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1. Shabbat Shalom 

  

2. With Purim behind us and this being Parshat Parah, we begin to prepare for 

Pesach. Parshat Parah is about ritual purity. Everyone who sits down for a 

Seder must be ritually pure, that is a requirement of the Torah. Those who 

were not ritually pure for reasons beyond their control actually got a 

second chance to have a Seder on Pesach Sheni, the Second Pesach that 

comes a month later.  

 

3. Since the destruction of the Temple of Jerusalem 2000 years ago, we no 

longer track ritual purity. The assumption is that everyone is in a state of 

ritual impurity and there is no way to change that. Without the alter in the 

Temple, we can’t sacrifice a red cow so we can’t overcome the impurity. 

Therefore it is no longer an issue of who is ritually pure or not.  

 

4. But as we prepare for our Sedarim, there are some things that we can do to 

make Seder meaningful. They say that a Passover Seder and Fasting on Yom 



Kippur are the two most observed Mitzvot by the Jews of America. There 

are people who dread leading a Seder. They don’t feel as if their leadership 

measures up to the Seder led by a Grandfather or Great-grandfather in 

years gone by. But there is no need for fear or insecurity. All it takes is a 

little planning. 

 

5. First of all, a Seder is not a child oriented event. There is a difference 

between being child oriented and being child friendly. I have seen families 

purchase toys to explain the Seder or the plagues. They sing songs that are 

child friendly and try and get their children to take on parts of the Haggada 

other than the four questions. It is interesting that the other parts that are 

children designed for children are usually skipped. The songs at the end of 

the Seder are designed to keep children engaged until the end of the 

service. In all too many Sedarim, the Seder is over when the meal is over. 

 

6. The purpose of the Seder is simple; it is to re-enact the Exodus from Egypt. 

It is not enough to read about the Exodus, we have to become a part of it. 

We do this with the many rituals of the Seder. Salt water represents the 

tears shed when we were slaves. Matza begins as the bread of affliction, 

the bread our ancestors ate because they had not time before their labors 



began to wait for the bread to rise. Maror is the bitterness of slavery. 

Haroset represents the mortar used to hold the bricks in place. The shank 

bone represents to paschal lamb first offered the night before God freed us 

from slavery. Matza ends up as the bread of redemption because our 

freedom came so fast there still was not time to let the bread rise. God 

promised us four times that God would free us from slavery and all four 

promises were fulfilled, that is why we have four cups of wine. The whole 

Seder recalls the night and the morning when our slavery ended and we 

became a free nation.  

 

7. This is NOT kid stuff. When a child asks the four questions, we are 

commanded to answer them. But we need to understand the answers 

before we can teach them to our children. The Seder is designed after the 

Roman Symposium, a meal where important ideas and concepts were 

discussed by the participants. The Haggada gives us some ideas about what 

this freedom is all about but it is only a guide. If all we do is just read the 

Haggada from cover to cover, or most of the way through, we have only 

barely fulfilled our obligations for the holiday.  

 



8. We need to ask the people at our Seder adult questions about the Exodus. 

Questions like: What does it mean to be a Slave. Are there slaves today? 

How are we enslaved in our lives? What does it mean to be free? Can we 

remember a time when we suddenly understood what it meant to be free? 

Were we ever in a country where the people were not free? What did that 

feel like? When do we give up our freedoms? Is there a difference between 

personal freedom and national freedom? Is freedom “all or nothing” or can 

we be “partially free”? 

 

9. This is not kid stuff. We read in the news about the NSA spying on 

Americans in the name of National Security. After 9/11 many American 

freedoms were limited, including what you can bring on an airplane and the 

ability to enter certain buildings and events without going through a metal 

detector. How much privacy must we lose before we can say we are no 

longer free? How has the Civil Rights movement made everyone more free, 

both Blacks and Whites? What do we feel about sexual freedom that 

includes abortion rights or Gay rights? Do our laws justly or unjustly limit 

the freedom of women or the LBGT community? Do we believe that there 

are any humans who do not deserve to be free? Do illegal immigrants have 



any civil rights? Should Felons lose their freedoms forever or should they be 

able to earn their freedoms back? 

 

10. This is not kid stuff and these questions can also be a part of a Seder. If we 

are to understand the meaning of Freedom and Slavery, we need to 

understand what these terms mean in our own modern world.  Ask these 

or similar questions as you go around the table and see what your guests 

have to say or your children if they understand the questions. Are we really 

free enough to discuss the hard questions at our Seder Table? 

 

11.  Or, better yet, don’t sit at the table. I have always felt that Seder should 

not be held at the Table. In my home, we start at the table but, after Karpas 

at the beginning of the Seder, we move to the living room, where we can 

be free to discuss whatever questions we have. I have said that it is a form 

of abuse to make people sit at a fully set dining room table and not serve 

food for an hour. Go sit in the living room and come back when it is time to 

eat. 

 

12.  Yes it is important to bring some parts of the Seder down to the level of 

our children. They need to understand in their own way what slavery and 



freedom are all about.  But our children also need to hear grownups talking 

about serious issues. They need to know that not every question has an 

easy answer. Our children need to know that adults have different ideas 

and we can share them with each other. Sometimes we are convinced by 

an argument and we change our point of view, and that is not a bad thing.  

 

13. Our children will, as they grow, come to understand the Seder better by 

seeing us adults making the discussion current and real. Maybe they will 

zone out if they are too young, but even if they are not paying attention to 

what is being said, they are listening and some day they will step up to the 

table with ideas of their own. Or maybe with questions about why you and 

Uncle Eddie don’t agree.  

 

14. There are lots of cute ways to make children feel comfortable and accepted 

at our Seder table. But the Seder itself is not designed to be reduced to a 

children’s story. It is a real fact of life for people who are alive today. It is a 

real issue for people in Syria, Iran, Venezuela and maybe even Russia. Our 

children need to see our Seder as a place where grownups do serious 

religion. Judaism is not just for children.  We have to make our Seder in a 



way that will inspire them to make one of their own when they are ready to 

start a family.  

 

15. This Pesach, between the Four Questions and the four course dinner, ask 

your family and your guests to answer your own four questions, but 

remember, you have to finish the Seder before dawn and you have to be in 

shul by 9:30. 

 

16.  May our Pesach Seder be truly memorable and may the questions we ask 

that night, inspire us to seek answers on all the other nights as we say…. 

Amen and Shabbat Shalom 


