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Preface
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Like most Jewish children, I especially loved the Passover holiday. Solemn and joyous, it allowed us to escape time. Slaves of the pharaohs, we followed Moses into the unknown, into the desert, up to Mount Sinai. His summons to freedom was stronger than fear.

The Seder transformed us. On that evening, my father enjoyed the sovereignty of a king. My mother, lovelier than ever, was queen. And we, the children, were princes. Even visitors—the travelers and beggars we had invited to share our meal—were messengers bearing secrets, princes in disguise.

How could I not love this holiday, which began well before the Seder itself. For weeks, we lived in a state of expectancy, of preparation.

The house had to be cleaned, the books removed to the court-yard for dusting. The rabbi’s disciples assisted in making the matzot. Passover meant the end of winter, the triumph of spring.

Here I must interrupt my tale, for I see that I am using the past tense. Why? Because none of this is true anymore? Not at all. The meaning of the festival and its rituals has scarcely changed. Only I have changed.

I still follow the rituals, of course. I recite the prayers, I chant the appropriate psalms, I tell the story of the Exodus, I answer the questions my son asks. But in the deepest part of myself, I know it is not the same. It is not as it used to be.

A lifetime separates me from the child I once was. Today I know that happiness can never be complete. The joyousness of this holiday is so tinged with melancholy that it seems more like a time of sadness.

It is understandable; Passover was the last holiday I celebrated at home.

I recall this to explain why it is impossible for me to talk about Passover solely in the present tense.

Do I love it less than before? No. Let’s just say I love it differently. Now I love it for the questions it raises, which are, after all, its raison d’être.

What is most appealing about the Seder? Its challenge to children to ask questions. “Why is this night different from all other nights?” Because it reminds us of another night, so long ago, yet so near, the last night a persecuted and oppressed people, our people, spent in Egypt. “Why do we eat bitter herbs?” To remind us of the bitter tears that our forefathers shed in exile. Each song, each gesture, each cup of wine, each prayer, each silence is part of the evening’s spell. The goal is to arouse our curiosity by opening the doors of memory.

On this evening, all questions are not only permitted, but invited. Still, we begin by examining the traditional four questions which illustrate four possible attitudes toward life: that of the wise son, who knows the question and asks it; that of the wicked son, who knows the question but refuses to ask it; that of the simple son, who knows the question but is indifferent to it; and finally, that of the ignorant son, who does not know the question and therefore is unable to ask.

And then, there is my own anguish: What can we do so as not to forget the question? What can we do to defeat oblivion? What significance does Passover have, if not to keep our memories alive? To be Jewish is to assume the burden of the past, to include it in our concerns for the present and for the future.

We read the news and it is always the same: random killings in Jerusalem, confrontations in Hebron, bombings in Lebanon. Were it not for its past and its history—or rather our connection to its history—what right would we have to Jerusalem, or to the land of Israel itself? If events in the Mideast have any meaning, it is as a reminder of the need to remember. The peace between Israel and Egypt strikes us as miraculous not only because of Sadat and Begin, but because of Moses.

As we recite the Haggadah, which retells the Exodus of the Children of Israel from Egypt, we have the strange feeling that, once again, we are living in Biblical times.

More than any generation before, my contemporaries have known not only a paroxysm of evil, but also the realization of a promise; not only the Kingdom of Night, but also the rebirth of a dream; not only the horror of Nazism, but also the end of the nightmare; not only the deaths of Babi-Yar, but also the defiance of young Russian Jews, the first to challenge the Kremlin’s police state.

Sometimes the sheer speed of events makes us reel. History advances at a dizzying pace. Man has conquered space, but not his own heart. Have we learned nothing? It seems so: Witness the wars that rage all over the globe, the acts of terror that strike down the innocent, the children who are dying of hunger and disease in Africa and Asia every day. Why is there so much hatred in the world? Why is there so much indifference to hatred, to suffering, to the anguish of others?

I love Passover because for me it is a cry against indifference, a cry for compassion.

•   •   •

Listen to a story about Job, who lived in Egypt in the time of Moses. He held the important position of adviser in the Pharaoh’s court, along with Jethro and Bilaam. When the Pharaoh asked for counsel in resolving the Jewish question, Jethro spoke in favor of Moses’ request to let his people go. Bilaam took the opposite stand. As for Job, he refused to take sides; he wished to remain neutral. This neutrality, the Midrash says, earned him his future sufferings. At times of crisis, at moments of peril, one has no right to choose abstention, to opt for prudence. When the life or death—or simply the well-being—of a community is at stake, neutrality becomes unacceptable, for it always aids and abets the oppressor, never his victim.

The second story is no less provocative. It can be found in the Midrash, in the passage about the Red Sea crossing. The Children of Israel are saved at the last moment, while their oppressors drown before their eyes. It is a moment of grace so extraordinary that the angels themselves begin to sing, but God interrupts and scolds them: What has come over you? My creatures are drowning in the sea and you are singing? How can you praise me with your hymns at a time when human beings are dying?

Although neither of these stories is part of the traditional Seder, I like to tell them.

Oh, I know—it is easier said than done. Compassion for the enemies of one’s people—who has the right to advance such a proposition? It may be an option for God and angels, but for humans? Then why this story? To prompt us to question. If God demands compassion, then it is our responsibility to take a stand, even if it is to say, no, not yet . . . but later, perhaps.

Still, I have seen Israel at war, and I can attest to the fact that there was no hatred for enemy soldiers. Yes, there was a fierce determination to win, but no hatred.

At the time, I remember how difficult it was for me to understand this phenomenon; it seemed illogical, irrational. When an enemy seeks to destroy you, you need to feel as much hatred for him as he feels for you. All of military history proves it. But all of Jewish history proves the contrary. The Jewish people have never had recourse to hatred, even in their struggles for survival.

Surely that was a blessing. If we had had to hate all our enemies, we would have had little time or energy for anything else.

•   •   •

And so I return to the last holiday I celebrated at home with my family in my small town tucked away in the Carpathian Mountains. 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 it. The Russian front seemed close; at night, we heard the cannons, we saw the sky turn red and we thought that soon we would be free.

The authorities had forbidden communal prayer in the synagogues, so we arranged to hold services in our house. Normally, on Passover eve, we would chant the melodies with great fervor. Not this time. This time we only murmured the words.

I remember that Seder, and I shall always remember it. Heads bowed, we silently evoked old memories. We hardly dared ask ourselves if God would intervene to save us.

He had not often intervened in the past. Would He this time?

Passover is also a story of hope.
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The entire story of the Haggadah is contained in the Seder plate; everything on it symbolizes an aspect of Exodus:

(1) ZEROA, a roasted bone, evokes the Paschal lamb which our forefathers offered to God.

(2) BEITZA, a boiled egg whose roundness symbolizes the circle of life and death.

(3) MAROR, a bitter herb, reminds us of the bitterness of Egyptian bondage.

(4) CHAROSET, a mixture of nuts, fruit, wine, and spices, represents the mortar our ancestors used in building the pyramids in Egypt.

(5) KARPAS, parsley or another green vegetable, represents hope and renewal.

(6) CHAZERET, the bitter herb for the “sandwich” which we eat later, following the custom established by Hillel the Elder, as a reminder that our ancestors “ate matzah and bitter herbs together.”



The Seder
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	KADESH

	Reciting the Kiddush
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	U’RECHATZ

	Washing of the hands
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	KARPAS

	Blessing for the green vegetable
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	YACHATZ

	Breaking of the middle matzah
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	MAGGID

	Telling the story
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