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Rabbi Billy Dreskin and family
Opening Readings
A First Thought: From Bread of Affliction to Bread of Affection

Our seder includes a strange declaration: “This is the Bread of Affliction that our parents ate in the land of Egypt. Let all who are hungry come and eat.” What kind of generosity is it to invite strangers to eat the bread of affliction?


Primo Levi, survivor of Auschwitz, writes that the hardest time during the Shoah was the ten days between the Nazi departure from the camp and the arrival of the Russian army. The only people left were prisoners. It was bitterly cold, there was no electricity, no heat and no meals. Levi writes:


When a broken window was repaired and a stove began to spread its heat, something seemed to relax in everyone. It was proposed that we each offer a bit of our bread to those who had brought us warmth. Only a day before, this would have been inconceivable. The law of the camp said: “Eat your own bread and, if you can, that of your neighbor.” In that moment, we ceased being prisoners and became free human beings again. One who is willing to divide  his food with a stranger has shown himself capable of fellowship and faith, two ingredients from which hope is born. It was this first act of generosity, of empathy and altruism, that signalled the recovery of our humanity.

That is why we begin the seder by inviting others to join us. When we share our bread, it ceases to be “the bread of affliction” and becomes the bread of freedom, the bread of affection.

— adapted, Rabbi Jonathan Sacks

Primo Levi, from “If This Is A Man”

A First Thought
When my daughter was just shy of her first birthday, we joined a toddler class. Every week, a dozen or so parents and the instructor would quietly observe the children, to learn about raising authentic and competent human beings. One afternoon, a little boy toppled off a slide and began to cry. His startled father hugged the child and said in a comforting tone, “You’re all right.” A moment passed, and then the instructor said, “Children don’t cry when they’re all right.” It seemed harsh at the time. But I soon realized that it wasn’t empathy that was being discouraged; it was telling even a small child what he was supposed to feel.
— Former White House Press Secretary Dee Dee Myers

(for Craig Taubman’s “Jewels of Elul”)


A father reaches out to his child and offers comfort. He is told he’s harmed the little one. Some will agree; others won’t. Like the sun slipping behind a cloud, the truth can hide its face.


As generations come and generations go, each of us strives to make our contribution toward bettering the world. We form opinions, we make choices, we take action. In time, various truths unfold and we discover that sometimes we’ve been right and sometimes we’ve been wrong. Often, truths unfold again, right and wrong exchange places, and (hopefully) we learn new lessons.


We really have no choice but to make our choices. And then we wait, to learn whether they were for good or for naught. A bit of humility is in order. If we must become determiners of destiny, let us at least do so understanding that we may understand far less than we think we do.


Tonight is an evening of learning. Listening to the voices of those who have journeyed before us, may we humbly open our minds and our hearts to their lessons. One generation strives to teach another, but far too often the lesson goes unlearned. May this seder meal satisfy more than our appetites; let it fill us with “authentic and competent” understanding of the challenge to bring — at long last — enduring and all-embracing goodness into our troubled world.

— Rabbi Billy Dreskin

A First Thought
Each cup we raise this night is an act of memory and of reverence. The story we tell, this year as every year, is not yet done. It begins with them, then; it continues with us, now. We remember not out of curiosity or nostalgia, but because it is our turn to add to the story. Our challenge this year, as every year, is to feel the Exodus, to open the gates of time and become one with those who crossed the Red Sea from slavery to freedom. Our challenge this year, as every year, is to know the Exodus, to behold all those in every land who have yet to make the crossing. Our challenge this day, as every day, is to reach out our hands to them and help them cross to freedomland. We know some things that others do not always know - how arduous the struggle, how very deep the waters to be crossed and how treacherous their tides, how filled with irony and contradiction and suffering the crossing and then the wandering. We know such things because we ourselves wandered in the desert for forty years. Have not these forty years been followed by 32 centuries of struggle and of quest? Heirs to those who struggled and quested, we are old-timers at disappointment, veterans at sorrow, but always, always, prisoners of hope. The hope is the anthem of our people (Hatikvah), and the way of our people. For all the reversals and all the stumbling blocks, for all the blood and all the hurt, hope still dances within us. That is who we are, and that is what this Seder is about. For the slaves do become free, and the tyrants are destroyed. Once, it was by miracles; today, it is by defiance and devotion.

— Leonard Fein (The Family Participation Haggadah: A Different Night)

The Blessings of Morning and Evening

This year’s confluence of seder night with Birkat HaKhamah, the once-every-28-years morning Blessing of the Sun, underlines the span of generations that we feel at Passover. For those of us old enough to remember, who doesn’t feel the gulf between the lives we knew in 1981 and 1953? And yet, the sun was always rising, each morning seeming quite enough like the one before.


So too the rhythms of our seder. From the universal humanity of “let all who are hungry come and eat” to opening the door for the Prophet Elijah, each year we are invited to experience the freedom of the Exodus as if we ourselves were liberated from Egyptian slavery and set by God upon the path toward redemption and the Promised Land.


That journey never ends. We are still wandering in the desert, working at learning how to become something akin to holy.


From the blessings of this morning’s sun to long after this evening’s end, there are abundant reminders that Creation is still a miracle, that we have each other, and can give ourselves the solace of feeling blessed ... even when times are hard.

— The Jewish Week (editorial, April 2009, adapted)

Inside The Words

Rabbi Moshe of Kobryn once said to his disciples, “When you utter a word before the Holy One, you must enter into that word with every one of your limbs.” One student inquired, “But Rebbe, how can a full-grown human being possibly enter into a little word?” The rebbe shook his head and answered, “Anyone who thinks himself bigger than the word is not the kind of person we are speaking about.”


Each time we recount the Passover story, or hear its words, we step inside of it. We become part of the tale. As if it were a sacred rite, our telling revives the words. And the words help us remember all we have forgotten about ourselves: that being Jewish is bearing witness, not only to the tragedy of enslavement and oppression, but to the joy of freedom as well. We may no longer wander as did our ancestors, but wanderers we remain no less. Seeking signs, and a sense of direction, we travel on our way, along a path paved with the stories of our people’s journey. We are connected by common memory, shared hope, and the telling of the word itself.

— Rabbi Jeffrey Sirkman (“Telling the Tale,” April 1989)

Living in the Paradox

All of Passover is concealed within one phrase: B’tokh hayam bi-yabasha ... [and the children of Israel went] into the midst of the sea on dry ground. The whole thing is crammed into one literally impossible, delicious self-contradiction. You can either be “in the midst of the sea” or you can be “on dry ground.” But you cannot be both “in the midst of the sea” and “on dry ground” at the same time. At the core of this great feast of redemption is the preposterous assertion that the redemption of the children of Israel did not occur until they entered a mode of being in which they were simultaneously and impossibly both slave and free, wet and dry, dead and alive. Perhaps this is why, as the haggadah reminds us, every Jew must regard him or herself as if he or she were personally a slave in Egypt. But how could that be? Here we are sitting around a banquet table as free men and women! To live in the paradox.

— Rabbi Lawrence Kushner

Disney World: The Passover Ride

In Disney World’s Magic Kingdom, we are bombarded by dazzling displays of superb three-dimensional animation and simulated journeys to other worlds. The adrenalin flows in adult and child alike. Millions thrill at witnessing these events; the long lines offering abundant evidence of our shared wonder. But the Disney engineers are great people-movers. They know we become demoralized by long waits without palpable movement toward a visible goal. So they created roped lines that coil around as well as thrust forward. In this way, we keep moving and feel we are doing something to bring the goal closer.


The engineers of Jewish life were people-movers too. At Passover, they have us celebrate our people’s freedom, but also acknowledge that the “Magic Kingdom” of Redemption is not yet here. The haggadah reminds us of our partnership with God; by telling the story, we again discover that ours is the task – not only to wait, but to work. Through our acts of empathy and love and assistance to those in physical and spiritual bondage (including ourselves), we draw closer to God’s goal for Creation.


The line is long, but our hope is sustained: “Next year, may all be free.”

— Rabbi Sam Karff (adapted)

Walking Distance

In 1959, the 5th episode of The Twilight Zone’s very first season was “Walking Distance.” In it, Martin Sloane, a world-weary advertising executive, takes a fast drive out of the city, seeking to escape (if only for a few hours) his less-than-fulfilling life. Stopping for a fill-up, he notices a sign pointing to the town where he grew up, and sets out on foot to explore his past. What he finds is that things are exactly the same as they were when he was a child. He soon realizes, in fact, that he has somehow gone back in time.


When Martin tries to catch up with the little boy that was him, to tell him to savor his youth, the boy is injured. Martin’s father, who has realized that this grown man is indeed his son, tells Martin he must leave, that there is “only one summer to every customer.” When Martin explains that he just wanted to ride the merry-go-round and listen to band concerts for a while, his father responds, “Maybe you’ll find that there are merry-go-rounds and band concerts where you are. Maybe you haven’t been looking in the right place. You’ve been looking behind you, Martin. Try looking ahead.”


Each spring, we gather around this seder table to retell the stories of our past. And each time we go back to Egypt, we find that things are exactly the same. We are told, in fact, that we are to hear these stories “as if we ourselves came out of Egypt.” And in looking back to these other times, Jewish tradition hopes we will return to our own time and work to make life better ... for ourselves, and for all of earth’s inhabitants.


We do not live in our past. To discover our own stories, we must look ahead. L’shana haba’ah Yerushalayim ... next year in Jerusalem. Looking back for a few hours, we will return to our own time, and to our people’s age-old dream ... to build a brighter future for all.

— Rabbi Billy Dreskin

The Attic

Once, not so long ago, I had a daydream. I had a million toys, CD players and blocks, cars and GameBoys. I had lots of things I could do, but I was bored.


So I climbed up the ladder and into the attic to see what I could find. The attic seemed empty at first. It was cold and dark, but I walked around a bit, and slowly, it became much warmer.


In a corner, I found a family of mice to chat and play with. A crooked beam I spotted became a nice, quiet place to rest and think. I even met a spider and we made a web together, a home he called his own.


I found an old flying machine and I made it work. I opened windows to other worlds. But before too long, I heard my mother calling for dinner, so I climbed down out of the attic to share what I had found.


I told her about the spider and the mice, and the crooked beam too. “Attic?” she said. “We don’t even have one.” She didn’t know about the attic. I guess she hadn’t found the ladder.


On Passover, imagination is the key that will open a door into a very ancient world – the world of the Exodus.


When we open that door, we can step inside, and live the story for ourselves.


And then, we can begin to remember and to understand how important it is ... to value freedom justice.


Not just for ourselves, but for every human being who has felt the sting of the taskmaster’s whip.

— Hiawyn Oram and Satoshi Kitamura

On Passover, imagination is the key that will open a door into a very ancient world – the world of the Exodus. When we open that door, we can step inside, and live the story for ourselves. And then, we can begin to remember and to understand how important it is ... to value freedom justice. Not just for ourselves, but for every human being who has felt the sting of the taskmaster’s whip.

A Warrior Of Human Liberation

I am always a bit amazed and awed by my own anxiety level before Pesach. Because I am aware of what the Seder will demand. I must will myself to take the evening of story and song seriously. The luxuries and comforts of my home, and the freedoms that are mine, beckon far more realistically than the bitter maror. We have been raised in a culture that seeks pleasure and personal satisfaction. Pesach is asking me to rebel, if only briefly, from that world. But I take to heart the command of the Haggadah: “In every generation, each of us must re-experience personally the Exodus from Egypt. So here we are again, the sun is setting, the candles are being lit, the table has all the proper ritual items, and I do not know if I and those with whom I am sharing this encounter have the strength to taste the grip of slavery and feel the thrill of liberation. Do we rely on the past memories found in the Hagaddah of the rabbis in Israel or the medieval liturgist during the Crusades? Do we universalize the moment with the stories of Russian freedom fighters or the failures in Tiananmen Square?


The Seder is not simply an obligation I must fill, but an extraordinary opportunity to be moved by a memory and re-energized to believe that the work I do may help complete the liberation initiated over three millennia ago. I want my voice to be more than the faint echo of generations past. In a world filled with commonness, I am elevated to kedusha – a place of unique sacredness – through my presence at this re-enactment. Here is an event that left no trace except through the memory of my people. And because of their will to nurture and nourish this story of a journey from slavery to freedom, and your and my commitment to accept the gift of memory, the world is many steps closer to freedom and I, a warrior of human liberation.

— Dr. David Elcott

Daniel’s Matzo

Daniel informed me that he would be very quiet when eating matzah. “Don’t you want to know why I will be very quiet when I eat matzah?” “Tell me, Daniel. Why do you want to be very quiet when you eat matzah?” “Because I want to hear the matzah,” he told me. I immediately thought that “hearing” the matzah meant the snap, crackle and pop sounds that only dry, crisp, well-baked Passover matzah can produce while being chewed in one’s mouth. But I have rethought the matter.


Matzah is accustomed to hearing what we have to say to it. The entire service of the Passover haggadah is recited with the matzah uncovered and serving as the passive, inanimate listener to our tale of bondage and freedom, cruelty and redemption, chaos and purpose. The matzah hears us. How meaningful would it be if, in Daniel’s words, we would “hear the matzah?” The conversation might go something like this.


This is seder number 3252* for me. I began in Egypt, traveled through the Sinai Desert, and took root in Israel. I was at the Temple in Jerusalem, the palace of David, the herdsman’s hut on the Golan, and the merchant’s home in ancient Yaffa. I was present in the hanging gardens of Babylon, the Acropolis of Athens, and the Forum of Rome. I have been in the Atlas mountains of Morocco, the Alps of Switzerland, the plains of Catalonia, the vineyards of Provence and Bordeaux, and the splendor of Byzantium. I have seen Warsaw, Vilna, Kiev, Cracow, Moscow, Berlin, Kobe, Shanghai, Cochin and Bombay. I have been at seder tables spread with white linen, laden with the finest china and most ornate silver servings. I have also been in hidden, dark cellars in Seville and Barcelona, expelled from London and Oxford, and unaccountably and unjustly accused of blood libels. I was also in Auschwitz and Bergen-Belsen, under siege in modern Jerusalem and Safed, in labor camps in Siberia, and I am still in hiding in Damascus and Teheran. I have been around, and I have learned a thing or two.


I have observed the passing of civilizations and empires. I have witnessed profound changes in the world order and in its beliefs. Aristotle and Augustine, Aquinas and Locke, Marx and Nietzche, Kierkegaard and Russell all postulated and proposed. Monarchy and feudalism, fascism and communism, imperialism and nationalism all arose to structure and improve life and society. I have seen them all pass, and yet the struggle for personal freedom, for meaning and commitment, for peace and understanding, for home and family, is yet to be won.


For a while, people, even my people, thought that I wouldn’t be around much longer. But now I am in Ardsley and Beverly Hills, Brooklyn and Kansas City, Bogota and Sydney, Paris and even Leningrad. I am back in Jerusalem, in Tiberias and Tel Aviv. In fact, I am present wherever people care and hope, are loyal to themselves and their heritage, treasure old values and close family, have proscribed the violence of hatred, and have chosen the path of tradition and faith, of fairness and peace. In short, for anyone who will listen, I am there.


Please pass the matzah, Daniel. I will be very quiet while I am eating it. I also want to hear the matzah.

— Rabbi Berel Wein (adapted)

* Using 1250 BCE as a working date for the Exodus from Egypt, the year 2008 would occur some 3258 years later.
Why We Tell Stories

“When a day passes, it is no longer there. What remains of it? Nothing more than a story. If stories weren’t told or books weren’t written, humans would live like the beasts only for the day.” Reb Zebulun said, “Today we live, but by tomorrow today will be a story. The whole world, all human life, is one long story.”


Children are as puzzled by passing time as grownups. What happens to a day once it is gone? Where are all our yesterdays with their joys and sorrows? Literature helps us remember the past with its many moods. To the storyteller, yesterday is still here as are the years and the decades gone by.


In stories, time does not vanish. Neither do people and animals. For the writer and his readers, all creatures go on living forever. What happened long ago is still present.

— Isaac Bashevis Singer (from Zlateh the Goat)

Mark Twain on Passover

Mark Twain once said, “When I was young, I had such a good memory that I remembered things that never happened.” On Passover, we Jews commemorate events that happened so long ago we can’t ever know what really happened. But we recount them as if they happened to us. In our haggadah, we recite, “In every generation, we must live as if we ourselves had come out of Egypt.” The memory of the Exodus – whether it happened or not – is branded on the Jewish consciousness. It has since become our eternal challenge to “welcome the stranger, for you yourselves were strangers in the land of Egypt” (Deut 10:19). And we believe with perfect faith that every human being is entitled to a life of freedom, of liberty and human dignity. Not as a grant by an omnipotent state, but as a gift from God. Let this be the Pesach during which we remove the khametz not only from our homes, but also from our hearts. And may it truly become z’man kheruteinu, the season of freedom for all humankind.

— Rabbi Hillel Silverman (adapted)

Through The Wilderness

Pharaonic oppression, deliverance, Sinai and K’na’an are still with us, powerful memories shaping our perceptions of the entire world. The “door of hope” is still open; things are not what they might be, even when what they might be isn’t totally different from what they are. We still believe, or many of us do, what the Exodus first taught: first, that wherever we live, it is probably Egypt; second, that there is a better place, a world more attractive, a promised land; and third, that “the way to the land is through the wilderness” (Exodus 13:18). There is no way to get from here to there except by joining together and marching.

— Michael Walzer (Exodus and Revolution, adapted)

Why Is There An Orange On The Seder Plate?
add an orange to the traditional items on the Seder plate
Why Is There an Orange on the Seder Plate?

In the days long ago when women were just beginning to be rabbis, Susannah Heschel was traveling in Florida, the Land of Oranges. 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 in all other ways. After she spoke, a man arose in wrath, red with fury. “A woman belongs on the bimah,” he said, “as much as an orange belongs on the Seder plate!” So 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 Is There an Orange on the Seder Plate?

In our own days, as in the ancient days of our people, an event becomes a story, a story becomes a legend, and the legend becomes a lesson. So it is with an orange that found its way to the seder plate. It was placed there, according to legend, in response to one person’s judgement that “So-and-so has as much a place in Jewish tradition as an orange on the seder plate.”


We are a people of righteous questioning, forever asking, “Why not?” when somewhere in the world that which is just, that which is humane, is being denied. And so, we begin our seder this evening by asking you, “What is missing from our seder plate?” Consider your world, what you know of it, what you feel about it ... and offer your suggestion for Pesakh’s newest lesson.

Before Lighting Candles
A Meditation on Light

From the moment we awaken until we close our eyes at night, everything we see ... we see by using light. From children’s drawings to fine oil paintings, from spectacular rainbows to shooting stars (and the twinkling kind as well), when we see things we’re not really seeing them. We are, in fact, only seeing light – light that has somehow been bent, refracted, and has traveled from somewhere else. By the time it gets to us, it may seem like the real thing but it’s just a reflected image. It’s not the object that we see, but information about that object ... carried to us, special delivery, on a beam of light.


Life is a wondrous mystery. There is so much we cannot know and yet, undismayed, we seek knowledge and accept what comes our way on beams of light. It arrives mighty quickly, to assist us in our slow efforts to learn something of how to live. Light is our blessing.

— howstuffworks.com (adapted)

Hadlakat Ha’Neyrot

Everyone must know and understand that within them burns a candle, and no one’s candle is identical to the candle of another, and there is no human being without a candle. It is our obligation to work hard to reveal the light of our candle, and make of it a great torch to enlighten the whole world.

— Rav Kook

Kadesh Ur’khatz
Kadeish Ur’khatz ... Where is Moses?

Throughout the Haggadah, the mention of Moses is conspicuously absent — God alone has delivered the Israelite people. Yet God said to Moses, “I will send you to Pharaoh, and you shall free My people, the Israelites, from Egypt.” (Ex. 3:10) 


The Exodus was God’s doing. But without Moses, we could never have seen it. Is Moses then present somewhere in our Haggadah? Or, like Elijah, is he behind a closed door?


The Vilna Gaon teaches he is here, but he’s hidden! KaDeiSh and DaT (faith) each have the numerical equivalent of 404. NiRTzaH and MoSheH (Moses) both equal 345. From start to finish, from KaDeiSh to NiRTzaH, is the Dat Mosheh — the complete and guiding faith of Moses. 


Though unmentioned, Moses is always here, always showing the way. The message for us? While Divine miracles can happen at anytime, someone must step forward and open a door.

— Vilna Gaon on Haggadah, “And God took us out” (adapted from The Breslov Haggadah)

Kadesh Ur’khatz

Rabbi Chayim of Tzanz was on his ways to prayers. He reached the beyt midrash, turned around, and retraced his steps. The Rav of Barniv followed him. Rabbi Chayim returned home, remained there for a brief period and, once more, started on his way to the beyt midrash. When he noticed the Rav of Barniv, he said, “Do you know why I returned home? A man must mentally prepare himself before fulfilling any mitzvah. Walking to the beyt midrash is itself a mitzvah. And because I was so concerned with preparing myself for prayer, I neglected to think that I was about to perform the mitzvah of walking to the beyt midrash. That is why I returned home.”


He raised his voice and added, “Now, behold, I am walking to the beyt midrash to pray!”

— Otzar HaSipurim VI:11 (from Haggadah of the Chassidic Masters)

Kadesh Ur’katz (tune of Tom Lehrer’s Vatican Rag)
First you bless a cup of wine.

Wash your hands before you dine.

Dip the parsley, what a treat.

Break a matzah, but do not eat.

Tell the whole Passover tale,

Wash again, scrub every nail.

Ma nishtana ha-laila ha-zeh.

We’re doin’ the Passover Rag.

Bless the bread and then the matzah, then

Take one piece, and then take lotsa, then

Dip those bit-ter herbs of slavery

In charoset, sweet and savory.

Then the best part of the seder,

Pour the wine, don’t wait ‘til later,

Two, four, six, eight,

Eat all the kugel on your plate.

For dessert, there’s afikoman.

When at home, lean like a Roman.

Thank God for food and

Sing “God is good,” and ...

That’s the Passover,

We had a gas over,

That’s the Passover Ra-a-a-g...

That’s the Passover Rag!

— Kent Bailey, PhD

Filling the Cups (optional)
Filling The Cup Of Redemption Ourselves

Rebbe Naftali Tzvi Horowitz used to go around the Seder table inviting each participant to pour from their personal cup into Elijah’s cup. This symbolizes the Kabbalistic concept that Divine action will occur when there is a corresponding human action, an awakening from below that precedes it. In some families, each participant helps to fill Elijah’s cup of future redemption, while – silently or aloud – making a particular wish for a better year. May it come true with our own initiative and then with God’s help.

— Rabbi Naftali Tzvi Horowitz (lived in 18th cen Ropshitz, Poland)

Elijah’s Cup is filled with a small bit of wine or juice from each participant
Miriam’s Cup

Midrash teaches us that a miraculous well accompanied the Israelites throughout their journey in the desert. Providing this newly-freed people with the water of life, the well was given by God to Miriam the prophetess — to honor her bravery and devotion to the Jewish people. Both Miriam and her well were spiritual oases in the barren desert, sources of sustenance and healing amidst possible starvation and despair. Her words of comfort provided the Israelites with faith and confidence to overcome the hardships of the Exodus. Jewish women in all generations have been essential for the continuity of our people. Miriam’s Cup reminds us that all people — whether male or female, Jew or Christian or Moslem, black or white or yellow, gay or straight or lesbian — are to be honored for the best they bring to the table of humankind. We fill Miriam’s Cup with water from our own glasses, so we’ll remember that the dignity of all humankind rests in our own hands.

Miriam’s Cup is filled with a small bit of water from each participant
Kiddush
Kos Kiddush

Pesach focuses on what can be called the “already/not yet” syndrome of Judaism. At our seder, we note a paradox: the festival celebrates freedom and redemption, and simultaneously reminds us that we are neither free nor redeemed! Pesach is replete with perpetual tensions —between slavery and freedom, between redemption and exile, between homeland and wandering, between what has already happened and what has yet to occur.


Thus we open our seder with the words of the Kiddush: “this Festival of Matzot, the time of our freedom.” But almost immediately afterwards, we uncover the matzo and recite: “Now we are still enslaved. Next year may all be free.” At the very beginning, the Haggadah articulates the paradox that will occur as a refrain several times throughout the seder — that while we are indeed “free” because of what happened back then, we remain enslaved until full liberation is achieved for all people.

— Richard Hirsch (from A Night of Questions)

Karpas
For Spring
Shimmering, radiant air

Alive with new warmth.

Sunshine waking the earth,

Calling the grasses to grow,

Bulbs to prepare flowers.

Winds clear the last remnants of seasons past,

Old leaves and dry branches

Making way for new life.

And the rain joins the sun to feed the land.

Bless this day, God of seasons.

Bless the Spring with energy and hope.

Be present with us as we celebrate the glory of creation,

Planting the land and our lives with Your gifts,

These gardens of holiness and love.

God of time and space,

May this season be a blessing and a teacher.

Make me like the sunshine, a source of light.

Make me like the earth, a source of bounty, ready to give.

Bless my days with service and my nights with peace.

Make me like a garden,

A source of beauty and purpose,

Sustenance and splendor.

—Alden Solovy (www.tobendlight.com)


The tremendous variety of food and of ideas that we find on our Seder tables, and the even more precious variety of human bonds and spirit that we can find around those tables, these are the building blocks of rebirth. Because we have heads and hearts, we feel — deeply and for long whiles. And that makes rebirth hard. So we may need to help one another. In fact, we must help one another. Because when we do, there’s almost nothing on earth to keep us from living full, loving, incredibly worthwhile lives.


There was once a violin-maker who always selected the wood for his violins from the northernmost side of the trees. It was the side upon which the wind and the storms had beaten throughout the years. So whenever he heard the groaning of trees in the forest at night, he didn’t feel sorry for them. They were just learning how to be violins. Give us the strength, O God — even when pain causes us to sometimes forget — even then, may we remember the strength with which You have blessed us. The strength to forever appreciate the blessings of life which, while not ours forever, touch us with beauty and grace and goodness and, when we’re really awake, with renewal and peace.

— Rabbi Billy Dreskin, “Death and Rebirth of the Spirit” (adapted)

When Life Becomes Its Own Symbol

In 1974, at the age of 26, Eric Clapton’s half-brother, Brian, was killed in an automobile accident. In 1974, at the age of 26, Cincinnatian Kathleen Sebelius moved to Kansas where she entered politics, eventually becoming Governor in 2002. In 1974, at the age of 26, Russian dancer-choreographer Mikhail Baryshnikov defected to America.


And in 1974, at the age of 26, Soviet Jewish dissident Natan Sharansky attended his first seder. Identifying with the story of freedom’s triumph was not particularly difficult for Sharansky, especially with KGB agents waiting in a car downstairs. Some years later, he would lead a seder for the first time. There was no karpas to dip, no matzo to eat, no maror to taste, no Haggadah to read. And Sharansky was the only person in the room. But he did have guests to whom he retold the story of Pesakh — through the small window of his cell, to the prisoners next door.


This isolated group of dissidents in the Soviet Union of the 1970s needed no symbols to remind them of the power freedom has to transform a society. The idea that a nation of slaves could win its freedom and defeat the most powerful empire in the world was to them no ancient legend — it was an eternal truth. They knew that missiles, planes and tanks were no match for the inner strength of people willing to resist tyranny. To them, the collapse of the Soviet Union was as inevitable as freedom’s march was unstoppable.


With neither parsley in hand nor salt water for dipping, Sharansky and his guests understood full well the bitter tears of servitude that the Jewish people had shed while enslaved in Egypt. For Sharansky and his fellow inmates, their lives had already been offered up in prayer and hope that the yoke of oppression would be broken in their own time.

— Natan Sharansky (adapted)

Karpas: Birth and Renewal

This past year has been difficult for so many. Whether it was illness, death, financial, a fallen tree or something else, Pesakh arrives as springtime prepares to blossom across our yards and our neighborhoods. Well okay, maybe not tonight or tomorrow -- the weather’s been so goofy -- but rest assured, spring will come. As sure as we dip parsley in salt water this evening, warmer, greener days will come. And that goes for our inner lives as well as the outside world around us. Life is ever renewing itself. Not even the greatest loss can stop nature’s persistent birthing process. The spirit somehow manages to weather the storms and to emerge. Perhaps wounded, changed, maybe not even whole ... but with ample reserves to usually get us through. We dip our parsley in salt water because the memories of harder times may never disappear, but the “green shoots” of new life nearly always manage to break through.

— Rabbi Billy Dreskin (inspired by Rabbi Brad Hirschfield)

“The Courage of the Seed”
All the buried seeds 

crack open in the dark 

the instant they surrender 

to a process they can’t see.

What a powerful lesson is the beginning of spring. All around us, everything small and buried surrenders to a process that none of the buried parts can see. And this innate surrender allows everything edible and fragrant to break ground into a life of light that we call spring.


In nature, we are quietly given countless models of how to give ourselves over to what appears dark and hopeless, but which ultimately is an awakening that is beyond all imagining. This moving through the dark into blossom is a threshold to God.


As a seed buried in the earth can’t imagine itself as an orchid or hyacinth, neither can a heart packed with hurt imagine itself loved or at peace. The courage of the seed is that, once cracking, it cracks all the way.

— Mark Nepo

Yakhatz
Breaking Our Brokenness
To break the bonds of anger,

To live with gentle pride.

To break the bonds of shame,

To live with humble strength.

To break the bonds of envy,

To serve each other in joy.

To break the bonds of guilt,

To accept all God's gifts.

To break the bonds of fear,

To love with fullness of heart.

To break the bonds of loneliness,

To receive a hand of hope.

To break the bonds of neglect,

To reach out a hand of help.

To break the bonds of tears,

To see with awe and wonder.

To break the bonds of loss,

To rejoice in all God's works.

—Alden Solovy

The Flight Path
Dr. Steven Covey teaches that pilots always have a flight plan for traveling from one point to another. In reality, wind, rain, turbulence, air traffic, and human error cause planes to fly off-course ninety percent of the time. But by constantly gathering information and comparing where the plane is to where it should be, pilots can return to their flight path and safely guide the aircraft to its destination.

—Rabbi Geoff Mitelman (adapted, 2000 Yom Kippur sermon)

There is so much brokenness in our world — depression, addiction, unemployment, hunger, crime, war. What’s surprising is not the number of ruined lives, but how many carry on despite profuse and substantial obstacles. There will always be broken matzo; it is unlikely that we can prevent every calamity from taking place. But if we compare where people are to where they ought to be, and do what we can to safely guide one another — through the wind and the rain and the human error — perhaps we can fashion a world where, whenever someone is in need, whatever their need, someone else will be holding open a door, saying, “Let all who are hungry come and eat.”

— Rabbi Billy Dreskin

Yakhatz

The larger piece of the matzah represents lakhma ahnya, the bread of the poor. It is meant to remind us of the hungry.


At that moment, we should identify with those who are afraid to eat their bread, and always leave something for later. After all, weren’t we all wretched as slaves in Egypt?

— Elie Wiesel (from A Passover Haggadah)

Needy But Not Necessarily Poor

Sometimes the rich are needy too. Although they have lots of food, they may not know how to make a seder. Therefore the text reads “all who are in want” in addition to “all who are hungry.”

— A Different Night
Two Sides Of Life

There are many traditional reasons for this “break up” we call Yakhatz. Some say the two halves represent this world and the world-to-come, the revealed and the hidden. Some say the splitting represents the splitting of the Sea of Reeds, some say the broken matzah is a reminder of the broken Ten Commandments at the feet of the Golden Calf.


There are others, however, for whom the broken matzot represent the two sides of life — the inevitable balancing of joy and sorrow. This year may we break the matzah in acknowledgment of life’s complexities — our hope for freedom and our despair at the price paid for it, our identification with those yearning for freedom and repulsion at those suppressing it — both sides of every story.


There can be great blessing in understanding this fracture, in this brokenness and hiddenness that can open the door to new prayers, new possibilities, and new responsibilities for a better world.

— Amichai Lau-Lavie (adapted)

A Fourth Matzo For Darfur

On this holiday when we are commanded to relive the bitter experience of slavery, we place a fourth matzah with the traditional three and recite this prayer:


We raise this fourth matzah to remind ourselves that oppression still exists, that people are still being persecuted, that the Divine image within them is still being denied. We make room at our seder table and in our hearts for those in Sudan who are now where we have been.


We have known such treatment in our own history. Like the women and children facing hardships in Darfur today, we have suffered while others stood by and pretended not to see, not to know. We have eaten the bitter herb; we have been taken from our families and brutalized. We have experienced the horror of being forced from our homes. In the end, we have come to know in our very being that none can be free until all are free.


And so, we commit and recommit ourselves to work for the freedom of these people. May the taste of this “bread of affliction” remain in our mouths until they can eat in peace and security. Knowing that all people are Yours, O God, we will urge our government and all governments to do as You once commanded Pharaoh on our behalf: “Shalakh et ah-mee! Let My people go!”

Yakhatz: A Share in Brokenness

Evil does not strut itself in bright suit or uniform, neither does it stride with arrogance behind drum and trumpet. Evil creeps its way inch by inch, in dailyness of indifference and neglect. All the lessons of the Pharaoh-heart tell the tale of plagues upon plagues, tell the tale of arrogance and indifference.


A single broken matzah draws apart the curtains which hide our failings. That we have forgotten how little, yet how very much, we are responsible for — the simple well-being of our brothers and sisters — attests to our need to break a bit of ourselves. Perhaps in our own brokenness, we can begin to help others with theirs. Ha Lakhma Anya — the Poor Person’s Bread — belongs not to the downtrodden and oppressed, but to each of us. For if we cannot end our indifference to the fate of those neglected daily, then we are poor persons indeed.

— Robert Mills (para 1), Rabbi Billy Dreskin (para 2)

Yakhatz: A Share in Brokenness

Dear Ellen and Billy,


We’re thinking of you quite a bit these days, especially recognizing how difficult it must be to face Passover with a broken heart and a missing chair at your seder table.


Today, our rabbi reminded us that Yakhatz — the split middle matzo — represents the brokenness of certain times in life. I thought of Jonah. As the middle child among the three beautiful souls that are your children, this one’s story having ended far too soon, Yakhatz — the Broken Matzo — now becomes his dedicated place at your seder table. We may yearn for a way to mend this matzo, and to again make it whole, just as good people have always labored for greater wholeness, for redemption, throughout our world. But some things are more difficult to accomplish than even the redemption of the world.


For your family, as for every family throughout all our communities, may wholeness be found in the incomplete but exceedingly beautiful stories of every shortened life. While Jonah lived, he lived fully, and he gave fully to others. May these stories, though we ourselves may now be broken, return to us — as a piece of this Yakhatz will later return as our Afikomen — and bring a little bit of joy, and of mending, and of peace, to our broken hearts.

— Cantor Riki Lippitz and Rabbi Jon Schechter (adapted)

Motzi, Matzo, Maror
“As If” We Came Out of Egypt?

The ultimate secret to the power of the Seder night is revealed here. The magic key to obtaining freedom from slavery in Egypt is to know and accept that you are in Egypt.


Egypt is a code word for our reactive behavior. Our ego. Low self-esteem. Lack of confidence. Over-confidence. Need for acceptance. Fear. Phobias. Jealousy. Obsession. Uncontrolled ambition. All these qualities are merely various names for the prisons that enslave us. Any aspect of our nature that controls us is “Egypt.” Our problem is denial. We fail to recognize that we are slaves to these desires. Being aware that we are in “Egypt,” that we are under the control of these reactive drives, is the key that unlocks the cell door.


Contrary to two thousand years of tradition, the Seder night is not about the retelling of a story that occurred 3300 years ago. The energy of freedom and the reality of slavery is occurring at this very moment. The purpose of the Seder night is to free us from the bondage of our present life.

— The Kabbalah Pesach Haggadah

Of Time And Freedom

How improbable that the central symbol of the great event in Jewish history is a cracker! Why matzah?


When told to “hurry up,” Mary Moody Emerson (aunt of Ralph Waldo Emerson) once responded, “Hurry up is for slaves.”


Time is the most precious human commodity. If we cannot control our own time, we are not free. We all have obligations, but only a slave has no control over his own time.


Matzah represents the forced hurrying of the slave.


Our tradition took this symbol of hurry, of slavery, and made the bread of affliction the symbol of Passover freedom. Israeli scholar Israel Yuval writes: “In the ancient world, the rising and leavening of dough represented the power of civilization, human activity, and interference in nature, while the matzah was the symbol of simplicity and primitivism, the bread of the unsettled nomad, the bread of affliction that lasts a long time.”


Pesakh is a bracing meditation on time and freedom. In leaving Egypt, there was no time to bake bread. The fleeing Israelites transformed the “hurry, slave” message of matzah into a declaration of freedom for all humanity.


Time is the most precious human commodity. Let the message of the matzah not go unnoticed — let us not rush through our own lives, lest we become enslaved to our own Pharaoh.

— Rabbi David Wolpe (adapted)

Matzo in Bergen-Belsen

In 1944, right before Pesakh, the Jews of Rotterdam, Netherlands, were deported to Bergen-Belsen. Although they had wanted to refrain from eating hametz, there was no alternative source of nourishment in the concentration camp. When their rabbi, Aharon Davids, conducted the seder and they arrived at the blessing for eating matzah, he reached over, picked up a slice of bread and prayed:


O God, You know that it is our desire to do Your will, and that we wish to celebrate Pesakh, to eat matzah and to observe the prohibition on hametz. Yet that is what causes our hearts to ache, for the enslavement prevents us and our lives are in danger. So we prepare ourselves to perform the mitzvah of “You shall live by them” (Leviticus 18:5) — “to live by the laws, not to die by them” (Babylonian Talmud Yoma 85a). We will listen to the Biblical warning: “Beware and guard your lives very much” (Deuteronomy 4:9). So we pray to You to keep us alive and to redeem us swiftly — so we may observe Your laws and do Your will and serve You with a complete integrity of the heart.


To Rabbi Davids’ words, the congregation answered, “Amen.” And then they fulfilled the mitzvah of eating matzah — with a piece of bread.

— Rabbi Davids died in the camps.

But his wife and daughters survived and made aliyah.

Their family recites this prayer annually.

Motzi, Matzah and Maror

After eating matzah, the food of liberation, one might ask why there is also the requirement to eat maror, the food of bitterness. Is tonight not devoted to our gratefulness for God’s redemptions, both in the past and throughout our lives? 


The answer is twofold. First, the mission of bringing every man, woman and child into harmonious relationship with the physical elements of our world has not been completed, so our experience of matzah is limited. Even after the Exodus from Egypt — and in the personal sense, even after the “exodus” moments of every individual’s life — discontent remains. Thus, the possibility of bondage and bitterness remains.

— Rabbi Shmuel of Lubavitch (the “Maharash,” 1834-82, adapted)

Four Questions
Thinking Passover Every Day 


Anyone reflecting on the Four Questions asked at Passover must be struck by their triviality. While celebrating the festival of freedom, our defining moment as a nation, why ask about dipping vegetables? Why not ask about freedom? Why not ask about the coming of the Messiah?


One possible answer is found in the very first question: What makes this night different? That phrasing suggests that the things we do not ask about are things which should be the same every other night.


In other words, we should wonder about slavery and freedom every night of our lives. We should always sit down at the table with the question of redemption in our thoughts and our hearts, for we always live in an unredeemed world. Suffering should never be invisible to us, or hunger, or grief. The symbols of Passover are different from other nights, but the themes should be constant in our lives.


To be human is to cherish a vision of what was and what might be. We are not only bearers of history but pioneers of the still to be. Passover rituals express the potency of faith in small acts. The grief of ages is in an herb, slavery in an unleavened bread, and redemption in an untouched cup of wine. With a slight gesture, a great actor brings torrents of emotion to the screen. With a ritual, Judaism tells tales of generations and shapes stories of the future.

— Rabbi David Wolpe

More Questions

Why is this Pesach night different from every other Pesach night? Because on all other Pesach nights we call out to others, “Let my people go!” But tonight we also hear another people calling out to us. Tonight, the children of Ishmael and the children of Isaac call out to each other: “We too are children of Abraham! We are cousins!” As Isaac and Ishmael once met at Be’er l’Khai Ro’ee – the Well of the Living One Who Sees – so it is time for us to meet. It is time for us to see each other face-to-face, time for us to make peace with one another. Isaac and Ishmael met for the sake of their dead father, Abraham; we must meet for the sake of our dead children. For the sake of their children, for our children’s children, so that they need never pick up tools of destruction again.


When we break the matzah in two and share it, the bread of affliction becomes the bread of freedom. The Land that gives bread to two peoples must be divided in two, so that both peoples may eat of it. So long as one people grasps the whole land, it is a land of affliction for all. When each people eats from part of the Land, it will become a land of freedom.


When the midwives Shifrah and Puah saved the children that Pharaoh ordered them to kill, that was the beginning of the birth-time. When Pharaoh’s daughter joined with Miriam to give a second birth to Moses from the waters, she birthed herself anew into God’s daughter, Bat-yah, and our people turned to draw itself toward life. When God became our Midwife, and the waters of the Sea of Reeds broke, we were delivered.


Tonight, it is our task to become midwife, and to help give birth to a new freedom – freedom for both Israel and Palestine – and so to give a new birth to ourselves.

— Rabbi Arthur Waskow (adapted)

Many More Than Four Questions

“Ai! Every year you make the same mistakes!” one of my brothers scolds me.


“And why are there the same questions every year?” It is an ordeal for him to teach me to recite the Four Questions. In my head not four but forty questions are thronging — but who would try to ask? Why doesn’t Elijah the Prophet sit beside you during the seder? He surely could be emperor, for his cup is the largest, most beautiful. Why does his cup remain untouched in the middle of the table? Why doesn’t he come at least for the recital of the plagues? Why doesn’t he eat with us, and why do we open the door to him only after supper? Why does he promise us each year, “Next year in Jerusalem,” while he himself hides in the dark of night? Why, why?


“Why are you turning in circles, you sleepyhead?” my brother berates me. “Here is your line; repeat after me.” Once again, from the beginning of the page to the end, I repeat the Four Questions aloud. Our home is in turmoil. And I walk around slowly, as though I were carrying a pitcher full of questions on my head. I whisper them in a low voice. I am afraid that they may splash out from my memory.

— Bella Chagall (The Open Door Haggadah)

A Night of Questions


Once, the young pupil, Abaye, was invited to the Seder of his teacher, Rabbah. While still at the beginning of the Seder, Rabbah cleared all the dishes from the table. Amazed, Abaye asked, “Why are you removing the Seder plate before we have eaten?” Rabbah exclaimed, “Ah! Your question is an excellent one! And it serves the same function as the usual four questions of the Mah Nishtanah. Let us dispense, then, with those set questions and proceed directly to the telling of the story.”

— Talmud Pesahim 115b

Jenny’s Four Questions

Daddy, why is that man sleeping on the sidewalk?


Hurry up, Jenny, we’ve got a bus to catch. Come on Jenny, you’ll be late for school.


Daddy, why is that man sleeping on the sidewalk?


Jenny, don’t you have a trip today?


Daddy.


Jenny, please don’t ask me so many questions.


But Daddy.


He’s sleeping on the sidewalk because he’s homeless.


Daddy, what does homeless mean?


Jenny, don’t forget your lunch.


Daddy, what does homeless mean?


Jenny, did Mommy give you your medicine?


Daddy, what does homeless mean?


Jenny, stay with your teacher. Don’t get lost.


Daddy.


Jenny, please don’t ask me so many questions.


But Daddy.


Homeless means you have no place to live.


Daddy, if I get lost on the trip, will I be homeless?


Jenny, the bus is coming.


Daddy, if I get lost on the trip, will I be homeless?


Pay attention, Jenny. Stay in line.


Daddy, if I get lost on the trip, will I be homeless?


Jenny, watch your step getting on the bus.


Daddy.


Jenny, please don’t ask me another question.


But Daddy.


If you get lost on the trip I’ll find you, And I’ll hug you and I’ll take you home where you belong, And you’ll be safe and sound with your Mommy and me. 


Daddy, the man sleeping on the sidewalk ... I think he got lost ... can we take him home now?

— David Feinberg (for Mazon: A Jewish Response to Hunger)

The Four Children
The Fifth Child

At our table this evening, as at countless other tables around the world, there is a fifth child — a child who is absent, and as such, unable to ask. And so we are bound to live with questions unasked, and unanswered. 


For those who are no longer able to ask, we respond, “To You, silence is praise” (Psalms 65:2). We cannot pretend to understand, and yet we pledge portions of our lives, our words, our actions to bring added significance to the one whose absence is now part of the fabric of our lives. Our questions are met with silence, but we infuse them with meaning nonetheless, and allow this child to continue to bring blessing to our lives and to the lives of those who surround us.

— Cantor Ellen Dreskin

Maggid
Bedtime Stories

Every night, at nearly the same moment in time, like clockwork, a sacred rite is reenacted in our home. The scenario is always the same. Their teeth are brushed, PJs are on, and we stand together in front of the bookcase. Then comes the familiar plea: “Daddy, read us a story. Please?”


“Okay. But just one.” As they sit, one on either side of me, listening intently to tales they’ve heard so many times before, I’m amazed. Why are they so spellbound? They practically know it by heart. What’s this story saying to them now that it hasn’t said before?’


Amidst yawns and weary eyes, we reach the end of our tale. And as I tuck them in, both respond in the same way: “Thanks, Daddy. That was a really good story.” As I walk out of their room, I realize why they were thanking me. Their days are filled with new challenges and concerns, wonders and worries that go by without explanation. So many conflicting and competing thoughts buzzing around in their tiny heads, they need a story or two to put it all together, to give the day’s events a sense of meaning before they fall off to sleep.


So it didn’t really matter how many times they’d heard it before. Each time, the story was brand new. It was what they needed to hear.


Our telling — the haggadah, our Passover bedtime story — is a sacred rite. Out of the confusions and incoherence of busy days and years, the words weave a dream of hope and wholeness. We recapture our ability to climb inside of words, to blend dreams and reality, and to affirm our conviction: that beyond the mystery of life, there is meaning.

— Rabbi Jeffrey Sirkman

Exodus Morality 

Historians differ as to the most influential event of all time: the Industrial Revolution, the French Revolution, the Russian Revolution, the life and death of Jesus, Mohammed’s revelations.


But when Jews observe Passover, they commemorate their most important event of all time – the Exodus from Egypt. It transformed the Jewish people and their ethic. The Ten Commandments open with the words, “I am Adonai your God who took you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.” Having no other God means giving no absolute status to other forms of divinity or to any human value that demands absolute commitment. Neither money nor power, neither economic nor political system, has the right to demand absolute loyalty. All human claims are relative in the presence of God.


Exodus morality means giving justice to the weak and the poor. Honest weights and measures, interest-free loans to the poor, leaving part of the crops in the field for the stranger and the orphan and the widow, treating the alien stranger as a native citizen – these are all applications of the Exodus principle to living in this world.


The Exodus transformed the Jewish people and their religious ethical system. And inasmuch as Christianity and Islam adopted the Exodus at their core, almost half the world is profoundly shaped by the aftereffects of the Exodus event.


No wonder we set aside one night each year to tell the story again.

– Rabbi Yitz Greenberg (adapted from The Jewish Way)

And God Knew ...

“And God knew.” What did God know?


When the Israelites had grown accustomed to their tasks, when the Hebrews began to labor without complaint, then God knew it was time that they be liberated. For the worst slavery of Egypt is when we learn to endure it! “And knew...”


As long as there was no prospect of freedom, God knew the Israelites would not awaken to the bitterness of bondage. First Moses had to teach the taste of freedom’s hope, and only then did servitude taste bitter.


So though bitter slavery is first, and then comes liberation, the Seder teaches us to taste the matzah of freedom first and only then the bitter herbs of bondage. “And God knew ...”


“And God knew.” If our freedom had been given us by Pharaoh, we would have been indebted to him, still subservient, within ourselves dependent, slavish still at heart. We had to free ourselves!


And because we freed ourselves, ever after, even when demeaned by others and suffering privation, within ourselves we always wanted to be free! “And God knew ...”


The God-inspired know that people must aspire to the service of the Highest in order to be free. And so our Rabbi of Bratslav taught that others can gain control of you so long as you possess a will distinct from God’s.


And God knew.

— A Passover Haggadah (CCAR, Herbert Bronstein, Leonard Baskin)

Claim Your Legacy

It is striking that the first time the Israelites are referred to as a people is by Pharaoh, the enemy of our people. What is the legacy of our having come of age as a people while suffering oppression in a foreign land? The commandment that appears thirty-six times, more often than any other, in the Torah is, “You shall not wrong a stranger or oppress him, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt” (Exodus 22:20). This legacy waits to be claimed and lived by each generation of Jews.

— Ruth H. Sohn

Avadim Hayinu: We Were Slaves

We tell our children that we were slaves but God took us out. I remember my father always telling us, “Imagine if we’d made a revolution.” What if we had come out of Egypt that way it happened in Russia? There the poor man made a revolution; so what did he do? He became the master, and he killed the rich man. First the rich man kills the poor, then the poor man kills the rich. That’s not what happened with us; we became the servants of God. God uplifted us, so we came out of Egypt really free, from the deepest depths of our heart. The Talmud says that when we walked out of Egypt, we walked out like kings.

— Shlomo Carlebach (The Carlebach Haggadah)

Do Not Stand Idly By

In a makeshift refugee camp in Darfur, Western Sudan, a tear flows down the cheek of a defenseless mother as she strokes the arm and face of her starving child, her head is covered but her eyes convey a truth of overwhelming anguish.


We will not stand idly by the blood of this child.


In Darfur’s open desert, a militia of Arab fighters backed by the Sudanese government rides rampant on camels and horses, fanning the flames of ethnic strife. Villages and towns are scorched. The withholding of food and water is used as a weapon of death. And innocent people of Darfur’s African tribes are forcibly abducted, enslaved, raped, and slaughtered in vast numbers. It is part of a systematic campaign to wipe out these people’s lives.


We will not stand idly by their blood. 


In the capital city of Khartoum, the face of a top official reddens in anger. He strongly denies that the government of Sudan recruits and arms a militia to terrorize and murder ethnic black Africans. He refuses to admit that they block humanitarian access for relief workers in Darfur.


And we say to him, “Do not stand idly by the blood of our neighbor!”


In the eyes of the world community, the genocidal activity and terror perpetrated against millions of people of ethnic black African origin finally gains attention.


We stand in solidarity with every one of them.


And, in a moment of urgency and hope, we remember that justice is our duty — to recognize the image of the Divine in every human life, to renounce inaction in the face of enormous tragedy, and to rouse an immediate and effective response from the world at large on behalf of the victims of Sudan.


Their destiny is our destiny, their blood is our blood, their hope is our hope, and their peace is our peace.

— Naomi Levy

(adapted from Rabbi David Saperstein’s remarks at the Sudan Embassy, July 2004)

Maggid: The Telling of the Story

The Izhbitzer Rebbe teaches us why the Red Sea became dry land for us. The sea looked at us. We’d been slaves for two hundred and ten years, and six nights later we were standing by the shores of the Red Sea. Gevalt, had we changed! In one week, we’d reached the highest of levels. By the seventh day of Pesakh, we were ready to dance through all the obstacles, all the oceans, winds, and tornadoes in the world. The sea took a look and said, “For their sake, I will change too.”


You can see the holiness of people who, for the sake of God, can change in one second. For the sake of family, can change instantly. 


For the people we love, we should always be ready to be anything. For God I can be water, I can be fire, I can be dry land. For my child I would do anything in the world. The real redemption is on the seventh day, when we are so redeemed, so free, that we could be anything in the world.

— Reb Shlomo Carlebach (The Carlebach Haggadah)

The Truest Stories

My father was God and didn’t know it. He gave me the Ten Commandments not in thunder and not in anger, not in fire and not in a cloud, but gently and with love. He added caresses and tender words, “would you” and “please.” And chanted “remember” and “keep” with the same tune, and pleaded and wept quietly between one commandment and the next: Do not take God’s name in vain, do not take, not in vain, please don’t bear false witness against your neighbor. And he hugged me tight and whispered in my ear, “Do not steal, do not commit adultery, do not kill.” And he lay the palms of his wide-open hands on my head with the Yom Kippur blessing: “Honor, love, that your days may be long upon this earth.” And my father’s voice was white like his hair. Later, he turned his face to me for the last time, as on the day he died in my arms, and said, “I would like to add two more commandments. The eleventh commandment, “Do not change.” And the twelfth commandment, “You must change.” So spoke my father, and he turned and walked away, disappearing into his strange distances.

— Yehuda Amichai (from “The Bible and You, the Bible and You, and Other Midrashim”)

From David Mamet’s Passover

“It was Erev Pesach. She had gone to the market. And she heard that there was going to be an attack ...”


“A pogrom,” her grandchild said.


“Yes. A pogrom. That’s right. She had bought her ingredients for the seder. And she’d had to go back, for some last necessity.”


The little girl nodded wisely. “Pogroms came at that time of year.”


“Who told you that?” the woman said.


“In school,” the girl said.


“They told you in school?”


“That’s right,” the girl said.


“Did they tell you why?”


“They said it was because of Easter.”


The woman looked at her. “Well ... that’s right,” she said.


“And so they were expecting it,” the little girl said.


“Yes and no. It may be right. They were ‘hoping against hope,’ but then they received the rumor. Somehow ...”


“... they believed that it would happen,” the girl said.


“That’s right. So she stood there. Inside her house.”


“Where were the men?”


“Out in the field. Coming in. They would only work half the day, of course.”


“And they would go to the mikveh?” the child said.


“They might, or they might not,” the woman said. “In any case, when she came into her house she was alone. And she stood.”


“As we are standing now. In her kitchen. Before the counter. With the makings of the Passover meal. And she looked down. And she looked around.


“On the table were the two candlesticks, which she had put out. And she had dragged the bed to the tableside, for my grandfather. To recline. And all the makings of the meal were before her, and there was ... just enough time.” The child bobbed her head in rhythm to last three words. “time to prepare the feast. And what was she to do? When they were coming to kill her. Her and her family?


“She stood there. The knife in her hand. She went to the bed. Where there were fine down pillows, and a featherbed. Do you know what that is?”


The child nodded, her dark eyes fathomless.


“And she took the knife and she ripped it.”


“The bed?”


“And the pillows. So that the down was everywhere. And she walked to the kitchen garden, and she took the chicken, the two chickens which would have been in the feast, and she took them in the house and she killed them with the knife. The blood was everywhere — on the walls, on the chairs, on the bed and the bedding. And she took the feathers, and she threw them in the blood, so that they stuck on everything they touched.


“And she took the knife, and reversed it. Holding it by the blade she walked out of the front of her house and, with the handle, broke in every window. Every pane. And when she came in, her hand was bloody from the blood on the knife, and she made handprints all around the house.


“As if someone ... as if someone ...


“And she hacked at the furniture with the knife, and threw it against the walls. And she emptied out the drawers of all her clothes, and ripped them. And she broke all the glass in the picture frames, and ripped up the books. Everything. And she tore down the pots and pans, and the pot rack. And ripped up the tablecloth, and dragged it in blood.


“When the men came home, she was standing, clutching the candlesticks. She had dug a pit into the dung pile, back of the shed, in the kitchen garden. A pit, and a canvas cloth, with dung on top of it, and a small space underneath, for them to hide. In the dung heap.


“And they lay there, the two men, and her. That afternoon, and all that night. While the villagers came through, taking the men, taking the women, and tearing the Jewish houses down, looking for those in hiding.


“But her house was spared.”

*   *   *


“And God brought us out of Egypt by a mighty hand, by an outstretched arm and awesome power. Not through a messenger, not through any intermediary or any supernatural being, but the Holy One alone, in solitary glory.” [Deuteronomy 26:8]


Sometimes, for miraculous redemption to occur, it requires a Moses – or a grandmother, or some other very brave, very human being – to make that miracle occur. God’s promise of redemption in those ancient days sustains us now.

Yugoslavia to Sarajevo

Part one. In 1944, Yugoslavia was under the control of the Nazis. The Muslim Lehebra family lived on the same street as the Nazi headquarters and four houses away from the Kabilios. The Kabilio family consisted of a mother, a father, and a three year-old daughter named Tova. When the Nazis arrived, the Lehebras hid the Kabilios in their attic, brought them food every day, and saved their lives. After the war, the Kabilios moved to Israel. To express their gratitude, they registered the Lehebras with Yad Vashem in the garden set aside for the “Righteous Gentiles.” The Lehebras were inscribed there, one of the few Moslem families to be so honored. 


Part two. In 1992, the city of Sarajevo came under attack. Machine gun fire rattled through its streets every day. Buses carrying children were shelled. A burial taking place in a cemetery was interrupted by gunfire. Tova Kabilio, age three in 1944 and now in her early fifties, couldn’t rest knowing the family that had once saved her life was in grave danger. She went to the Israeli authorities and told them her story. On July 11, 1992, an El Al plane landed in Sarajevo. Israeli agents found the Lehebras and brought them back to Jerusalem. Today, they live in Rechavia, in the house of Tova Kabilio.


If you live long enough, you see everything.

— Rabbi Jerry Fisher (in letter to Dear Abby, 1998, adapted)

Makot Mitzrayim (removing 10 drops)
Miriam’s Song

Death to the first born sons, always — the first fruits to the gods of men. She had not meant it so, standing in the reeds back then, the current tugging at her skirt like hands. She had only meant to save her little brother Moses, red-faced with rage when he was given to the river. The long curve of the Nile would keep their line, the promised land around the bend. Years later, when the gray angel, like the smoke trail of a dying comet, passed by their houses with blood smeared over doorways, Miriam, her head hot in her hands, wept as the city swelled with the wail of Egypt’s women. Then she straightened up, slowly plaited her hair and wound it tight around her head, drew her long, white cloak with its deep blue threads around her, and went to join the others, to leave one ruler for another, one Egypt for the next. Some nights you still can see her, by some river where the willows hang, listening to the heavy tread of armies, those sons once hidden dark in baskets. And in her mind she sees her sister, the black-eyed Pharaoh’s daughter, lift the baby like a gift from the brown flood waters, and take him home to save him. Such a pretty boy and so disarming, as his dimpled hands reach up, his mouth already open for the breast.

— Eleanor Wilner

Our Greatest Fears

The plagues God visited on the Egyptians in Egypt seem to be a parade of people’s greatest fears, a mythological show of the power of the living versus primal fear. Starting from the blood of birth and of death, through primal human fears of small creatures (lice) and large ones (wild beasts), fear of financial ruin (locusts), fear of the dark (losing direction and meaning), we face the greatest fear: the fear for our children’s lives — loss of the future. Tonight, a night to commemorate the past, we seek the mercy of God’s protection, look out from our places at a world full of fears and dangers — and pray for another quiet year.

— Shai Zarhi, Israeli educator

On Removing Ten Drops Of Wine

Someone once asked, “When reciting the Ten Plagues, why do we use our pinkie to remove ten drops of wine?” Although the answer may be forever shrouded in mystery, one possibility is that the pinkie is the smallest, weakest finger on the hand. One doesn’t expect much from the pinkie. However, depending on how we choose to use it, even the smallest, weakest, most unassuming finger is capable of choosing whether to spill blood or to save lives.

— Rabbi Anthony Fratello (adapted)

Dayenu
Dayenu — What Would Have Been Enough?

“If God had only brought us to Mt. Sinai, but not given us the Torah, dayenu. It would have been enough.” But would we really have been satisfied if God had said, “I have a Torah up there, but you can’t have it; enjoy the view.”


“If God had split the sea for us, but not led us through on dry land, dayenu. It would have been enough.” Really? What good would the split sea have been if we’d been restrained on shore for the Egyptians to kill us? We should be saying lo dayenu — any single step toward freedom would not have been enough. Only the entire Redemption is dayenu.


When is it normal to plead, “Enough”? When we don’t really want something. Given the task of Torah and the history of being Jewish, we can well imagine our ancestors pleading, “Enough already. Who needs being chosen?” Every single redemptive step implies further obligation. Wouldn’t just a little obligation have been enough?


But we know how it ends. We did not short-circuit salvation. God did it all, and so must we.

Because we were taken from Egypt, 

we must deliver others from servitude.
Because God brought judgment upon their idols, 

we must speak out against today’s forms of idolatry.
Because God fed us in the wilderness, 

we must feed others in the deserts of their lives.

The traditional Dayenu ends with establishing the Temple, but Jewish history didn’t stop there. Early Reform Jews added these lines to their Haggadah. “If God had only sent us prophets of truth, dayenu. If God had only made us a holy people, dayenu.” Because God sent us prophets, we must live a prophetic life — ethically (not gouging the poor) and spiritually (keeping faith with the promise of a better time to come). Because we are a holy people, we must emulate God: visiting the sick, showing compassion, insisting on justice.


Passover lets us say dayenu, as long as we don’t really mean it. We are in history for the long run. The Seder commits us to see it through, come what may.

— Rabbi Larry Hoffman (adapted, blog.lawrenceahoffman.com)

Dayenu — What Would Have Been Enough?

Rabbi Yosef Shalom Eliashiv remembers his grandfather asking, “How is it that Dayenu could include a statement that had we been brought to Sinai but not been given the Torah, that would have been enough?” 


By itself, the Mount Sinai experience would have brought top-down Torah into our lives. True, but authoritarian. To the contrary, we left Sinai with the Torah in our arms, and joined our own voices with God’s, rendering creativity and our participation as vital components to the process of learning Torah.


Recall the Talmudic debate in which Rabbi Eliezer’s argument is supported by a tree uprooting itself, a river flowing upstream and, ultimately, a voice from heaven proclaiming that Rabbi Eliezer is right. In spite of supernatural acclaim, Rabbi Yehoshua objects, pointing out that “Torah is not in heaven!” (Deut. 30:12) The Torah was given to us, not merely for instruction but for construction. God has spoken, but we decide what God means. A flawed process, to be sure. But this is the “Divine rub” that provides warmth and light through the tension between Torah in its “purity” and the Torah as interpreted and applied by human deliberation.


Dayenu gives thanks for both. Dayenu gives thanks for every gift that makes purposeful and mentschlich living possible.

— Daniel Landes (My People’s Passover Haggadah, adapted)

For What Remains 

Lucky me, I inherited a diamond ring from my mother. More than its monetary value, I cherished this ring as a blessed memory of that beautiful, loving woman. The ring consisted of sixteen tiny, yet perfect, diamonds my father presented to her in 1944 as an expression of his love. It was precious to me, and I chose to wear it only on Shabbat; each time I looked at it, my Shabbat joy soared.


Imagine my horror when, sitting at the dinner table one Friday evening, I glanced down to see a space from which one of the diamonds had broken loose. A frantic search throughout the house produced nothing. The diamond was gone, and my ring had become damaged goods.


From then on, each time I wore my mother’s ring, all I could see was the empty hole. Like a beautiful woman whose smile revealed a missing front tooth, the ring had lost its beauty. I could no longer bear to look at it. I put it away.


Replacing the diamond would be too expensive for our family, so the ring remained in its place of exile every Shabbat. Whenever, by force of habit, I reached for it, I was poignantly reminded of my loss.


But one Friday, I simply missed the ring (and my mother) too much. I took it out to wear, reminding myself (somewhat unconvincingly) there was still plenty of ring for me to enjoy. Besides, I can always turn the missing diamond away from me.


Then something strange occurred. My eyes happened to fall upon the empty hole in the band, when I noticed the diamond that sat adjacent to the hole. For the very first time, I saw that single, tiny stone, its iridescent color, its exquisite shape, and its gentle gleam. And for the first time I realized that while I loved the ring, I had never bothered to explore its individual parts, each of which was lovely on its own merit. Losing one diamond made me begin to appreciate the beauty of all that remained.


Perhaps this is the true meaning of Dayenu in our lives today. Each of us has lost (or will one day lose) something, or someone, we love. Yet always, there is abundant beauty in what remains.

It Would NOT Have Been Enough!

“Dayenu,” says the Haggadah, “it would have been enough.” But would it? Is it? Today we are forced to grapple with a world that is not full of sufficiencies, but of insufficiencies. If we were to maintain peace in our own land, but ignore the destruction of an entire people in another ...


It would not be enough.


If we were to prevent the destruction of one people, but not stop the wars that kill others ...


It would not be enough.


If we were to end those wars, but not disarm those who bring terror ...


It would not be enough.


If we were to disarm those who bring terror, but not prevent the terror that comes from hunger and homelessness ...


It would not be enough.


If we were to feed all who hunger and shelter all who are homeless, but neglect to feed the minds of our young through excellence in public education ...


It would not be enough.


If we were to provide excellence in public education, but fail to support the ongoing artistic and creative nourishment of the human spirit ...


It would not be enough.


For the freedom we seek is a freedom from tyranny of the soul and the body. When a day at last arrives and everyone shall sit beneath their vine and their fig tree, and no one is any longer afraid, then and only then ...


Dayenu! At long last, it will be enough!

— Sholom Aleichem Club Haggadah (adapted)

Learning To Accept What Is Enough

For the first time, my mother cannot really help prepare our Seder meal. She wanders around the kitchen, pausing at the counter, the stove, the table, as if to collect something lost.


“What are you doing?” she asks.


“Setting the table,” I say.


“How many people are coming?”


“Ten,” I say, so irritated that I spill a spoonful of cooking oil. Mom has already asked me these questions several times in the last ten minutes.


For the past couple of years, Mom’s speech has been like an old record that skips. The simple anchors of life – the who, what, where and when of things – often elude her.


“Did you remember the macaroons for dessert?” she asks, a fork in hand.


“Yes,” I say, again. I try to be soft.


“How many people are coming?” she asks.


“Ten,” I say, impatience pinching my throat. “Let’s take a break and go for a walk.”


I wipe my hands and look for the house keys. They are not on their usual hook or in my purse or on the kitchen table. I feel a flutter of shame over the impatience I felt just this morning, when Mom misplaced her glasses for the second time.


I spot the keys and we leave for our walk. As we walk, my mother tells me the story of her father leaving the household. She tells me about sitting on the steps, age fourteen, waiting and waiting for her father to return. I let the familiar tale flow into me. I remember as much about my mother’s childhood as I do my own.


“Did you get the macaroons?”


“Yes, I did.” My voice is stern and prim, like a school-teacher with a child who simply won’t learn the lesson. “Did I already ask you that? I’m sorry,” Mom says.


“It’s okay.” Sadness fills me, not anger. “What’s it like to not remember?”


“I start a thought,” Mom says,”and the end disappears. If I try too hard to catch it, that makes it worse. So I let go, and eventually I get the answer. Of course, by that time, something else is going on.” Mom smiles and shakes her head.


That evening, we celebrate Passover with a Seder, which my father leads. In the past, my mother cooked the soup, prepared the charoset, arranged the Seder plate, filled the wine glasses, and blessed the fruit of the vine. This year, I am the one shaping the matzo balls and chopping the apples. I feel a stab of loneliness as I stand to say the blessing over the wine.


As the Seder progresses, my father tells our guests about “Dayenu,” a Hebrew word that means, “Even that would have been enough.”


“You repeat it,” he explains, “after each of the sentences I’m going to read. It’s a way of expressing gratitude.” He began, “If God had divided the sea without leading us onto dry land.”


“Dayenu,” we all repeat.


“If God had taken care of us in the desert for forty years without feeding us manna.”


“Dayenu.”


And so we follow the journey of our ancestors, promising we will be satisfied with whatever we get.


As I repeat my gratitude and pledge my satisfaction with life as it is, I think of my mother. I miss her remembering all the details of my life. I miss her knowing where the silverware drawer is. I miss telling her something I’m proud of and having her remember it. And yet, she is the living symbol of Dayenu, graciously accepting her failing mind and making the best of it.


A moment later, my mother reaches over and pats my wrist. I see the patina of softness that burnishes her, the loving core that goes far beyond mundane daily detail. I see the woman who has loved me even during the years I wandered through my own difficult wilderness.


As we sip our sweet wine and break off a piece of matzo, I create my own litany: If my mother gets pleasure out of life, dayenu. If she remembers who I am, dayenu.


“This is a lovely Seder,” she says. “You did a beautiful job putting this all together.”


I press her hand, look into her smiling face and say, “Dayenu.”

— Deborah Shouse

Proclaiming the Blessing of “What Is”

The last seder I celebrated at home with my family, in my small town tucked away in the Carpathian Mountains, took place in April of 1944. By then, the region was infested with Germans. In Budapest, they were already planning the deportation and liquidation of our communities, only we did not know. Normally, we would chant the melodies with great fervor. Not this time. This time we only murmured the words. Heads bowed, we silently evoked old memories. We hardly dared ask ourselves if God would intervene to save us.

— Elie Wiesel (A Passover Haggadah)


Is this the meaning of Dayenu in our lives today? That no matter how many liberations and celebrations there have been, new prayers and new hopes imagine new vistas of deliverance and release. That our task is to seek out life’s abundant beauty, and to be grateful for what is ... even as “what isn’t” forever announces itself to our vulnerable souls.

Kos Geulah (2nd Cup)
Kos Geulah:  Blessing “The King”
In Judaism, religion is not “the opium of the people,” the defense of the established order. It is a constant call for the established order to be tested against the template of justice and compassion. In Judaism there is no “divine right of kings.” The greatest ruler, if evil, is brought low. The lowliest human being, if righteous, is raised high. With wine, our symbol of joy, we bless “The King” — melekh ha’olam — grateful, as free men and women, to follow The Most High, and no other, with Whom we will labor to build a world that is just and compassionate for all.

— Rabbi Jonathan Sacks (adapted, The Chief Rabbi’s Haggadah)

Who Will Be Today’s Midwives?

One Sunday morning in 1941, in Nazi-occupied Netherlands, a mysterious character rode up on his bicycle and entered the Calvinist Church. He ascended the podium and read aloud the story of the midwives who saved the Hebrew babies and defied Pharaoh’s policy of genocide. “Who is today’s Pharaoh?” he asked. 


“Hitler,” the congregation replied. 


“And who are today’s Hebrew babies?”


“The Jews.”


“And who,” he then asked, his gaze missing no one, “will be today’s midwives?” 


And with that, the mysterious man left the church, leaving his question hanging in the air. Seven families would later hide Jewish men, women and children, and thus resist the Nazis.

Who Will Be Today’s Midwives? (Darfur version)

One Sunday morning in 2008, in a neighborhood very much like mine and yours, a mysterious character rode up on his bicycle and entered the house of worship. He ascended the podium and read aloud the story of the midwives who saved the Hebrew babies and defied Pharaoh’s policy of genocide. “Who are today’s taskmasters?” he asked.


“The Janjaweed,” the congregation replied.


“And who are today’s Hebrew babies?”


“The Darfurians.”


“And who,” he then asked, his gaze missing no one, “will be today’s midwives?”


And with that, the mysterious man left that house of worship, his question still hanging in the air. But the challenge was clear. There were governments to be confronted, and lives to be saved.

The Inversion of Gratefulness

Basic to human existence is a sense of indebtedness — of indebtedness to society, of indebtedness to God. What is emerging in our age is a strange inversion. Modern people believe that the world is indebted to them; that society is charged with duties toward them. Their standard preoccupation is: What will I get out of life? Suppressed is the question: What will life — what will society — get out of me?

— Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel

Birkat Hamazon
Birkat HaMazon

So much goes into hosting a Seder meal: deciding the menu, going shopping, preparing the food, setting the table, making sure everyone has enough to eat and drink and, when the Seder is complete, the overwhelming cleanup. When the evening is done, no guest would dream of leaving without saying, “Thank you.” When we recite Birkat HaMazon, the blessing of gratitude after we eat, we’re like a guest saying goodnight to God, “the Ultimate Host.” But more than saying thanks for God’s feeding us, we say thank you to God for feeding every living being. In the first paragraph alone, the word kol – everything – appears six times.* Whatever our relationship with, or feelings toward, God – and whether or not we feel that God does indeed “feed the entire world with goodness” – by thanking God for feeding the entire world (and not just us), we begin to see the interconnectedness of the world, and just how much we have to be thankful for.

— Mitelman Family (adapted, What’s Cooking Tonight?)

* Hazan et ha’olam kulo b’tuvo (the One who feeds the entire world with goodness), hu notein lekhem l’khol basar (the One who gives bread to all flesh), kee hu El zan um-farnes lakol, u’meiteev lakol, u’meikheen mazon l’khol briyotav asher bara (for God sustains all and is good to all and produces food for all things created), barukh atah Adonai, hazan et hakol (blessed are You, Adonai, who feeds all).

Kos Eliyahu (Cup of Elijah)
The Old Man’s Curse

Many years ago in Baghdad, there lived a good couple who loved God, gave tzedakah, and helped the poor. All Baghdad honored the couple, and yet they had one sorrow: they had no children. One year, at Passover, the couple was sitting at their seder table, reading the Haggadah, and retelling the Exodus. Seeing that his wife was sad, as she always was at Passover, the husband tried to comfort her as he always did, by saying, “Don’t worry. We’ll have a child one day. God won’t forget us.”


As the couple continued the seder, there came a sudden knock at the door. Opening it wide, they saw a ragged old man. The couple invited him to join their seder and treated him with great hospitality. But when the old man took his leave, he turned to the pair who had hosted him so kindly, and instead of thanking them, said, “I pray to God that next year your Pesakh table will be a wreck!” The ungrateful old man’s curse astonished the couple and angered them, but out of respect, they said nothing.


A month later the wife discovered she was pregnant! And indeed, three months before the next Passover, a son was finally born to them. Their great joy cannot be described, and the old man and his curse were of course forgotten.


The following Passover, as the couple sat at their seder table and read the Haggadah, their baby behaved as all babies do. He laughed and fussed and tipped over the wine, knocked over the cups and broke the plates. But the baby’s mother and father adored their child and took pleasure even in their baby’s havoc, for this was the great gift for which they had prayed year after year.


It was only at the end of the seder that the couple remembered the old man and his “curse” — their Pesakh table had indeed been a wreck, and the old man must have been none other than Elijah himself.

— Iraqi folktale

Kos Miryam (Cup of Miriam)
Kos Miryam: Water for Everyone
Around the world, 783 million people do not have access to safe drinking water and 2.5 billion people are without adequate sanitation. Nearly 6000 die everyday from water-related illnesses — the vast majority of them ... children.

Midrash teaches us that a miraculous well provided the Israelites with water throughout their desert journey. This well was given by God to Miriam, honoring her bravery and her leadership.
We fill Miriam’s cup with water, remembering all that she did to ensure the survival of her people by providing physical and spiritual nourishment to all. 

We honor Miriam when we too provide nourishment to others. With organizations like Water for People, RainCatcher, and H2O for Life, we can help bring clean drinking water, effective sanitation, and improved hygiene, to communities across the globe that desperately need it.  
As the daughters and sons of Miriam, may we bravely lead our communities to deep, full wells. And from them, draw wisdom, courage and human kindness, so that we will always ensure that an undiminished flow of life’s physical and spiritual necessities is delivered to one and all.

— Rabbi Billy Dreskin

Miriam’s Cup

The opposite of kodesh (“holy”) is khol. But khol does not mean “profane” (as it is usually translated). It means just “ordinary.” And while the book of Leviticus commands, “You shall be holy,” it teaches us mostly how to be ordinary: how to diagnose disease, care for our bodies and the like. So if Judaism’s first insight is “You shall be holy,” its second is “You shall be ordinary too.” We need them both: the everyday khol routine of work and household chores, and the transcendent breakthroughs into God-like kodesh.


Traditionally, the hope for a messianic age is for a time when all will be holy. For centuries, our Seder has championed this ultimate hope by featuring Elijah, who would announce the “Time to Come,” and move us on to final perfect holiness. But there is also a view that except for the absence of oppression, the world-to-come will be just like this one – balancing the everyday with the holy, living sometimes in one, sometimes in the other, usually with both intertwined.


Of late, a second seder hero – Miriam – has emerged to rival Elijah. It is Miriam who is associated with the well of living waters that accompanies the Israelites through their desert wandering. Elijah is transported to heaven at life’s end, and will bring heaven back to earth when he reappears on history’s final day. But for Miriam, salvation lies not in an altogether heavenly time to come but in the day-by-day steps of the journey that will always be ordinary desert sand on one hand, miraculous life-giving water on the other – the everyday and the holy, mixed gloriously together.


It is perhaps this mixture of kodesh and khol that characterizes life as we know it (and maybe even life in the world-to-come). Elijah and Miriam teach us to value all of life, both the holy and the ordinary. And just because we do not have it all, we do not on that account have nothing. We must not only yearn for Elijah; we must dance with Miriam too. “You shall be holy” and “You shall be ordinary” – a delightful mixture that is life itself.

— Rabbi Larry Hoffman (adapted)

Zot kos Meer-yam, kos ma-yeem kha-yeem, ze-kheyr li-tzee-aht Mitz-ra-yim. Ba-rukh a-ta Adonai, ha-mahv-deel beyn ko-desh l’khol.

This is the Cup of Miriam, the cup of living waters, a reminder of the Exodus from Egypt. Blessed are You, Blessed are You, O God, Creator of the Universe, who distinguishes between the holy and the ordinary.

Nirtzah (Conclusion)
The Secret In Suffering

If your own suffering does not serve to unite you with the suffering of others, if your own imprisonment does not join you with others in prison, if you, in your smallness, remain alone, then your pain will have been for naught. [...] I have walked that long road to freedom. I have tried not to falter. I have made missteps along the way. But I have discovered the secret that after climbing a great hill, one only finds that there are many more hills to climb. I can rest only a moment, for with freedom comes responsibilities, and I dare not linger, for my long walk is not yet ended.

— Nelson Mandela

Next Year

I remember my grandfather’s house when we lived in Turkey. We would celebrate a big, splendid Passover. When grandfather read, “Blessed is the One who keeps the promise ...,” he would get up, open the window, stick out his head and look left and right, as if he were seeing the view for the first time. Then he would pull his head back in, sigh, and say to our family, “Another year in exile.”

— Yaakov Shneor, Kibbutz Be’erot Yitzhak

Du Seeakh ... Dialogue Starters
What’s A “Du Seeakh”? Many of us are not content to simply read from the Haggadah at our seder. Passover is a night of questions, and we’re quite capable of asking our own. More importantly, we have responses to the night’s questions that should be heard. “Du Seeakh” (which means “dialogue” or “discussion”) is an opportunity for you to share your OWN ideas. Place one of these texts somewhere in your seder (could be at the beginning to get things going, or anywhere you think a break from the Haggadah would be good), have someone read it aloud, and then let everybody go at it. 3-5 minutes of discussion is plenty. But you’re certainly free to go longer if you like. And you don’t have to use mine; if you do write a “Du Seeakh” of your own, please email it to me (rabbibillydreskin@gmail.com).
• Ten plagues devastated the land of Egypt. From them, a new freedom emerged that would shape our people’s identity forever.


In this century, there are plagues a-plenty, to be sure. Perhaps a new freedom will emerge from them, but that day has not yet arrived.


From what modern plague is there need of an Exodus today?

• In the Passover story, only Moses dared confront a taskmaster. During the New York garment workers’ strike of 1910, however, numerous quarrels took place between workers and their bosses. One reprimanded, “You should be ashamed! Is this behavior worthy of a Jew?” While another quoted Isaiah, “What do you mean by crushing my people, by grinding the face of the poor?”


Is there equality in America today?

• Amichai Lau Lavie, brilliant and innovative Jewish creativity maven, tweeted this one: “Apple. Seder. Change. Go.”

• Dayenu. “Enough.” For centuries, we’ve sung about our gratitude for God’s gifts: freedom from slavery, freedom in Shabbat, and freedom’s lessons through Torah. But “Enough!” can also be a cry of “Too much!”


Name something in your own life which you might rather live without, might rather protest, “Dayenu ... enough.” And then ask, “How is this also your blessing, to which you can proclaim, “Dayenu”?

• Mah nishtana? If you were given ten million dollars to promote one of Passover’s values locally or globally, how would you spend it?

• Mah nishtana? “Why (how) is this night different?” What’s new about your life tonight that’s different from last year?

• Avadim Hayinu. “We were slaves.” What’s Egypt to You? What’s your slavery? What’s keeping you back from being more free this year? As an individual, your own story. Or in the world. Or, if you prefer, what liberation have you experienced this year?

• Dayenu. “Enough.” What are the riches, the blessings in your life? Where do you have enough? And where in the world, or in your own life, are we not even close to saying Dayenu? What can you do to stop this slavery, this oppression, whatever that means to you?

• In our own days, as in the ancient days of our people, an event becomes a story, a story becomes a legend, and the legend becomes a lesson. So it is with an orange that found its way to the seder plate. It was placed there, according to legend, in response to one person’s judgement that “So-and-so has as much a place in Jewish tradition as an orange on the seder plate.” 


We are a people of righteous questioning, forever asking, “Why not?” when somewhere in the world that which is just, that which is humane, is being denied. And so, we begin our seder this evening by asking you, “What is missing from our seder plate?” Consider your world, what you know of it, what you feel about it ... and offer your suggestion for Pesakh’s newest lesson.

• In the 1960s, Al Axelrad, Hillel rabbi at Brandeis University, established an annual Shifra and Puah Award, honoring individuals who exemplify non-violent resistance to tyranny. He named the award after the midwives who resisted and outsmarted Pharaoh, saving the Hebrew infants from drowning.


To what individual in history would you present this award? To what individual today would you present this award?

• Pick Your Definition Of Slavery/Freedom:

1) No man can put a chain about the ankle of his fellow man without at last finding the other end fastened about his own neck. (Frederick Douglas, former slave, Washington, DC, 1883)

2) We have confused the free with the “free and easy.” (Adlai Stevenson, Presidential contender, 1956)

3) It is often safer to be in chains than to be free. (Franz Kafka, The Trial, Prague, 1925)

4) To be liberated, that is easy. To be a free person, that is very hard. (Andre Gide, French author, 20th cen)

5) Liberty means responsibility. That is why most men dread it. (George Bernard Shaw, Irish playwright, 20th cen)

6) None are more hopelessly enslaved than those who falsely believe they are free. (Goethe, German poet, Faustus, 19th cen)

7) No human being is free who is not master of himself. (Epicetitus, Greek philosopher, Rome, 1st cen)

• Someone once asked, “When reciting the Ten Plagues, why do we use our pinkie to remove ten drops of wine?” The answer may forever be shrouded in mystery, but one possibility is that the pinkie, being the smallest, weakest finger, one doesn’t expect much from it. But depending on how it is used, even the smallest, weakest, most unassuming finger is capable of choosing whether to spill blood or to save lives. 


What small, unassuming person or group has performed an heroic deed? What is one way you can play a small but heroic role?

• According to Jewish tradition, we were enslaved in Egypt for 210 years. One wonders why it took God so much time to act on our behalf. David Brooks writes in the New York Times (Apr 7, 2009): “Socrates talked. The assumption behind his approach to philosophy, and the approaches of millions of people since, is that moral thinking is mostly a matter of reason and deliberation: Think through moral problems. Find a just principle. Apply it.” But Brooks notes that contemporary research belies that. To date, there appears little, if any, correlation between moral reasoning and moral behavior. “Most of us make snap moral judgments about what feels fair or not. [...] Reasoning comes later and is often guided by the emotions that preceded it.”


Think of a time when you’ve made a snap moral decision — would you have benefitted from taking additional time before acting? Think of a time when you’ve moved more thoughtfully to a moral decision — did the additional time elicit from you a significantly different choice?

