���וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיה��“

The key move: the “bitter” is not only a memory of oppression; it becomes a model of avodas

Hashem—the way we reach Torah-life now.

VI. The paradox: bitterness becomes part of the
���וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶםתיק

A. The mitzvah of eating bitterness

Maror is not only descriptive (“they embittered us”) but prescriptive: we are commanded to eat it.

Message: within bitterness lies a tikkun—a repaired relationship to life/Torah through effort.

B. “טוב מאודוַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם� ��וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם�” — integrating the harsh into the good

Midrashic lens on creation: 

���“וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם בַּעֲבֹדָה קָשָׁה בְּחֹמֶר וּבִלְבֵנִים וּבְכָל־עֲבֹדָה בַּשָּׂדֶ �� ����� �� �� �� � �� �� � �� ���� ���� �� �� ��� �� � �� �� “וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם בַּעֲבֹדָה קָשָׁה בְּחֹמֶר וּבִלְבֵנִים וּבְכָל־עֲבֹדָה בַּשָּׂדֶה”�� (“Hashem saw all that He made, and behold it

was very good.”)

The “very” (וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם���) includes the difficult, bitter, and challenging elements that ultimately produce

growth and good.

VII. Contemporary manifestation: talmidei
chachamim “eat maror”

A. Poverty and wild plants as a Torah lifestyle image

Gemara imagery (as referenced): שבת… פ���וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיה ������ eat ������ ���� � �����—wild grasses—out of

poverty and focus on Torah.

Those “grasses” are framed as maror: living with bitterness for Torah’s sake.

B. Mesirus nefesh as the essential ingredient

The “maror path” of Torah is: 

dedication,
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hardship,

endurance,

self-sacrifice.

C. The principle: Torah only endures through “death” to comfort

“וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם בַּעֲבֹדָה קָשָׁה בְּחֹמֶר וּבִלְבֵנִים וּבְכָל־עֲבֹדָה בַּשָּׂדֶה”��� ���� ������� ���� ��� �� ����� ���� ����� �� ����“וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם בַּעֲבֹדָה קָשָׁה בְּחֹמֶר וּבִלְבֵנִים וּבְכָל־עֲבֹדָה בַּשָּׂדֶ

(“Torah is only sustained in a person who ‘kills himself’ in the tent of Torah.”)

This is the inner meaning of eating maror with a blessing: sanctifying the toil.

VIII. Darkness and sweat: the human condition
requires toil to reach life

A. Torah through שבת… פוַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶםשבת… פסחחו (darkness)

Today’s learning must pass through: 

darkness,

bitterness,

hardship,

struggle.

The “etz chayim” is accessed through that process.

B. “וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיה שבת… פ� �� � ����� �� �� �� � עבודה קשה� זוהמא� (by the sweat of your brow) ”בְּזֵעַת אַפֶּיךָ תֹּאכַל לֶחֶם�

The Torah-life model parallels the post-sin human condition: achievement comes through exertion.

IX. The surprising gain: more struggle can yield
greater Torah

A. “More wisdom” is needed precisely because there is more
resistance

Returning to: 

�“וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם בַּעֲבֹדָה קָשָׁה בְּחֹמֶר וּבִלְבֵנִים וּבְכָל־עֲבֹדָה בַּשָּׂדֶ �� �� ��� � �� �� “וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם בַּעֲבֹדָה קָשָׁה בְּחֹמֶר וּבִלְבֵנִים וּבְכָל־עֲבֹדָה בַּשָּׂדֶה”��� ��

If there is more yetzer hara/inner conflict, the system demands more wisdom—and that can yield 

more Torah attained.
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B. Example: why halacha follows Bavli over Yerushalmi

Bavli is full of: 

kushyos and terutzim,

complex sugyos,

back-and-forth across places.

 through that complicated process emerges a וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶםוַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם���greater Torah (greater development/

clarification).

X. In Summary

The Midrash reads Egyptian “bitterness” as the intellectual bitterness of Torah SheBe’al Peh:

kushya, kal va’chomer, libun halacha, and beraisos.

Rav Tzadok’s key bridge: “שבת… פ��וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיה” means Torah; therefore “וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיה ��� �� ��שבת… פ� �� �� �� �� �� -can describe how Torah ”וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם�

life is experienced in a fallen world.

There are two modes of existence: Luchos Rishonos clarity (pre-sin) vs. Luchos Shniyos struggle

(post-sin), and we live in the latter.

Maror is a mitzvah because the bitterness itself is part of the tikkun: through amelus baTorah and

mesirus nefesh we reach the “etz chayim.”

The very complexity and hardship (the “Bavli process”) can produce a greater Torah outcome—

bitterness that ultimately becomes “טוב מאודוַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם� ��וַיְמָרְרוּ אֶת־חַיֵּיהֶם�.”
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