
1 
 

Pesach 1- 2016s 
Rabbi Randall J. Konigsburg 
 
 
Hag Sameach and Shabbat Shalom 
 
Who here is hungry for more Matzah? 
 
If Yom Kippur is about fasting and spending the day without food, Pesach is all about getting 
intimate with our food. One of the great issues we face today is to get people to enter a 
relationship with the things that we eat. Where did our French fries come from? Under what 
conditions was the lettuce in our salad picked? Are we eating fair trade chocolate? How do the 
cows and chickens live in the days before we eat them? Should we be eating meat at all? 
Should we care about how our food is processed? Should we care if there are genetically 
modified foods on our table? Many people just want to eat without feeling guilty about what 
they are eating. 
 
We don’t get that approach during the Pesach season. Almost every food found at the Seder 
table is rich with meaning. If we don’t know the meaning, the Haggada is ready to explain it to 
us. We teach our children, from a young age, the meaning behind all the foods on the Seder 
plate and those that are placed on other parts of the table.  The meal we eat as Pesach begins is 
filled with symbolism. 
 
Dr. Joshua Kulp, the Rosh Yeshiva at the Conservative Yeshiva in Jerusalem, points out that the 
ritual stories we tell about our Seder food papers over the real origins of the food.  Only over 
the centuries these foods became ritual objects and then symbols of the Exodus.  
 
Dr. Kulp cites four examples of this transition. The first is the four cups of wine.  The Haggada 
tells us that each of the four cups of wine recalls one of the four verbs used when God promises 
to redeem our people from slavery. God made four promises so we drink from four cups of 
wine. But Dr. Kulp reminds us that the reason anyone drinks wine on a holiday is to, as the bible 
says, “gladden the heart”. Since the Haggadah tells the story of Pesach in four different ways, 
the cups of wine punctuate the different telling of the story. Finally the cups are attached to the 
four verbs and each becomes a ritual of its own.  
 
Dr. Kulp then turns his attention to the Karpas. The Seder meal is designed as a Jewish version 
of an ancient Greek or Roman Symposium. The Symposium was designed to be a meal where 
great matters could be discussed. Lettuce was used during the appetizer portion of the meal. It 
was the scoop used to dip into the dishes and sauces the hosts and hostesses would provide.  
Eventually, lettuce lost out to other green vegetables and it became a symbol of spring, the 
season of our Freedom. As far as we can tell, Karpas did not take on this new symbolism until 
well into late medieval times. 
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Of course we dip the Karpas into salt water. The salt water was just one of many possible 
sauces that lettuce can be dipped into at a Symposium. At our Seder, any child can tell you that 
the reason for salt water is that it symbolizes the tears that our ancestors shed when they were 
slaves in Egypt. According to Dr. Kulp, the first time he found this explanation used was from a 
Jewish source from 1930. 
 
What about the Shank bone? Where does it come from? A meal has to have something 
substantial to eat. Meat would usually be the main course. The Seder was designed in the Torah 
as a sacrificial meal, one in which a lamb would be sacrificed and eaten as a way to show God 
our thanks for saving our people. When the Temple was destroyed and we could no longer 
sacrifice animals, only a bone was left as a symbol of the meal. It was late in the post Talmudic 
age when a wordplay was first discussed identifying the bone with the “outstretched arm of 
God” that saved our ancestors from slavery. 
 
Dr. Kulp reminds us that we can chart almost every food we use to celebrate Pesach from food 
to ritual to symbol. Probably a quick inquiry to Siri can show us the development of other 
Pesach rituals. But Dr. Kulp notices that this process did not end in ancient days. I remember 
reading once about the Jews of Italy, who never served chicken soup for Seder; they always 
served minestrone soup. It was then that I realized that there is much we can learn about Jews 
from other countries by looking at the kinds of foods they serve for Pesach. 
 
But to see the differences between communities of Jews is to only see the food. There is also, 
as Dr. Kulp might say, the ritual and symbolic meaning behind the foods. Think about your 
Seder last night. What food did you serve for dinner; what did you use as an appetizer? Did you 
serve a hard-boiled egg?  Was gefilte fish served? If you had chicken soup, did it have matzah 
balls in it? Were they the kind of matzah balls that float or the hard ones that sink to the 
bottom of the bowl? 
 
None of these foods are required for a Seder by Jewish Law. They may, however be required by 
some of the members of your family. Think about who would be upset if a Seder did not include 
matzah balls? Who would comment if the gefilte fish was missing from the table? And think 
about what might happen if you didn’t serve your mother’s special Haroset recipe? These 
family traditions are already on their way to being established rituals on your Seder table, as 
are the special serving pieces and china sets. It is an important day when someone new takes 
over leading the family Seder, especially if they bring new ideas and new melodies to the 
service. These elements have now entered the realm of ritual.  
 
I also have never forgotten a woman, a colleague of mine, who was preparing for her first Seder 
after her divorce. Her children were grown and she had invited new friends from her new 
congregation to share Seder with her. But when she went to bring down her Passover dishes, 
the ones she had used since the death of her grandmother many years before, the dishes 
themselves called up memories of past Sedarim, of happy Pesach moments she had shared 
over the years. In spite of being in a new home and a new community, she had, in that 
moment, re-entered the space of Pesach in the past. Using those dishes was no longer just a 
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ritual she returned to each year; it was symbolic of her old life even as she entered into a new 
life.  
 
When the Haggadah tells us that we should celebrate our Seder, not in memory of the Exodus 
from Egypt, but to relive it as if we were there, it is telling us that the symbolism of our Seder 
table matters. Many of the foods have acquired their symbolic importance over the centuries. 
But some of the things at our table, these may have importance for our family, an importance 
that is still evolving. As important as any food we might eat, at my Seder table, sat my Mother. 
The living memory of over half a century of family Sedarim, from the days when my 
grandfather, her father led the Seder, through the days when my brothers and sister and I 
joined the table, to the days our spouses and children joined the dinner until today. My mother 
is the living symbol of what Seder has meant in my family for over 90 years.  
 
Dr. Kulp has written “When you sit down for your Seder this year, I challenge you to join this 
Jewish process that has been going for three thousand years. Transform the food you are eating 
into a reminder of one of the central stories in the history of the world.”  To which I would add, 
you can also transform the food and the table into a reminder, not just of Jewish history, but of 
your family history. It is not just about “Why is this night different from all other nights?”  Seder 
is also about “Why is this night so familiar to everyone as well?” 
 
I pray that when you sit down for your second Seder tonight, you will sit down with many warm 
and loving memories as well. Hag Sameach and Shabbat Shalom. 
 


