THE FOUR CUPS – FOUR LANGUAGES OF REDEMPTION

One well-known practice at Pesach is drinking four cups of wine at the Pesach Seder. Have you ever thought why exactly we carry out this ritual? Is there a basis for the Four Cups?

 In fact, according to our tradition, this obligation has its roots at the beginning of Chapter 6 of Exodus. There, God reassures Moses that He will redeem the Jewish people, and in doing so uses four different words for the concept of redemption:

            “I shall bring you out from under the burdens of Egypt; and I shall deliver you from your bondage, and I shall redeem you with an outstretched arm and with great punishing judgements; and I shall take you to Me for a people and I shall be for you a God”

In bold are four different representations of God’s redemption, which came to be known as the ‘four languages for redemption’. What is more, the four cups of wine are sourced back to these four expressions. Each cup represents a different term.

Now Pesach is considered the festival dedicated to the concept of freedom, most particularly freedom to worship God. This idea is encapsulated in the Hagada itself, which maps out this journey from slavery to Pharaoh in Egypt to our freedom to be God’s people. In fact according to Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch (1808-1889) each of the different languages of redemption represents another step on the way to true freedom. 

Firstly, God proclaimed that he would ‘bring you out from under the burdens of Egypt’. This is physical redemption, simply a lightening of the load, and a relief from burden. To Hirsch, this is a first and necessary step on the way to true freedom. Once material stresses are lifted from off a person, he/she can then feel freer to consider the spiritual.

Secondly, God would “deliver you from your bondage”. Here Rabbi Hirsch understands ‘bondage’ not to mean physical slavery but rather the mentality of slavery. The next step after a relief from burden was to shake off the damaging philosophy propagated by Pharaonic Egypt that we have no control over our destiny. In Egypt, a caste system was created where everyone had their place and there was next to no social mobility. Here God freed and redeemed us from being enslaved to man and to nature.

Thirdly, God declared, “and I shall redeem you with an outstretched arm”. This according to Hirsch is where “man must become aware of the source of his freedom”. In other words, so far freedom has been negative – from physical burdens, from a slave mentality. Now freedom is something positive, freedom to appreciate God rather freedom from any burden. This difference between positive and negative freedom was discussed by Sir Isaiah Berlin in his ‘Two Concepts of Liberty’ and most recently from a Jewish perspective by Chief Rabbi Jonathan Sacks in his Hagada (Essays, p68). With this third step, God reveals himself as the Creator of our freedom, and paves the way for a specific bond with the Jewish Nation.

Lastly, God explains, “I shall take you to Me for a people”. The previous three representations of redemption could be experienced by all of mankind. This fourth one however, was indicative of the election of the Children of Israel to take the concept of redemption and explain it to the world. For this the Jewish people would need to regulate themselves as a nation according to the word of God. Religion would not just be something of the private domain, remaining with the individual. Rather, it would be interchangeable with the constitution of the nation. Our happiness and satisfaction as a nation will truly come when we live as a nation according to the Torah and its mitzvot.

So the four cups of wine that we drink at the Seder, are stations along the path of freedom and redemption, each one leading us closer to our goal as a people – to be God’s people. 

