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Introduction


Jews have celebrated Passover for more than three thousand years. It is probably the longest-observed ritual in the world.


I have written The Rational Passover Haggadah for many of the same reasons I wrote The Rational Bible, my commentary on the Torah. Biblical and other sacred texts need to be explained in a rational manner and made relevant. Like The Rational Bible, The Rational Passover Haggadah is meant for every type of Jew and for non-Jews.


But there is an additional reason, specific to The Rational Passover Haggadah. I have attended enough Seders to realize that even traditional Jews steeped in knowledge of Torah and Talmud, let alone more secular Jews and non-Jews, can use help in making their Seder discussions more interesting, deeper, and more accessible to every participant—as well as to those who may never attend a Seder.


Therefore, throughout The Rational Passover Haggadah, the reader will find topics marked “For Discussion.” These topics, related to some part of the Haggadah, raise some great issue of life—again, of interest to the religious Jew, the non-religious Jew, and the non-Jew. Best of all, these topics give every participant at the Seder a reason to participate in the Seder, and will hopefully provoke young participants to speak up, or at least pay attention.


This Haggadah is not confined to Passover use, nor is it only for people who attend a Seder. It is intended for year-round use and for those who may never attend a Seder. As the reader can see from the table of contents, the essay topics and discussions are relevant to any time and to any individual. This Haggadah is intended to serve as a guide to life, to God, and to Judaism.
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The Passover Seder and the Haggadah


Given that the Passover Seder is the most widely observed Jewish ritual, most Jews—and an increasingly large number of non-Jews—are familiar with the Hebrew word “seder.” However, few people know what the word means: it is the Hebrew word for “order.” The modern Hebrew word for “OK”—b’seder—literally means “in order.”


The name “order” was given to the Passover ritual meal because it is conducted in a set order. The Seder consists of fifteen steps written down in a book called the Haggadah (Hebrew for the “telling,” because it tells the story of the Exodus from Egypt). Understand these steps and you will understand what the Rabbis wanted to achieve at the Passover Seder. “Rabbis” refers to the ancient rabbis who compiled the Talmud, the holiest Jewish work after the Hebrew Bible. The Talmud, finalized in about the year 500, is the size of a large encyclopedia. It is comprised of dozens of volumes containing philosophy, theology, legends, stories, and, most of all, arguments and discussions about how to carry out Jewish laws. The earliest date for the Haggadah is 170, but the finalized edition dates to approximately 750.


Why does the Haggadah exist? Because the Torah, the first five books of the Bible, commands Jews to tell the story of the Exodus during the holiday of Passover (see Exodus 13:8 and 13:14–15), but it does not specify how to do so. Post-biblical Jewish law did.


Were it not for the Seder and Haggadah, a person would fulfill the Torah commandment in any way he or she chose. Perhaps there would be a holiday meal with family and/or friends at which some people might discuss the Exodus; perhaps a rabbi or a group of Jewish laymen would discuss the Exodus at synagogue; or perhaps one would talk about the Exodus in a phone call with a friend or relative. All of these would theoretically fulfill the Torah law, but none would come close to being a Seder.


In addition, any Jew can fully celebrate the Seder with other Jews anywhere in the world. All Jews recite the same Haggadah and therefore have the same Seder.


Finally, while there is plenty of room for spontaneous discussion—as we will see, it is encouraged—the authors of the Haggadah wanted to ensure that Jews incorporate certain aspects of the Exodus story and the Passover holiday at the Seder.


It has worked well. Though Jews were exiled from their homeland for nearly 1,900 years, they not only retained their national identity—a unique achievement in human history for a dispersed people—they also kept the story of their Exodus from Egypt alive. The Passover Haggadah and the Seder are what made that possible.


For Discussion What Is More Important in Judaism—the Home or the Synagogue?


The central religious institution in Jewish life is not the synagogue. The synagogue, where Jews gather for communal prayer, is certainly important, but the central religious institution in Judaism is the home. The synagogue is essentially a religious adjunct to the home. The home is where the holidays—most important, the weekly Shabbat (Sabbath)—are celebrated. While many synagogues today conduct a Seder, the vast majority of Jews throughout Jewish history have observed the Seder in a home—either their own or that of a relative or friend.


That is why virtually no Jew celebrates the Seder alone. If Jews learn that some Jew has no home to go to for the Seder, it is likely he or she will be invited to someone’s Seder. Within the context of Judaism, a Jew being alone on Seder night is particularly sad. After all, the purpose of the Seder and the Haggadah is to tell a story, and one needs others to whom to tell the story. Rosh Hashanah (the Jewish New Year) and Yom Kippur (the Day of Atonement) are the most important Jewish holidays (along with Shabbat)—hence they are referred to as the “High Holy Days”—and most Jews will have at least one High Holiday meal with other Jews. But it is the Seder meal that most Jews feel the greatest need to share with others.


Therefore, Jews should seriously consider inviting one or more individuals other than family and close friends to their Seder. There are undoubtedly Jews in your city who, for whatever reason, do not have family or friends with whom they are celebrating the Seder. No Jew should be alone on this night. At the same time, I also suggest inviting non-Jews to your Seder. For too long, Judaism has been hidden from the world. This has not done the Jews or the world any good.










THE SEDER


The Seder begins with the reading or chanting aloud of its fifteen steps—somewhat like starting a nonfiction book by reading aloud the chapter titles.


The Fifteen Steps of the Seder


1. Kadesh: Kadesh means “sanctify” or “consecrate.” We begin the Seder by reciting a prayer of sanctification over wine.


2. Urchatz: A ritual washing of the hands. This is an act of purification, not a cleaning of the hands. Our hands are expected to already be clean before the ritual washing. The washing is a statement that one is about to engage in a holy act.


3. Karpas: We eat a vegetable such as parsley, celery, or potato (but not a bitter herb). This reminds those at the Seder that Passover falls in the spring, a time of rebirth and renewal.1 Indeed, the Torah describes Passover as chag he-aviv, “the spring festival.”


4. Yachatz: The word means “cut in half.” There are three matzot (pieces of matzah, the unleavened bread of Passover) on the Seder leader’s (and sometimes on other participants’) plate. The leader (and any other participant who wishes) breaks the middle matzah in half. The larger of the two pieces is then set aside to be consumed as the final item eaten at the Seder.


5. Magid: The word means “tell.” It is the same word as the root of the word Haggadah, “the telling”—of the story of the Exodus. This is the longest and most important part of the Seder. Telling the story is the purpose of the Haggadah and, for that matter, of Passover.


Nations that do not tell their story to each succeeding generation will eventually have no succeeding generation to whom to tell their story. More on this in the Magid section.


6. Rachtzah: This is the second washing of the hands (rachtzah is from the same word as urchatz). The first, which had no accompanying blessing, is unique to the Passover Seder. This second washing is accompanied by a blessing—the same blessing recited before all other meals in Judaism.


7. Motzi: The word means “brings forth,” the Hebrew word contained in the traditional blessing recited when eating bread: Baruch ata Adonai, Eloheinu melech ha-olam, ha-motzi lechem min ha-aretz (Blessed are You, Lord, King of the universe, Who brings forth bread from the earth). The reason the blessing over bread is recited is that matzah is bread, but it is unleavened bread.


8. Matzah: This is the unique blessing for the first eating of matzah on Passover. Eating matzah on Passover is so important that the Torah refers to Passover as Chag HaMatzot, the “Holiday of Matzot.”


9. Maror: The word means “bitter.” This is the bitter herb (raw horseradish is commonly used), eaten to remind us of the bitterness of slavery.


10. Korech: This alludes to a “sandwich” that combines the bitter herb and the sweet haroset (a paste usually comprised of apples, nuts, and cinnamon among other ingredients) between pieces of matzah.


11. Shulchan Orech: The words literally mean “Set Table,” and signify the luxuriant Passover meal.


12. Tzafun: The word means “hidden.” The meal ends with the eating of the hidden matzah which was broken at the beginning of the Seder. This piece of matzah—about which more will be said later—is known as the afikoman, derived from the Greek word for dessert. Subsequent to the afikoman, the Jewish practice is not to eat anything, with the exception of drinking the third and fourth cups of wine (or grape juice, if a substitute for wine is necessary—see pages 10–11 for an explanation of the four cups of wine). Considering how delicious the meal and the desserts were, the afikoman is admittedly a letdown. However, the Rabbis were more interested in meaning than in cuisine.


13. Barech: The word means “bless” and refers to the Birkat HaMazon, the Grace after Meals, a series of prayers thanking God for the food and much else.


14. Hallel: The word means “praise” and is the root of the well-known Hebrew word “Hallelujah.” Some psalms from the Book of Psalms are recited.


15. Nirtzah: The word means “acceptance.” This is the Seder’s completion, when we pray that “just as we were able to carry out the Seder’s order this year, so may we be able to carry it out again.”



For Discussion Why Are Rituals Important, Even Vital?


As noted in the introduction, Jews have celebrated Passover for thousands of years. It is most likely the longest-observed ritual in the world, a testament to the power of ritual to perpetuate gratitude and national identity, both of which rely on memory.


Memory, in turn, relies on ritual. Human beings find perpetuating gratitude very difficult. Unless people make a deliberate effort, the good that another has done for them is usually forgotten quickly. Remembering hurtful things comes far more naturally to people than remembering the good things done to them. That Jews have been grateful to God for the Exodus for over three thousand years is solely due to their observance of Passover, which is all the more remarkable in light of all the terrible suffering Jews have since experienced.


The need for ritual is just as true in secular life. Using America as an example, the holidays with the most observed rituals—Thanksgiving and Christmas—remain widely observed. On the other hand, holidays during which few or no rituals are observed—Presidents’ Day, for example—remain on the calendar, but are observed only as vacation days and are essentially devoid of meaning.


There is also a proof within Jewish life of the need for ritual. The reason Passover is the best-known and most widely celebrated of the three festivals is thanks to its Passover Seder ritual. The next best-known Torah festival (though not nearly as widely celebrated) is Sukkot (tabernacles), also because of its rituals of building a sukkah (booth) for the holiday (see Deuteronomy 16:13–15), gathering with friends and family in the sukkah for meals, and daily blessings over a lulav (palm frond) and etrog (citron), along with myrtle and willow. The least well-known of the three festivals among Jews is Shavuot (Pentecost)—precisely because it is essentially devoid of specific rituals (though many Jews engage in the ritual of studying the Torah much of, or even the entire, night).


A post-Torah holiday, Chanukah, commemorating an event that occurred about 1,100 years after the Exodus, is widely observed precisely because of the ritual of lighting an additional candle each night of the holiday’s eight days. Chanukah would not be nearly as widely observed if not for the holiday’s candle-lighting ritual (and, in the West, because of its proximity to Christmas).










קדש KADESH (The Kiddush)



In keeping with the central theme of the holiday, the Passover Kiddush—the blessing over the wine—speaks of “the feast of Matzot, the season of our freedom… in memory of the Exodus from Egypt.”


The blessing over the wine itself—Blessed are You, Lord our God, Who has created the fruit of the vine—is but one sentence, placed between the two large paragraphs of the Kiddush.


Another one-sentence blessing is appended at the end of the Kiddush: Blessed are You… Who has kept us alive, sustained us, and brought us to this time. This blessing, known as the shehecheyanu, is said on holidays and other happy occasions. It is intended to ensure that people express gratitude for the good things—even minor good things—in their lives. It is, therefore, not only recited at the start of Jewish holidays, but when tasting a fruit for the first time in any given season, when putting on new clothes, or when moving into a new house.


Regarding the joyousness of the holiday, there are actually laws in the Torah that command the Jew “to be happy” on the festivals—specifically Shavuot and Sukkot (Deuteronomy 16:11, 13–16). Interestingly, the Torah does not command happiness on the third of the three festivals, Passover. On Passover, the Torah assumes the believing Jew will be happy, given that the holiday is about escaping slavery. The emotion the Torah and later Judaism seek to evoke on Passover is gratitude (which, as it happens, is the primary creator of happiness). In effect, the gratitude inculcated by Passover makes the happiness of the other two festivals possible.


The Torah’s command that the Jew be happy is what shaped my understanding of happiness—that it is both a choice and a moral obligation. Most people think happiness is a feeling or emotion that one either has or doesn’t have at any given moment. Judaism made me realize that happiness is largely a choice. As the American president Abraham Lincoln, who suffered terrible emotional pain throughout his life, put it, “People are about as happy as they make up their minds to be.”


So even if you are in a bad mood as Passover begins—or, for that matter, at any time in life—you owe it to all those around you to act as happy as you can (or, at the very least, not to inflict your bad mood on them). That is another significant insight Judaism has contributed: feelings should not dictate behavior, and behavior shapes feelings.


Pour the first cup. The matzahs remain covered. The Kiddush (“Sanctification”) over the wine is usually recited by the leader of the Seder. At many Seders, others recite the Kiddush after the leader does. Lift the cup and recite/sing the Kiddush in Hebrew or in whatever language(s) the participants understand best. Outside of Israel, many Seder participants do not know Hebrew; therefore the most important sections of the Haggadah should be recited in the participants’ native language. For example, the leader might chant the Kiddush in Hebrew and then ask another participant to recite the Kiddush in English.


If Passover begins on a Friday night (Shabbat), the Kiddush begins with the first paragraph of the weekly Shabbat Kiddush. It consists entirely of the Torah’s description of God making Shabbat, the culmination of Creation (Genesis 1:31–2:3).


(וַיְהִי-עֶרֶב וַיְהִי-בֹקֶר) יוֹם הַשִּׁשִּׁי. וַיְכֻלּוּ הַשָּׁמַיִם וְהָאָרֶץ וְכָל־צְבָאָם. וַיְכַל אֱלֹהִים בַּיּוֹם הַשְּׁבִיעִי מְלַאכְתּוֹ אֲשֶׁר עָשָׂה וַיִּשְׁבֹּת בַּיּוֹם הַשְּׁבִיעִי מִכָּל מְלַאכְתּוֹ אֲשֶׁר עָשָׂה. וַיְבָרֶך אֱלֹהִים אֶת יוֹם הַשְּׁבִיעִי וַיְקַדֵּשׁ אוֹתוֹ כִּי בוֹ שָׁבַת מִכָּל־מְלַאכְתּוֹ אֲשֶׁר בָּרָא אֱלֹהִים לַעֲשׂוֹת.


(And there was evening, and there was morning), the sixth day. And the heaven and the earth were finished, and all their host. And on the seventh day God finished His work which He had done; and He rested on the seventh day from all His work which He had done. And God blessed the seventh day, and sanctified it; because He rested on it from all the work of creation that He had done.


If the Seder takes place on any night other than Shabbat, the Kiddush begins with the following (the words in brackets are added on Friday night):


בָּרוּךְ אַתָּה ה', אֱלֹהֵינוּ מֶלֶךְ הָעוֹלָם בּוֹרֵא פְּרִי הַגָּפֶן.


Blessed are You, Lord our God, King of the universe, Who creates the fruit of the vine.


(Baruch ata Adonai, Eloheinu melech ha’olam bo’rei pri ha’gafen.)


בָּרוּךְ אַתָּה ה', אֱלהֵינוּ מֶלֶךְ הָעוֹלָם אֲשֶׁר בָּחַר בָּנוּ מִכָּל־עָם וְרוֹמְמָנוּ מִכָּל־לָשׁוֹן וְקִדְּשָׁנוּ בְּמִצְוֹתָיו. וַתִּתֶּן לָנוּ ה' אֱלֹהֵינוּ בְּאַהֲבָה (שַׁבָּתוֹת לִמְנוּחָה וּ) מוֹעֲדִים לְשִׂמְחָה, חַגִּים וּזְמַנִּים לְשָׂשוֹן,(אֶת יוֹם הַשַּׁבָּת הַזֶּה וְ) אֶת יוֹם חַג הַמַּצּוֹת הַזֶּה זְמַן חֵרוּתֵנוּ (בְּאַהֲבָה) מִקְרָא קֹדֶשׁ זֵכֶר לִיצִיאַת מִצְרָיִם. כִּי בָנוּ בָחַרְתָּ וְאוֹתָנוּ קִדַּשְׁתָּ מִכָּל הָעַמִּים (וְשַׁבָּת וּ)מוֹעֲדֵי קָדְשֶׁךָ (בְּאַהֲבָה וּבְרָצוֹן) בְּשִׂמְחָה וּבְשָׂשוֹן הִנְחַלְתָּנוּ .בָּרוּךְ אַתָּה ה', מְקַדֵּשׁ (הַשַׁבָּת וְ) יִשְׂרָאֵל וְהַזְּמַנִּים.


Blessed are You, Lord our God, King of the universe, Who has chosen us from all nations and has raised us above all tongues and has sanctified us with His commandments. And You have given us, Lord our God [Sabbaths for rest], appointed times for happiness, holidays and special times for joy, [this Sabbath day, and] this Festival of Matzot, our season of freedom [in love], a holy convocation in memory of the Exodus from Egypt. For You have chosen us and sanctified us above all peoples. In Your gracious love, You granted us Your [holy Sabbath, and] special times for happiness and joy. Blessed are You, O Lord, Who sanctifies [the Sabbath,] Israel, and the appointed times.


If the Seder falls on a Saturday night, the following is added. It is the traditional Havdalah (“Separation”) prayer said at the end of Shabbat and all other Torah holidays, marking the separation of the special time from the rest of time.


בָּרוּךְ אַתָּה ה', אֱלֹהֵינוּ מֶלֶךְ הָעוֹלָם, בּוֹרֵא מְאוֹרֵי הָאֵשׁ. בָּרוּךְ אַתָּה ה', אֱלֹהֵינוּ מֶלֶךְ הָעוֹלָם הַמַּבְדִיל בֵּין קֹדֶשׁ לְחֹל, בֵּין אוֹר לְחשֶׁךְ, בֵּין יִשְׂרָאֵל לָעַמִּים, בֵּין יוֹם הַשְּׁבִיעִי לְשֵׁשֶׁת יְמֵי הַמַּעֲשֶׂה. בֵּין קְדֻשַּׁת שַׁבָּת לִקְדֻשַּׁת יוֹם טוֹב הִבְדַּלְתָּ, וְאֶת־יוֹם הַשְּׁבִיעִי מִשֵּׁשֶׁת יְמֵי הַמַּעֲשֶׂה קִדַּשְׁתָּ. הִבְדַּלְתָּ וְקִדַּשְׁתָּ אֶת־עַמְּךָ יִשְׂרָאֵל בִּקְדֻשָּׁתֶךָ.


Blessed are You, Lord our God, King of the universe, Who creates the lights of fire. Blessed are You, Lord our God, King of the universe, Who distinguishes between the holy and the profane, between light and darkness, between Israel and the nations, between the seventh day and the six working days. You have distinguished between the holiness of the Sabbath and the holiness of the Festival, and You have sanctified the seventh day above the six working days. You have distinguished and sanctified Your people Israel with Your holiness.


The Havdalah prayer normally ends with the words “between the holy and the secular,” but when the Seder is on a Saturday night, Shabbat is not followed by the secular Sunday but by another holy day: Passover. Therefore, the Havdalah ends with the words “between the holy and the holy.”


בָּרוּךְ אַתָּה ה', הַמַּבְדִיל בֵּין קֹדֶשׁ לְקֹדֶשׁ.


Blessed are You, O Lord, Who distinguishes between the holy and the holy.


בָּרוּךְ אַתָּה ה', אֱלֹהֵינוּ מֶלֶךְ הָעוֹלָם, שֶׁהֶחֱיָנוּ וְקִיְּמָנוּ וְהִגִּיעָנוּ לַזְּמַן הַזֶּה.


Blessed are You, Lord our God, King of the universe, Who has granted us life and sustenance and permitted us to reach this season.


For Discussion Why Are Distinctions at the Heart of Judaism?


As noted, every Shabbat and Jewish holy day ends with the Havdalah prayer. Havdalah means “separation,” and separation, or distinction, is one of the most important concepts in the Torah and Judaism. One could say the Torah is based on distinctions.


God-made distinctions constitute divine order. The first chapter of Genesis is as much about God making order as it is about God creating. The state of the universe before divine order was, as described in the second verse of the Torah, chaos (tohu vavohu). God is the Maker of Order and Distinctions. In Genesis 1, God distinguishes between:




	Light and dark


	Day and night


	Land and water


	Good and evil


	Human and animal


	
Man and woman


	God and man


	God and nature





Later, the Torah makes distinctions between:




	Holy and profane


	Parent and child


	Life and death





Preserving God’s order and distinctions is one of man’s primary tasks. The battle for higher civilization may be characterized as the battle between biblical distinctions and the desire of many “post-modern” individuals to eradicate many of those distinctions. As Western society abandons the Bible and the God of the Bible, it is abandoning these distinctions. The Havdalah prayer reminds the Jew how important distinctions are.


For Discussion Why Does Judaism Allow, Even Call for, Consuming Wine?


The Seder begins, as do all Jewish holy day meals, with a blessing over wine. In Judaism, alcohol consumption has always been allowed and even mandated on holy days. The name of the prayer over the wine is Kiddush, which is another form of the Hebrew word for “holy,” kadosh. The Jew drinks on a holy day and, through the Kiddush, renders the act of drinking holy. The purpose of Jewish drinking is to celebrate the holidays with added joy. As Psalm 104:15 puts it, “Wine gladdens the heart.” Of course, an alcoholic should not drink wine at the Seder or at any other time; at the Seder, he or she should substitute grape juice. Similarly, if wine, particularly the four cups mandated for the Seder, causes you to be sleepy or gives you a headache, you should either not drink four full cups or consider drinking grape juice. The purpose of the four cups of wine is to increase your joy of the occasion, not diminish it.


The Jewish attitude toward wine can be summarized by a well-known Hebrew phrase: “respect it and suspect it” (kabdayhu ve’chashdayhu). Alcohol can enable or even lead to evils such as child and spousal abuse, rape, and murder, not to mention out-of-control anger. It is impossible to measure the amount of human suffering caused by alcohol. Ask anyone who has been raised by an alcoholic parent or who has an alcoholic spouse or child, or anyone who has lost a loved one to a drunk driver.


It is therefore understandable that some religions—such as Islam, Mormonism (Latter-Day Saints), and some Christian denominations—prohibit consumption of alcohol. The Jewish view is that the desire for alcohol, like most desires, should not be suppressed, but channeled into decent and holy ends. This attitude largely worked well for Jews, who historically had low rates of alcoholism. But as Jews began drinking for pleasure rather than to celebrate holy days, their alcoholism rates increased.


While Judaism mandates alcohol on holy days, and while the Torah does not forbid it, when the Torah mentions wine, it almost always associates it with negative events. One example is the story of Noah and his son (Genesis 9:20–25), who, after Noah gets drunk, sexually humiliates (or worse) his father. Another negative story concerning wine appears in Genesis 19:30–36. Lot’s daughters, fearing no men are left alive after the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, get their father drunk on wine and sleep with him to produce offspring. And Leviticus 10:9 legislates with the most severe threat that priests must abstain from any consumption of wine while performing their work in the Sanctuary.


Nevertheless, the Rabbis decreed, “Even the poorest man in Israel… shall have no fewer than four cups of wine, even [if the wine comes] from the communal coffer.”2 This prescription applies to women as well and is unique in Judaism—because Passover and the Seder are unique. On this night, more than any other, the Jew, no matter how poor or troubled, is to feel prosperous and free.


The four cups represent the four expressions of deliverance promised by God in Exodus 6:6–7:




	“I will bring out.”


	“I will deliver.”


	“I will redeem.”


	“I will take.”













ורחץ URCHATZ (And Wash)



Wash your hands but do not say the traditional blessing “on the washing of the hands” (al netilat yadayim). Pour water over your hands. At all other meals of the year the ritual washing of one’s hands is done at a sink, but not tonight. This special washing is done at the Seder table. Someone brings a pitcher of water and a bowl to each of the Seder participants, and each person pours water twice over the right hand and then twice over the left hand.


As previously noted, the purpose of this unique washing is not to clean one’s hands, which should be clean before coming to the Seder table, but, among many other reasons offered by the Rabbis, to make it apparent that one is embarking on a particularly holy meal.










כרפס KARPAS (Greens)



Take a small amount of the greens or other vegetable (less than the size of an olive, according to tradition), dip it into the salt water, and say the blessing below, having in mind that this blessing will also cover the bitter herbs to be eaten later. Generally, parsley, celery, or potato is used, and almost any other vegetable is permitted. What is not permitted is any vegetable that can be used as a bitter herb (horseradish, for example)—because the eating of a bitter herb is a separate law to be fulfilled later in the Seder. The vegetable is dipped in salt water (reminiscent of the tears of slaves), and one then recites the blessing over vegetables:


בָּרוּךְ אַתָּה ה', אֱלֹהֵינוּ מֶלֶךְ הָעוֹלָם, בּוֹרֵא פְּרִי הָאֲדָמָה.


Blessed are You, Lord our God, King of the universe, Who creates the fruit of the earth.










יחץ YACHATZ (Break the Afikoman in Half)



The head of the household, and anyone else who has a plate with three matzot, breaks the middle matzah in two. The smaller half is placed between the two other matzot. The larger piece is wrapped and hidden somewhere in the vicinity of the Seder table. This piece of matzah will be used for the afikoman, the final food eaten at the Seder meal.


As we will see, some of the Seder’s most important ceremonies are performed by children. One of the primary purposes, if not the primary purpose, of the Seder is to teach children—the next generation of Jews—about the Exodus, the most important event in their history.


In order to help keep children awake as long as possible—ideally at least until the afikoman is eaten at the end of the meal (which is not the conclusion of the Seder), a playful tradition developed long ago. The Seder leader “hides” the afikoman and the children try to find it. When they do (they always do), they “steal” it, and hide it themselves. Since, as noted, the Seder cannot proceed after the meal until the afikoman is eaten, one or more of the children then ask for a ransom in return for the afikoman.


A typical scenario might go like this: As the meal draws to an end, the Seder leader prepares to distribute the afikoman by retrieving it from its hiding place but “discovers” that it has disappeared! He announces, “I can’t find the afikoman,” at which point one or more of the children proudly declare, “I took it, and I will return it for a reward.” The leader then says, “What would you like?” Then the child might name some toy or game or even something as expensive as a bicycle. I received the finest material gifts of my teenage years not for my birthday or for Chanukah, but for returning the afikoman at the Passover Seder.


One year, my grandfather, the nominal leader of the Seders of my youth, gave me a shortwave radio—a radio capable of tuning into radio stations throughout the world. That gift was one of the most important I ever received. It changed my life by opening my mind to the world. I listened to it virtually every night (except for Shabbat) of my high school and college years. Another year, he gave me a portable typewriter, which prompted me to start writing. So I have the fondest memories of “stealing” the afikoman, not to mention of my grandfather.


Of course, the gifts need not be extravagant. But the afikoman ritual serves its primary purpose—keeping the children awake. It also gives the children a sense of importance at the Seder in that the meal’s completion depends on their returning the afikoman. And it is fun for children to engage in adult-like behavior by negotiating with their parents or grandparents.


Some moralists object to this whole enterprise, arguing that it encourages children to steal. Speaking personally, I can only express sadness for children whose parents refuse to play this game; humorless parents can be a challenge. Children are no more likely to become thieves because they stole the afikoman than become pirates because they dressed up as one on Purim.
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