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Why do we celebrate Passover?


Passover is one of the three (3) major festivals (along with Shavuot and Sukkot) ordained in the Bible.  Like most Jewish holidays its origination and significance are both agricultural and historical in nature.  As an agricultural holiday, it is a celebration of spring and of the beginning of the grain harvest. In this context it is called Chag Hamatzot, Festival of unleavened bread.  As a pastoral and historical holiday it is called Chag Hapesach, festival of the Paschal lamb. Pesach also comes from the verb meaning “to pass over”.  Today, when we celebrate Passover, it commemorates both the advent of spring and the Exodus of the Jewish people from Egypt (when God "passed over" the houses of the children of Israel sparing them the tenth plague which was visited upon the oldest son in each Egyptian family.)

Why do we eat matzo on Passover?


Matzo is eaten to fulfill the biblical commandment which commemorates the hasty departure of the children of Israel from Egypt: “They took up their dough before it had time to leaven” (Exodus 12:34).


Matzo is also our “bread of regret”, or “ I wish I could have had more time” bread; and it is our no-frills bread, our “this is me without pretense bread”, our honesty bread.


Matzo is also referred to in the Hagaddah as lechem oni, or “poor man’s bread” or the “bread of affliction”.  Aside from the usual jokes concerning the effects of matzo on our digestive systems, this reference to matzo makes a direct connection for us between matzo as “the bread of affliction” and Passover as the Feast of Freedom.  The eating of Matzo is intended not only to remind us about the biblical story of how Moses, with God’s help, freed the Jews from slavery in Egypt, but also to provoke thought and discussion about our own freedom and that of our contemporaries around the world today.  The remembering and the retelling of the story and the eating of Matzo should urge us to consider the concept of freedom not only in its physical terms, as freedom from bondage, from slavery, but also in psychological and emotional terms.  How have we enslaved ourselves during the past year?   What values have become our masters and caused us to lose our freedom?  The master which enslaves us could be many things.  It could be our political perspective, a social prejudice or anything which we have internalized which enslaves the body and devastates the heart and the soul, especially something toward which we have become passive or acquiescent.  


The Zohar, the source book of Jewish mysticism, calls matzo machilah de-asvatah, “food for healing”. We eat it for a week to heal our arrogance and restore our perspective.


The story of Passover, and specifically matzo, teaches us that radical change is possible.  Judaism insists that power need not be our ruler; that our reality can be perfected.  In fact, it is our right and our obligation to strive for, to reach for, to begin and continue the process of such a transformation not only for ourselves as a people but for each of us as individuals as well.  This is the lesson of Passover and of matzo.

Why is a tray of symbolic foods placed on the Seder table?  What are the various symbols and what is their meaning?


We use a centrally located Seder plate so that the various symbolic foods can be displayed individually, prominently and referred to during the Seder service.  There are usually six (6) symbolic foods placed on the Seder plate.


The maror, bitter herbs, most often served in the form of horseradish, is about the bitterness of our enslavements.  It serves to remind us of the bitterness of hard labor that our people experienced in Egypt, the Romans who oppressed us, Spain who expelled us and the horror of being a hunted and haunted people in Europe.  Ours is a beleaguered past and we interject these bitter recollections into the joy of our Seder in an attempt to link ethical concerns to memories of suffering.  We must not allow the lessons to fade into forgetfulness.  The Torah commands us to use the torments of our past. “You shall not oppress the stranger, for you know the feelings of the stranger, having yourselves been strangers in the land of Egypt.” (Exodus 23:9)


The karpas, green vegetable, most often served in the form of parsley, is a symbol of spring and of seasonal rebirth.  It reminds us that living things grow and that man and God together can give new life.  It also represents the renewal of our hope for redemption.  We dip the karpas into salt water to remind us of the tears that the Jewish slaves cried and, since salt accompanied the sacrificial offerings during Temple times, it recalls Temple pageantry.  Salt is a symbol of the immutability of the covenant, and of permanence.


Charoset is a mixture of chopped apple, walnuts and cinnamon, moistened by wine.  It is symbolic of the mortar the children of Israel were compelled to make for their Egyptian taskmasters during their enslavement.  Charoset is one of those items which different Jewish traditions and families prepare slightly differently.


The zeroa, shankbone, often appearing in the form of a chicken neck or a roasted meat bone, is symbolic of the paschal lamb offered as the Passover sacrifice in the days of the Temple. Zeroa also means arm and recalls “zeroa netuya”, the outstretched arm” with which God redeemed us.


The baytza, roasted hard boiled egg, has many interpretations.  It is symbolic of the regular festival sacrifice brought in the days when the Temple stood in Jerusalem.  When the second Temple was destroyed by the Romans in 70 CE, sacrifices could no longer be offered.  The egg symbolized this loss and traditionally become one of the foods of mourners.  For some, the egg is also a symbol of fertility and the renewal that spring brings.


Chazeret, often a cucumber, watercress, radish or any other bitter vegetable, carries the same symbolism as the maror. 

Why do some people put an orange on the seder plate? (My suggestion is that you add an orange to the traditional items on the Seder plate.  Then invite someone to ask” one more question”.  You can tell the following story in response.)


In the days long ago when women were just beginning to be rabbis, Susannah Heschel (the daughter of Abraham Joshua Heschel) was traveling in Florida.  One night she spoke at a synagogue about the emerging equality of women in Jewish life…as rabbis, teachers and students of Torah, synagogue presidents and so forth.


After she spoke, a man arose in wrath, red with fury.  “A woman belongs on the bimah” [pulpit], he said, “as much as an orange belongs on the Seder plate.”


Ever since that day, we place an orange on the Seder plate for it belongs there as a symbol that women belong wherever Jews carry on a sacred life.

Why do the children ask four questions at the Seder?


Questioning is a sign of freedom.  Even the simplest question can have many answers seemingly complex and contradictory.  To see everything as right or wrong, good or bad is to be enslaved to simplicity.  Also, to accept the fact that not every question has an answer, that not every problem can be neatly solved, is another stage of liberation.  Our hope is that the Seder experience will challenge us to ask questions.  When we find some answers for ourselves, we find ourselves experiencing and understanding the true meaning of the Exodus.

Why are there four types of children represented as asking different questions in the Hagaddah?


The Torah alludes to four types of children and the Hagaddah teaches us about teaching children.  Each learner is to be treated as an individual.  The Talmud instructs us to teach a child on the level of his or her understanding.

What is the afikomen?


Afikomen is a Greek word meaning “dessert”. About 700 years ago, to make the Seder more interesting for the children, various traditions arose concerning the afikomen. During the early part of the Seder a piece of the middle matzo (which becomes the afikomen) is placed in a napkin and hidden by the leader of the Seder.  In some families the afikomen may be “stolen” and hidden by the children.  Since the Seder cannot be completed until the afikomen is recovered and shared by all present, either the leader of the Seder or the children must search for it. Often a gift of some kind is involved in the ultimate recovery. When the afikomen is found, the leader of the Seder breaks it into small pieces and shares it with everyone at the table, and the Seder continues with the grace after meals.

Did you know that there is a difference of opinion about which foods may be eaten on Passover?


The differences are largely between Ashkenazic and Sephardic traditions.  In the Ashkenazic (east European) community only five grains were considered chametz: wheat, barley, spelt, rye and oats.  Post-talmudic authorities added rice and legumes (beans, peas and the fruit of any plant of the pea family).  In the Sephardic community where rice and legumes are the main articles of food, this later prohibition was not accepted.  Consequently, today Sephardic Jews eat both legumes and rice on Passover while Ashkenazic Jews eat neither.

Why do we drink four cups of wine during the Seder?


Traditionally, at regular Sabbath and festival meals two cups of wine are served.  Since Passover, the Festival of Freedom is so joyous two additional cups are served at the Seder.  One additional explanation offered for the four cups is that each cup represents one of the four different verbs used in describing the drama of redemption from slavery to freedom found in the book of Exodus:



I will bring you out of Egypt;



I will deliver you from bondage;  



I will redeem you with an outstretched arm; 



I will take you to Me for a people

Why is wine spilled from the cup when the ten plagues are recited?


Since a cup overflowing with wine is a symbol of joy, a small amount of wine is traditionally spilled from the cup with the name of each of the ten plagues as an expression of sorrow for the pain suffered by the Egyptians from each plague.

Why do we place a special goblet, a cup of Elijah, on the Seder table?


The name and person of Elijah has become synonymous in Judaism with the Messiah and the Messianic age.  According to tradition, Elijah did not die, but rather ascended to heaven in a chariot.  His return has been anticipated by Jews ever since.  It is believed that Elijah’s return will mark the advent of an age of harmony, peace and understanding among all people.  The cup of wine placed on the Seder table symbolizes that Elijah would be a welcome guest at every Seder.  Again, in order to keep the interest of the children, tradition tells us that, in fact, Elijah does go to each Seder and take a sip of wine from his special goblet.  Near the end of the Seder we open the front door, stand up and sing “Eliyahu Ha’Navi”.  The children are told that if they look closely, they will notice that the wine has gone down ever so slightly.

Some personal thoughts: 

Please consider the following Biblical passage: “I will take you out from under the burdens of Egypt, I shall rescue you from their servitude, I shall redeem you with an outstretched arm and with great judgments. And I will take you to be My People.”

(Exodus 6:6-7)

This Passover, at your family Seder consider discussing this biblical passage with your family.  Even young children can be brought into the discussion if you paraphrase the issues in ways that they can understand.  I suggest the following as some potential guide questions and statements:

· Why in the above verse, does the expression “I will take you out” appear before the expression “I will rescue you from their servitude?” 

· Is freedom a goal unto itself? Or is it a means to an end?

· If it is a means to an end, what is the “end”?  What could the real goal be?

· Freedom can be misused for destructive purposes, such as harming other individuals and society as a whole (what examples can we think of?), but it can also breed that highest of human virtues—a true sense of responsibility. 

· A slave cannot become responsible for his own actions because he has grown accustomed to leading his life according to the orders he receives from his master.   Sometimes we can enslave ourselves by holding steadfastly to a particular point of view, or by “worshipping” blindly such values as accumulation of material objects, or power.  A true sense of freedom, can liberate personal initiative and can lead one to become a truly responsible human being. (Adapted from the Lectures of Rabbi Uziel Milevsky, and from a note from Reb Moshe Waldoks)

Suggestions to help make your Seder fun:

1. Contrary to popular belief, it is not necessary for your seder guests to starve while you try to wend your way through your seder.  Think of how much more satisfying the process would be if you could all relax, discuss, sing, and question!  You can be creative with what kinds of “appetizers” your particular guests would like.  Don’t hesitate to make kid friendly food, too.  Here is an idea for an avocado frog surrounded by baby Moses(s) in baskets:

You will need:

1 large ripe avocado

2 large red radishes

toothpicks

12 small eggs (hard boiled)

1 jar of gefilte fishlets (drained)

1 can of large, pitted, black olives

parsley and other raw veggies

Here is how:

Cut out a “V” shaped slice from the larger end of the avocado to form the frog’s mouth.  Slice a radish stick for the red tongue; cut 2 round, white slices of radish for eyes; put halves of black olives in the middle of the round white radish slice to form “googly eyes”; attach all of that with tooth picks to the avocado base.  

Place the “frog” in the center of a lettuce and parsley filled tray or large dish.  To make the baby Moses(s) cut the hard boiled egg in half the long way, and remove the yoke.  The egg white half becomes the basket, into which you place a gefilte fishlet, as baby Moses.  You can add a dab of horseradish if you like.

Put cut up raw veggies, whatever your family likes, (tomatoes, cukes, carrots, celery, mushrooms, green pepper) all around the frog and the babies in the baskets.  Voila! You have provided fun before the seder for your guests and nourishment for getting through the seder before the meal.  Feel free to add kosher for Passover dips for the veggies.

2. Give each of your guests an individual seder plate in front of himself.

3. If your family is musically inclined, you can take a familiar tune and make up words that will tell the Passover story.  Perform it at your seder.  (Many of such songs can be found on the internet.)  I’ll share a couple with you, as a special Passover gift:

Les Miselijah 

(to the tune of: “Do you hear the people sing?” from Les Miserables)

Do you hear the doorbell ring?


And it’s a little after ten.


It can only be Elijah


Come to take a sip again.


He is feeling pretty fine


But in his head a screw is loose.


So perhaps instead of wine


We should only give him juice.

For the younger crowd:

Don’t sit on the afikomen (to the tune of Glory, Glory Hallelulyah)


Chorus:

Don’t sit on the afikomen


Don’t sit on the afikomen


Don’t sit on the afikomen


Or the meal will last all night.

1. 
My dad at every seder


Breaks a matza piece in two,


And hides the afikomen half,


A game for me and you.


Find it, hold it ransom


For the seder isn’t through


Till the afikomen’s gone.

2. 
One year Daddy hid it


“Neath a pillow on a chair


But just as I raced over, 


My Aunt Sophie sat down there.


She threw herself upon it…


Awful crunching filled the air,


And crumbs flew all around.

3. 
There were matza crumbs all over,

Oh, it was a messy sight.

We swept up all the pieces

Thought it took us half the night.

So if you want your Seder

Ending sooner than dawn’s light

Don’t sit on the afiko-men.

4. It is always great to involve everybody in the Seder.  Don’t hesitate to give your guests assignments.  Any of the above would work, or maybe they or you have your own ideas.  If you do have new ideas, sharing would be great.  We can print more next year!
