
Pesach and the Meaning Of Life: 
A Two Part Discussion with Mark Gerson, the author of The Telling: How the Haggadah Reveals 

the Way to a Happy, Successful and Meaningful Life (St. Martin’s Essentials, 2021)  
 

Part I: Background, Preparation, and The Seder’s Beginning 
 

1. What is Pesach?  The answer is surprising — and explains who Jews are, and who we 
want to be individually and collectively.  

2. The craziest idea anyone ever had.  This honor is held by the Biblical Moses.  And it 
was so successful that we are living it today — especially at Seder night, but 
generally as well.  

3. How to prepare for the Seder: There is no experience in Judaism that requires as much 
preparation as Pesach.  But the real preparation has little to do with the many material 
things that are unique to the Seder.  We’ll see what and why.  

4. Why we sing the table of contents: (Hint from Social Science: The Most Sexually 
Satisfied People are Highly Religious Married Women).  

5. The strangest invitation: Why we issue an invitation after the Seder has begun  
6. God, who are you calling a stranger?  The Haggadah’s guidance towards strategic interpretation  
7. Next year may we be in the Land of Israel!  (Did I just commit to moving?) 
8. Now we are slaves! Why Yes, Why No — and How Never  
9. Why the four questions are terrible — and why Moses, Joseph and the Women of the Exodus are 

Excluded from the Haggadah  
10. When humility is a sin: Rabbi Elazar Ben Azaryah Brags 
11. The four sons: The Jewish secret of parenting — generally and in four specifics  
12. Why God hates idolatry (along with slavery)  
13. Enemies— and Friends: Living in a world where there is an annihilating “in every generation”  
14. The meaning of dreams: Why Laban is Worse Than Pharaoh empty need to be fulfilled  

 

Part II: The Exodus Story Through Dayenu...and Pesach Sheni 
 

1. Imagination: Why we (finally) tell the story through...an imaginary man (the Farmer) 
2. Stars: Why the Haggadah compares Jews to them 
3. Freedom as only an Opportunity: Why the Talmud’s “Statement of Rebuke” is in the Haggadah. 
4. The Meaning(s) of Why: God lets the “Egyptians do evil to us” 
5. Anti-Semitism, Explained: How and Why the Egyptians Hated the Jews 
6. A Jewish “Prayer”:  How and Why We ‘Cry Out to Hashem’  
7. The Jewish meaning of knowledge: If God ‘remembered,’ could He have ‘forgotten’?  
8. The Jewish Meaning of Life and Death: Why the Haggadah stops Biblical passages in the middle  
9. The theology of used equipment: Why God tells Moses to “take this staff” 
10. The Plagues: Understanding human “rationality,” the dumbest religious idea, God, social isolation and 

what it means to be the Chosen People Heart hardening: How the Pharaoh teaches us about how to be 
truly free 

11. The Pharaoh’s heart hardens! — and we learn how to be better  
12. Did the plagues work?  Why political arguments are usually a waste of time, or worse 
13. The secret to happiness and goodness: Why Rabbi Akiva wins the plague counting contest  
14. Dayenu: How to express gratitude 
15. Always a second chance: Understanding the most underrated Jewish holiday...especially this year 

 


