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Preparing for Pesach 

 

 

1. Shabbat Shalom 

  

2. Last Shabbat, I spoke about the Seder and questions. I noted that 

the questions for the Seder should not be questions either for or 

by children alone. It is important to make a Seder child friendly, 

but it is not a good idea to make it child oriented. We do want our 

children to notice the different meal we are having and to ask 

questions. But we also want the adults at the table to ask 

questions too, grown up questions about slavery and the meaning 

of freedom in our modern world.  

 

3. This week, I participated in an online seminar sponsored by the 

Shalom Hartman Institute in Jerusalem. The teacher noted that 

the Seder today fills Jews with fear and trepidation. We want 

everything to be perfect for our Seder. But there is so much to 



prepare and so much to do to make a Seder perfect that we fear 

that we will do something wrong. Many of us have inherited our 

Seder from beloved grandparents or even great grandparents 

who just can’t lead the Seder anymore. We want to show the 

previous generation that we are able to lead a Seder in the same 

manner as they once led it. We want all the traditional rituals of 

the Seder just the way they have always been done. It is enough 

to make anyone nervous about the service! 

 

4. But the purpose of ritual is not to produce anxiety, it is rather to 

reduce anxiety. The Seder tells us how we should remember that 

day, long ago, when our ancestors were slaves and God freed 

them with great signs and wonders. The Seder is supposed to help 

us tell the story from the many different viewpoints of the Sages. 

Dr. Ron Wolfson notes that there are no less than four different 

ways of telling the Pesach story included in the Haggada. Each has 

a unique lesson for us to contemplate. 



 

5. When Hazzanim get together, they talk about music, and they 

refer to some melodies as “MiSinai Tunes” or tunes that are so 

traditional that we assume they go all the way back to the time 

our people stood at Mt. Sinai and the melody was given to them 

by God. Of course the melody may only be a century or so old, but 

people have been singing it so long it seems like we have always 

sung it that way. God help the poor Cantor who tries to change a 

“MiSinai Tune”. 

 

6. We feel this way about Seder too. We have so many family 

traditions and stories that we fear to change anything lest we do 

something wrong. Or we have never really done very much for 

Seder; just sing a few songs that we have no idea how a “real” 

Seder is supposed to go. We believe that there is only one “right” 

way to do a Seder so we hesitate to change anything.  

 



7. But a Seder is not a fossil; it is not set into stone. Seder is an art 

form, it is meant to inspire us to find our own way and our own 

traditions. Chances are our Grandparents did not do the Seder the 

exact same way their grandparents did it. Modern times require a 

modern Seder. So how can we open up our tradition to make way 

for new ideas and new “traditions”? 

 

8. Let us start with the basics. The Haggada. I won’t embarrass 

anyone by asking how many people here are using the Haggada 

published by Maxwell House Coffee. I am sure there are plenty of 

them still around. I had a member of my congregation once who 

collected the varied covers for that Haggada from over the many 

years it has been printed. It is a great Haggada for only one 

reason, it was free. When you have 20 people for Seder and you 

need a Haggada for everyone, free begins to sound really good. 

 



9. The Maxwell House Haggada is a very Orthodox book that has just 

the bare bones of a Seder. Every word of every prayer is there but 

there are few directions and little space to be creative. For a 21st 

century Seder, it is not a very good Haggada. I do know that 

buying good Haggadot can be a very expensive proposition. But if 

you buy just a few good Haggadot this year, and see how 

everyone fights over who will get to use them, a good Haggada is 

a wise investment.  

 

10. There are several old Haggadot that are still on the market. 

Maybe you are using the old Birenbaum Haggada or the Silverman 

Haggada. They are certainly better than the Maxwell House one; 

they have better translations and are easier to read. But still, I 

demand more from my Haggada than these old ones can deliver. 

You should expect more from your Haggada too.  

 



11. The Haggada that my family uses is called “The Feast of 

Freedom” and it is published by the Rabbinical Assembly. Not only 

does it have a clear text and a good translation, but it also has, in 

the margins, commentary to help understand what is going on. It 

has beautiful artwork in it by the artist Dan Reisinger that alone 

can stimulate discussion. For example, the art that accompanies 

the section on the four children, the wise one, the wicked one, 

the simple one and the one who is too young to ask; the artwork 

indicates that there is a part of all four children in all of us. Can 

we, on the night of Pesach, find all four of the children inside 

ourselves? 

 

12. It also cuts away some of the extra sections of the Seder that 

are often responsible for making the Seder appear to drag on and 

on. The Haggada, like many parts of Judaism has grown 

“organically”. Each generation has added to it something new. 

Over time, the service has become bulky with late additions that 



people have come to consider “MiSinai”. They are not required 

and the editor of Feast of Freedom tries to balance the old and 

new material into one service.  

 

13. The other direction you can go with a Haggada is to have 

several different ones for every member of the family and have 

them compare the service put together by the different editors. If 

you can find one of the now out of print copies of the 

“Polychrome Haggada” you will be able to see at a glance the 

different layers of the Seder as they were put together over the 

past 2000 years. Each word of the Haggada is color coded to the 

period in Jewish History when it was first added to the Seder. 

Some prayers were brought in at one time, others were put 

together over the centuries. If you have any historical questions it 

is a great Haggada to reveal the answers. 

 



14. We are blessed with two Haggadot that were edited and 

supplemented by Noam Zion, a teacher at the Shalom Hartman 

Institute. His first book, co-authored by David Dishon, is called “A 

Different Night”. This Haggada first published in 1997, contains a 

wealth of ideas for leading a Seder, questions to ask participants 

of all ages, alternative customs and historical footnotes. You can 

buy one for every member of the family or just one for the Seder 

leader to use to prepare for the Seder. There is so much here that 

you can use it for years and not repeat the same material.  

 

15. This Haggada was so successful that by 2007, just ten years 

later, Noam Zion and his son Mishael Zion, created a second 

volume called, “A Night to Remember”. This Haggada contains 

even more stories, poetry and artwork as well as photographs, 

and ideas for making a Seder come alive. Both volumes have 

stories for adults and children, items to discuss and reflect upon 

and information about each aspect of the Seder that you will 



never have to worry about being stumped by an unexpected 

question. Just be careful, once you pick these books up, you will 

have a hard time putting them down.  

 

16. Finally, Ron Wolfson, as part of the “Art of Jewish Living” 

series by the Federation of Jewish Men’s Clubs, wrote a book 

about the Passover Seder. This is not a Haggada, is a companion 

to a Haggada. Dr Wolfson explains the hidden structure behind 

the Haggada to help everyone understand what is driving the 

service at every moment. How do the different rituals tie the 

service together? How can someone make the Service more 

interesting? Why does it seem so confusing and how can we make 

the service clearer? What different recipes are there for the 

Seder? Would it surprise you that the Jews of Italy don’t serve 

chicken soup? Would you serve Minestrone soup at your Seder? 

The possibilities are endless. 

 



17. My last word about the Seder is a reminder of last week. 

There is no reason the Seder has to be done at the dining room 

table. Maybe it is time for your own Exodus from the Dining room 

to a more comfortable room; a family room or a living room, 

where people will be free to discuss and learn without having to 

look at an empty dinner plate. When you get to the part where 

you wash your hands a second time, you can return to the table in 

time to have your meal served. Feel free to act out parts of the 

story, dramatize some of the story and tell your own Seder 

stories. 

 

18. A Seder is not to be feared, it is to be enjoyed. It is to retell 

the exciting story of how God saved our people from Slavery, not 

told as history, but as if you are giving a first person report. Inspire 

your children, amaze your friends and surprise yourself with how 

much you have to contribute. Seder is but two weeks away. Now 

is the time to prepare for your best Seder ever. 



 

19. May God inspire you to create new traditions at your Seder 

and may you enjoy some of the old ones as well. Of course if you 

have questions, I am always here to help. 

 

Shabbat Shalom 

 

 


