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 For years, it seemed that every year around this time, my wife and I shared both 
a common frustration and sense of joy with the coming of Pesach. On the one hand, we 
are elated that so many of our family members and friends will be gathering around the 
table together to enjoy each other's company, share in delicious sacred recipes and 
perform traditional Passover seder customs. On the other hand, as engaged Jews 
wanting to extract the most out of our Haggadah and its messages, we were often left 
with a sense of disappointment and lack of fulfillment at the end of our seders.
While this feeling was sad, we were often humbled by what had become a seemingly 
regular experience. As clergy, we felt that perhaps we haven't done our job in keeping 
everyone engaged. Perhaps we didn't sing enough songs, or we chose the wrong 
method in having our guests retell the story of Passover. Perhaps we didn't bring 
enough additional readings or we didn't buy enough plastic wild beasts to keep the 
children entertained. Perhaps we didn't think of a very creative place to hide the 
afikoman or grant enough reward to the child that discovered it?
For those of you that have lead or will be leading a Passover seder this year, I am sure 
you can identify with some of these thoughts and feelings. Afterall, there are 14 different 
rubrics of the seder we must complete. And with the risk of the brisket getting 
overcooked, little Jake needing to go to sleep by 8 oclock and your niece texting on her 
i-phone, leading a Passover seder can be a very difficult task. While I will reveal some 
of my secrets to a great Passover seder on Tuesday morning, today I am here to talk to 
you about one of the main messages of the Haggadah, which has not only changed my 
perspective on what makes a successful Passover seder, but serves as a metaphor for 
our congregation and synagogues everywhere as we struggle to get "Jews in the pews."
  
We are all familiar with the story of the four sons.  First, there is the son who is labelled 
as "Chacham" or wise. This son is well versed not only in the story of the Passover, but 
he knows all the intelligent questions to ask. He makes us think about the true meaning 
of the Exodus and could probably lead the seder himself, if asked to do so. Then there 
is the son who is called "tam" or simple. This son may not know a lot about the 
Passover seder, but he understands the big picture and can appreciate the general 
meaning and significance of the Passover story. The son who is labelled as "ra" is 
defiant and would prefer to be watching tv then to deal with and ponder over the ancient 
customs, traditions and lessons that are being observed. And finally, there is the son 
who is called "she lo atah yodeia lishol." the son who does not even know how to ask. 
We are told how to handle each child,  and how to respond to their questions or 
attitudes about what we are doing. And for those of you with more than one child 
yourself, I know you will agree that a good parents responds to the needs and concerns 
of each child in a different way.
For me, it is the fourth child, the one who doesn't even know how to ask that I find most 
intriguing. The fourth child has taught me the most important lessons not only about 
how to lead a successful seder, but about being a leader in the Jewish community.




Two weeks ago, I attended my semi-annual meeting of the Executive Board of the 
American Conference of Cantors in Chicago. There are about 25 of us that serve on the 
board and we reside in various parts of the United States and Canada. In addition to 
managing the operations and concerns of our conference and its members, we have the 
opportunity to share and reflect upon the situations at our own pulpits and the state of 
our synagogues and communities in general. I am baffled when I hear the stores of 
many of my colleagues who serve congregations of larger than 1000 families and now 
barely see 50 congregants in attendance to a regular Shabbat service. By that standard, 
our ratios don't seem so bad after all. Many of these congregations have giant staffs 
with 20 or 30 employees and 4 or 5 full time clergy. Some of them also have shrinking 
budgets, due to declining membership and occupy decaying buildings that are in 
constant need of repair. Big or small, they like us, face the  issues that we encounter as 
a Jewish institution trying to survive in the competitive and modern world in which we 
live.
As a child, I remember reading through the soft-covered yellow and red haggadot that I 
am sure many of you still use today at your Passover seder. I would follow along with 
my Zaidy and Subba, encouraging them to have contests with each other to see who 
could read through the paragraphs faster. I remember being so enamoured with my 
grandfathers and what I thought was their great knowledge of Hebrew and the 
teachings of our rabbis. When we got to the story of the four sons, we would read the 
descriptions of each son in English and quietly, in my own mind I would label each 
person around the table and categorize them into one of the four types of sons. I would 
chuckle when we got to the description of the fourth son, thinking to myself, wow, "I 
don't know anyone who fits into this category. .
As I stand in front of all of you today on this "Shabbat Hagadol" I can honestly tell you 
that in fact I was that son, that is the one who didn't even know how to ask. And for the 
most part everyone sitting around that table was the son who didn't know how to ask.  
Sure, I went to religious school three times a week. And yes, I could read Hebrew 
fluently and could lead a weekday service at the age of 13. I knew how to write and I 
even knew how to "lead" a Passover seder. And while having this tool kit of procedural 
and ritual knowledge was impressive to some, it was nothing more than a regurgitation 
of words and actions, most of which carried very little meaning and context for me as a 
young Jewish adult living in the modern world.
Upon pondering the wonderful lesson of the four sons and in realizing my own place 
around the seder table as a child, I have a gained a new perspective as to what makes 
a Passover seder successful. And while you think that the tradition of reciting the red 
and white Haggadah from cover to cover may be important, I can assure you that it is 
not as important as ensuring that all the people around your seder table feel a 
connection to Judaism and how they can relate to the story of our Exodus. The Torah 
tells us numerous times that we were strangers in a strange land. We are also told that 
everyone around the seder table must hear the story of the Exodus in a manner which 



makes them feel as if they had the same experience as the Israelites encountered over 
4000 years ago.
Last week, I spoke about Jewish guilt and how we have lost the true sense of what it 
actually means. I emphasized our need to keep Judaism and our commitment to it as a 
living a breathing religion, one where we struggle with ourselves and our practices to 
make it viable for present and future generations. 
Just as I have come to realize that I was the child sitting at the table who didn't know 
how to ask, in some way all of us have a part of the fourth child within us. Too often we 
go through the motions without asking ourselves what it is that we are actually doing. 
What is the purpose of my actions and what effect will they have on my identity and the 
identity of future generations. In essence, we are doing without knowing.
As I reflect once again upon the future of our synagogue and synagogues across the 
globe, I ask all of you if we are asking the right questions. Are people disengaging 
themselves from synagogues because they are becoming less Jewish or have 
synagogues become too rigid in ritual, routine and traditions which have left the average 
Jew not knowing which questions to ask? Is it more important to do things the way they 
have always been done or is it essential to bring meaning to present and future 
generations so that synagogues can once again be a place of meaning, spirituality and 
growth to everyone who walks through its doors.
The Passover story is much about the questions we need to ask ourselves and our 
fellow Jew who is a stranger in a strange land. May we all have the strength, courage 
and insight to figure out which questions we need to ask at our seder table, within our 
own lives and in the lives of our community. 
  
 


