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What

Pesach, or Passover, is the Jewish holiday celebrating the 
exodus from Egypt described in the Torah. 

It is also called Chag HaMatzot (the holiday of matzah), 
Chag HaAviv (the holiday of Spring), and Chag HaCherut/ 
Zman Cheruteinu (the holiday of freedom/ the time of our 

freedom). 
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Where

The story of Pesach takes place in ancient Egypt, and has 
been told throughout the centuries at the Seder table of 

Jewish homes.
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When

In the Hebrew calendar, Pesach begins at nightfall of the 
14th of Nissan and continues to the 22nd (or the 21st for 

those celebrating in Israel ).
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Why 

Pesach commemorates the exodus from Egypt, the freedom 
of the Israelites from slavery, and the birth of the Nation 

of Israel.
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How

Pesach is celebrated for eight days (seven days in Israel), 
during which many Jews eat matzah and refrain from 

eating leavened foods. The Pesach Seder takes place on the 
first two nights of the holiday (and only the first night in 

Israel) where the story of the exodus is recited and 
experienced.

7



PESACH MITZVOT AND CUSTOMS

CENTRAL MITZVOT AND CUSTOMS OF PESACH 
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Checking for Chametz (unleavened bread) (בדיקת חמץ): The 
search for chametz takes place the night before the start of 
Pesach (the 14th of Nissan). During the search for chametz, it is 
customary for a person/family to turn off all the lights in the house 
and use candles (or flashlights) to search throughout the home in 
order to thoroughly rid the home of chametz. Many people “hide” 
ten pieces of bread throughout the house in order to ensure that 
they find chametz to burn the next day. A blessing is recited before 
beginning the search.”al biyur chametz’

Burning/Destroying Chametz (ביעור חמץ): Biyur Chametz takes 
place the following day in the morning. The chametz that was 
found in the search of the previous night is burned and it is 
declared that any chametz not found is “nullified like the dust of the 
earth.” as we recite “ kol chamira “

Retelling the Story of the Exodus (סיפור יציאת מצרים): 
Throughout the Seder, we tell the story of the exodus from Egypt 
through the use of the Haggadah. A central idea is to relive the 
story of the exodus and appreciate what it means to leave slavery 
and become free. 

Eating Maror (Bitter Herbs) (אכילת מרור): At the Seder, maror is 
eaten to symbolize the bitter experience of servitude.

Eating Matzah (אכילת מצה): Matzah,  which is also called “the 
bread of affliction,” is unleavened bread which is eaten throughout 
the eight days of Pesach, but specifically at the Seder night. This 
is reminiscent of the matzah that was baked by the Israelites as 
they left Egypt since their departure was so swift that there was no 
time to allow the bread to rise before baking. 

The Four Cups (ארבע כוסות): Throughout the Seder, 4 cups of 
wine (or grape juice) are drunk.

Leaning (הסבה): The 4 cups of wine and eating of matzah are to 
be consumed while leaning to the left, as a symbol of relaxation 
and freedom.
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THE ORDER OF THE SEDER-סדר

The traditional Pesach Seder follows a specific order, as 
outlined in the Haggadah. The order is as follows:
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● Kadesh (קדש): The Seder is opened by reciting Kiddush and drinking Leaning on the left (הסבה)the first of the four cups of wine. 

● Urchatz (ורחץ): Urchatz is the ceremony of ritually washing hands without reciting the blessing “al netilat yadayim” before 
beginning the rest of the Seder.

● Karpas (כרפס): After washing hands, a piece of leafy green herbs (other customs include potatoes and more) is dipped into 
saltwater, with the blessing “boreh pree ha’adama.” This represents the growth of springtime (greens) but counterbalanced with 
the tears of slavery (saltwater).

● Yachatz (יחץ): During Yachatz, the middle of the three matzot is taken and split in half. The bigger half is set aside to be used 
for the afikomen at the end of the Seder.Some try to break it in a shape of the Hebrew letter ו (afikomen) and ד.

● Maggid (מגיד): Maggid is typically the longest section of the Seder.  It includes the youngest child present asking the Four 
Questions, followed by the discussion about the Four Sons, the Ten Plagues, and the song Dayenu, along with many other 
topics focused on in the Haggadah, like stories from the Torah and Talmud. Families often customize their Seder and expand 
on different aspects of the storytelling with commentary, activities for children, and more (examples of some activities for 
Pesach below.) Maggid ends with drinking the second cup of wine.Leaning on the left (הסבה)

● Rachtzah (רחצה): Rachtzah is the section of ritually washing hands with the recitation of the blessing “al netilat yadayim” in 
preparation for eating matzah.
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● Motzei Matzah ( מוציא מצה): The top two matzahs(from the seder plate-Ke’arah קערה) are eaten after reciting the 
blessing “ha’motzei lechem min ha’aretz” along with a second blessing about the mitzvah of eating matzah.” al achilat 
matzah “ Leaning on the left (הסבה).One should eat 2 Kezayit (olive’s volume)approx .29 grams from 1st matzah & 29 gr from 2nd matzah.

● Maror (מרור): During Maror, a piece of bitter herbs is dipped in charoset and eaten. The bitter herbs used vary by custom 
(horseradish root and romaine lettuce are commonly used) and represent the bitterness of slavery. Charoset (a sweet mix that 
commonly includes apples, red wine, sugar/honey, and nuts, though recipes differ by tradition and cultural custom) symbolizes 
both mortar of slavery and redemption.One should eat  Kezayit (olive’s volume)approx .29 grams of Maror NOT Leaning.

● Korech (כורך): During Korech, a “sandwich” is eaten by taking Kezayit maror and some charoset (varies by custom) and a Kezayit  
of the bottom matzah of the seder plate-(Ke’arah קערה)This sandwich dates back to Talmudic times when Hillel would combine 
meat from the Korban Pesach (sacrificial lamb offering), matzah, and maror.

● Shulchan Orech (שולחן עורך): Shulchan Orech is the section of the Seder in which the main meal is eaten.

● Tzafun (צפון): Tzafun is the section in which the afikomen – the piece of matzah that was set aside earlier –a Kezayit is eaten 
Leaning on the left (הסבה). It is customarily the last food eaten on the Seder night.

● Barech (ברך): During Barech, Grace After Meals ברכת המזון is recited followed by drinking the third cup of wine. 

● Hallel (הלל): Hallel is the point in the Seder when psalms praising God are sung followed by drinking the fourth cup of wine.

● Nirtzah (נרצה): Nirtzah is the section in which it is declared “Next year in Jerusalem!” and according to different traditions, 
various liturgies are sung (a famous one being “Chad Gadya”). 12



The Seder Plate-קערת ליל הסדר
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● Egg ביצה –  The egg represents the chagiga offering that was given on every holiday during the times of the Temple. It 
also represents life-cycle and spring.

● Shankbone זרוע – The shank bone represents the Korban Pesach – the roasted lamb – which was a central mitzvah 
of Pesach during the times of the Temple and in the story of the exodus.  

● Charoset חרוסת – Charoset is a sweet mix frequently including apples, red wine, sugar/honey, and nuts that 
symbolizes both the mortar of slavery and the redemption.  

● Maror מרור – Horseradish root and romaine lettuce are commonly used to represent the bitterness of slavery.

● Chazeret חזרת – In addition to the horseradish, bitter leaves like romaine lettuce are placed on the Seder plate to 
represent the bitterness of slavery. This is what is generally used in the Hillel sandwich/Korech,most sephardim 
however will use the Charoset חרוסת for the Korech as well.

● Karpas כרפס –  Sweet green herbs ( celery or parsley ) or potatoes are also placed on the Seder plate. This is either 
representative of Spring or is an additional symbol of slavery. 
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PESACH TRADITIONS AROUND THE WORLD

● Among Persian Jews, it is common to use scallions to act out the whip of slavery.  

● Syrian Jews and Jews from other communities in North Africa may break their matzah into the shape of Hebrew letters during Yachatz , letter ו or ד

● It is a custom among Jews from Gibraltar to put brick dust in their charoset. 

● Jews from many regions take pieces of the afikomen and save them in their pockets or home throughout the year for good luck.

● It is custom among Moroccan Jews to pass the Seder plate over the head of each member at the seder table and Sing “Bibhilu…” 

”בבהילו יצאנו ממצרים הא לחמא עניא בני חורין“

● It is customary among many sephardim to eat the egg of the seder plate at night or the following day.Other customs only the first born eats the egg.

● Many Moroccan Jews celebrate Mimuna the night after the final day of Pesach during which they invite family and friends to eat sweet pastries.  

● It is customary among Lebanese,Syrians and Babylonian Jews to take a cloth with Matzah(afikomen) ,tosse it over their shoulder and playout the exodus of Egypt by saying 
Misharotam’ משארותם צרורות בשמלותם על שכמם” and asking each other ,”where you came from and where are you going and the response is I came out of egypt and going to 
Jerusalem”most will say in Arabic

● People also like to personalize their Seder plates with symbols of modern issues that they find meaningful. 
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Pesach Vocabulary
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PESACH THEMES

● From slavery to freedom

● Overcoming obstacles

● Jewish identity

● The creation of a nation

● National identity

● Resilience

● Leadership

● The Ten Plagues

● The importance of sharing stories and 
continuing traditions

● The power of speech

● Hakarat Hatov (gratitude)
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ACTIVITIES FOR THE SEDER
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● Catch the Phrase – Prepare phrases cards for use at the Seder. When the Seder begins, everyone picks a card with three words on it. 
Two are closely related to Pesach, and the third one is a random word. The goal is to ask a question or say a sentence at the Seder 
using all three of your words, without getting caught. The winner is the first person to use all of the words in a sentence without anyone 
realizing it. This encourages thought, discussions, and question-asking – in a unique way. Add rules as needed. For example, you’re 
disqualified if you wrongly “catch” someone three times. Sample cards include matzah, noodles, jump; pharaoh, hail, slippers; freedom, 
slave, garden; wine, four, radio; sons, questions, airport; wash, blessing, leg; sandwich, bitter, umbrella; custom, tradition, gloves; 
Egypt, Israel, restaurant; afikomen, hide, paint; charoset, Haggadah, stairs; sea, staff, electricity. (S.Margolis) 

● Pesach Poses (Charades) – Before the Seder, make little cards with short Pesach-related scenes on them. Take turns picking a card 
and acting out what’s on it, by assuming one frozen pose. The others have to guess what you’re doing. Examples include: taking cover 
from hail; trying to imagine you left Egypt; eating a Korech sandwich; finding the afikomen; walking through the split sea; the son who 
doesn’t know how to ask; opening the door for Elijah; Pharaoh’s heart is hardened. ( S.Margolis)

● Haggadah Poster – Help keep younger children focused on the Seder by preparing a big poster board in advance with the pictures of 
each stage in the order of the Seder (Kadesh, Urchatz, etc.) in boxes, and have stickers or velcro-backed images (wine cup, washing 
cup, matzah, set table, etc.) for the kids to run up to place in the correct place when we get to that part of the Seder. ( B. Adler)
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● Act it Out – This can be performed in a few different ways: Have the children introduce the various different parts of the Seder in 
character as the Wise Child, the Wicked Child, and the Simple Child. ( R. Scheinberg); Ask one child to be Moses, one child, to be 
Pharaoh, etc., and have them act out the Pesach story. Alternatively, ask each child questions and give him/her a chance to respond in 
character. For instance, ask “Pharaoh,” “How did you feel when your house was filled with frogs?  What did you do?” (C.Weinstein ); 
Build a character by going around the table and asking each person to answer a question as if s/he is a former slave leaving Egypt.(G. 
Isaacs).

● Afikomen Ideas – To prevent fighting among children during the afikomen search, the leader places bits of matzah in sealed 
envelopes, each bearing the name of a child at the Seder. Each child looks for her or his own afikomen. Hide the same number of 
pieces of matzah as there are kids, each in a bag with a number. The unnumbered one is the real afikomen which we eat, the numbers 
are the order in which the kids get to pick their prizes. The children can re-hide a high number in hopes of finding a lower one; For 
adults- keep the afikomen wrapped and pass it around the table. 

● Interactive Echad Mi Yodea (Who Knows One?) – Before the Seder make posters/cards for each number of Echad Mi Yodea (Who 
Knows One?). Pass them out at the Seder. Each participant has to lift their card at the right point in the song, each time. 
(P.Pepperstone); Quiz the group on each of the 13 things before singing Echad Mi Yodea. (I.e., name the 3 fathers, 4 mothers, 5 books 
of the Torah, etc). You can also prep answer cards in advance to help those that may not know all of the answers. It can be a fun twist 
to pass out a cheat sheet to a young child or someone new to the Seder who may not be expected to know all of the answers. That 
guest can then surprise the table with their knowledge. ( M. Sirota)

● Interactive Chad Gadya – Create animal sounds together, or each person gets an animal ( K. Richmond); Wear animal masks while 
singing the song (S.Shapiro).
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 חג כשר ושמח
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Chag Kasher Vesameach 
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