
  

HOW TO HAVE A SAFE AND FUN CORONAVIRUS PASSOVER SEDER  
By Peter Levitan  

Adapted from “The Seder Leader’s Guide” by Peter Levitan 
 

 
OUR CHALLENGE 
 

Jews face a major challenge this year: amidst the current “plague,” how can 
we celebrate a traditional Passover Seder – one of our core and most widely 
observed religious rituals – in the face of the social distancing and isolation and 
other safety precautions we are currently compelled to take to assure not only 
our own safety and that of our families, but also of all the people in society 
around us whom we risk infecting and to whom we owe an obligation to 
safeguard them as well? My book “The Seder Leader’s Guide,” a companion 
book to my forthcoming “The Global Haggadah” (both to be published next year) 
offers many suggestions for having a really fun Passover Seder to engage 
children as well as adults. I’m sharing them now, in advance of publication, 
because I think they’re needed now to help people have a safe Seder during the 
current pandemic, in accordance with halacha (traditional Jewish law). 

I am not a halachic authority, and those who follow halacha should consult 
their own authorities (your rabbi or a rabbi, rav, or posek within the denomination 
and tradition you follow). But the rabbinic sources I’ve consulted have focused on 
two core Jewish doctrines that have shaped halacha and are relevant in 
determining how to deal with the coronavirus pandemic. First is pikuah nefesh 
(protecting human life), which overrides every other Jewish value except for the 
commission of murder, idolatry, and sexual impropriety. The second is sha’at 
hadehak (a time of crisis or emergency circumstances), during which the usual 
halacha may be relaxed to allow temporary substitute practices that otherwise 
wouldn’t be acceptable but the emergency situation makes the usual practice not 
feasible. In the current health crisis, a number of rabbinic authorities are ruling 
that gathering physically in a minyan or for a service or for other observance 
poses a risk to life, and are therefore making some exceptions to the standard 
halacha under this rule. 

 
HISTORICAL PRECEDENTS 
 

The fact is that the present-day format 
of the Seder has continuously evolved 
throughout our history from its earliest 
period, due to (and to adapt to) significant 
changes in our social and political realities. 
To make necessary changes to 
accommodate the current public health 
crisis follows in that long-standing tradition 
of taking necessity and public safety and 
health into account. 



  

The Passover Seder began as small family observances at home, as 
described in the Torah and the Talmud. It only became a large national gala 
celebration (and changed from a day of holy solemnity to a festive holiday) as 
one of the reforms of King Josiah around 650 BCE, declaring the Temple in 
Jerusalem the only place where the Paschal sacrifice could be made. 

 
But upon the destruction of the Temple 

in 70 CE, Passover observance returned of 
necessity to small family rituals. By that 
time, the Passover Seder had already 
adopted the format of the Greco-Roman 
symposium, a festive dinner party with 
which Jews were familiar. But while their 
Greco-Roman neighbors’ symposia 
featured poetry or play readings, musical 

performances, sexy women dancers, or drinking bouts, the Jews focused their 
holiday feasts on teaching their children our history and covenant with God and 
discussing it, to impress its importance on them. 

Thus, the Passover Seder has gone from being a small, solemn family 
observance to a festive national holiday, then back to being a small (but now 
festive) family ritual. 

 
In our own time, we have seen haggadot and 

sedarim continue to evolve – with new passages 
(about the Holocaust, Ethiopian and Soviet Jewry, 
etc.), new rituals (e.g., an empty chair to represent 
those killed in the Holocaust or Israeli POWs and 
MIAs, the often-misinterpreted orange on the seder 
plate to represent the need to be more inclusive of 
LGBTQ Jews, etc.), and perspectives 
(psychological, Kabbalistic, Zionist, feminist, environmental, egalitarian, social 
and political activist, and secular, to name a few). 

 
AN OPPORTUNITY – SUGGESTIONS FOR LEARNING AND FUN 
 

But if you do take the recommended step of restricting your Seder this year to 
a small gathering of your immediate family (as in days of old), this is also an 
opportunity to give the Seder even more meaning. You can tie the changes 
you’re making this year to the key lessons that we’re to learn from the Seder: that 
in a crisis, we need to act collectively for the good of everyone in our community; 
that we’re concerned about other people and not just ourselves; that we have a 
duty to look after other people’s well-being and not just our own; and the 
importance of our overriding tradition of pikuah nefesh. 

You can also use a small family Seder as an opportunity to make this year’s 
Seder really fun and memorable. Here are some of the suggestions in my book 
“The Seder Leader’s Guide,” that can help you have a really fun Passover Seder 



  

to engage children as well as adults, and still comply with halacha under the 
current pandemic. 

 
The most fun Seder our family ever had was 

just the four of us at home, celebrating in the style 
of an ancient Seder from the Greco-Roman 
period, the time when the Seder was being 
formalized and taking on its present form. We 
dressed in bathrobes or caftans, sandals or flip-
flops, and kaffiyehs or headdresses made from 
scarves and pillowcases. We ate our dinner as 

people did during that period - gathered around the coffee table (an 
approximation of the low dining table of the period), lying down on the sofa or on 
futons we moved into the den (our substitute for the Roman triclinium, a low 
dining couch like a chaise that people lay on to eat), and ate only with our right 
hands, picking up pieces of food (not recommended for brisket!). If people want 
to go the whole nine yards, they can also prepare haroset according to ancient 
recipes. The original recipe for haroset in the Mishnah (Pesachim 10:3) is a 
combination of nuts and fruits, pounded together and mixed with vinegar, while 
the recipe of the 16th century mystic Rabbi Isaac Luria called for three spices 
(sweet spikenard, ginger and cinnamon sticks) mixed with seven kinds of 
mashed fruit  (grapes, figs, pomegranate kernels, dates, walnuts, apples and 
pears). 

Other suggestions from “The Seder Leader’s Guide” for a fun historical 
costume Seder include: 

1. Set up a “tent” by taping bed sheets to the ceiling. In addition to the 
costume touches suggested above, people can have canes or walking sticks 
(staffs), and women wear billowing peasant or gypsy skirts or dresses, with large 
dangling earrings, bracelets, bangles, and necklaces. 

 
2. Have a particular costume theme 

Seder with everyone dressing in the style of 
Moroccans or Yemenites (loose-fitting 
white robes, with women wearing white 
scarves on their heads as a symbol of 
freedom); Bukharans (beautiful bright-
colored gowns, red scarves, and lots of 
gold jewelry for the women, with the 
ceremonial foods displayed on an 
embroidered silk cloth instead of a Seder plate); Kurds (with men wearing 
keffiyahs or scarves wrapped around their heads); or the Caucasus Mountain 
Jews of Azerbaijan, Chechnya and Dagestan (the house filled with numerous 
candles, men in loose-sleeved tunics with daggers or pistols tucked into their 
belts, older women wrapped in shawls, girls and younger women in braided hair 
adorned with flowers, and all women wearing golden earrings, bejeweled rings, 
gold and silver beaded necklaces, and silver chain belts, with people sitting in 



  

rows like waiting soldiers facing the hacham, or learned person, who knows 
enough Hebrew to explain the 
Haggadah in the vernacular language, 
with expensive carpets spread 
between the rows on which stand 
decorative candlesticks). For a 
Yemenite-style Seder, instead of a 
Seder plate place piles of radishes 
with their leaves around the Seder 
table, then pile Italian parsley (or other 
karpas) atop that, then pile romaine 
lettuce leaves atop all of it (or 

whatever’s like that that you can find in a market). Also, men should wear a tallit, 
which they only remove after the Kiddush. 

 
So in light of the current public health crisis, improvise and adapt (as Jews 

have always had to do) to have a happy, healthy, fun and safe Passover Seder.  
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