Claiming the Story of Pesah as Our Own
April 3, 2023 (Passover)

If your seder today is different from when you were young, or if you have adopted new traditions
over the years, you are not alone. On the contrary, the way we celebrate Pesah has always
evolved. As the late JTS professor Baruch M. Bokser taught us, it was the Rabbis from the first
and second centuries who first redefined Pesah, supplanting the biblical sacrificial Pesah ritual
performed in the Temple with the seder itself. They changed the focus of the holiday from one
that was centered on the Temple to one that was rooted in a set of home-based rituals designed to
recall and relive the Exodus from Egypt.

Evidence of the evolution of the holiday is already found in the Mishnah’s Four Questions, for
one of them reads: “On all other nights we eat either roasted, stewed, or cooked meat, but on this
night all the meat is the roasted meat of the Paschal lamb.” This question had already become
obsolete with the Temple’s destruction in 70 CE and was soon replaced by the more familiar
“Why, on this night, do we eat while reclining?”” a more relatable prompt for discussion about
what it means to be truly free.

The ever-evolving nature of Pesah is also anchored by the Haggadah’s command that each of us
must /ir-ot, see, ourselves as if we left Egypt. Mamonides, in the Laws of Hametz and Matzah,
curiously adds the letter “heh” to the Hebrew word /ir-ot, transforming its meaning from “see” to
“show,” or /’har-ot. In doing so, he emphasizes that the best way to truly experience one’s
redemption is to demonstrate it to others. In other words, it’s not enough for children to step into
the story of their parents. Each generation must find its own way to show that it has absorbed the
lessons of the Exodus. Each generation must claim the story of the Exodus as one that rings true
in its time and place.

Happily, Pesah provides many opportunities for each of us at any age to engage with its message.
As a child, I loved cleaning out drawers and cabinets, shopping for new clothes, and helping peel
and mix ingredients for favorite recipes. My siblings and I felt important when we took
responsibility for preparing the haroset, setting the table, making the saltwater and slicing the
celery that we’d dip in it. We’d gather pillows for the chairs and put a kiddush cup out for each
person. We felt immersed in the holiday’s traditions, themes, and experiences and joyfully
participated in the seder along with family, friends, and other guests.

Think about all the ways Pesah rituals have evolved for Jews to present themselves as having
experienced the redemption from Egypt. We can choose from a plethora of haggadot that focus
on specific kinds of liberation narratives. An abundance of educational resources and
supplements enable us to enrich our table conversations. To engage children, we can provide
them with a variety of toys, stickers, puppets, and videos that help explain the Passover story in
creative and imaginative ways. The addition of objects such as Miriam’s Cup or readings about
the Shoah, racial injustice, or Ukraine stimulate pointed contemporary conversations among



older children and adults about what empathy for the suffering of those enslaved around us—
physically or emotionally—might compel us to do to contribute to their liberation.

I sometimes marvel at how the seder, an ancient ritual, can absorb so much adaptation and yet
somehow retain its core message. In essence, it provides a template for Judaism’s continued
flourishing over the centuries.

Nowadays, I’'m blessed to enjoy the sedarim with children and grandchildren. Naturally, we have
further adapted our celebration in order for them to form their own connections to the holiday.
With Pesah now falling during Daylight Savings Time, we can’t recite kiddush at a time early
enough for young children to be full seder participants. So, we’ve started a new tradition of
beginning our seder in the living room. We gather on couches so that the children can
demonstrate their engagement with the Exodus by sharing art projects, singing favorite songs,
and talking about the themes of the holiday. When it’s time to say kiddush, we sit at the table and
conduct the traditional seder rituals at a more compact pace, ensuring that everyone has the
opportunity to internalize and experience the Exodus in their unique way.

As chancellor of The Jewish Theological Seminary, I find in the seder a mirror of the kind of
Jewish teaching and learning we offer our students and which they, in turn, share with the Jewish
world. This approach, anchored in tradition, also recognizes that each generation must make that
tradition its own. In this way, Judaism continually evolves along with us.

I wish you and your families a hag sameah—a joyous, delicious, and meaningful Pesah.



