


Introduction

Passover is the time when each Jew embarks on a personal journey from slavery to
freedom. In order to guide us in our quest, the Sages carefully wrote a book outlining 15
steps to freedom. It's called the Haggadah.

Why 15?

If you think about the progression of the month in regard to the moon, at the start of the
month, the moon is but a sliver, and it slowly and steadily grows to its fullest potential over
the next 15 days until it is at its full glory. That’s the symbolism of the number 15, hence the
15 steps of the seder. In fact, the Hebrew word seder literally means order, or
arrangement. Because that’s what the Passover seder is all about; deliberate, sequential
steps, leading us to growth. Leading us to freedom.

This is now our second Passover during a pandemic. As we experience the stress, fatigue,
and frustration that accompany our current reality for so many, the message of Passover
could not have come at a better time. When have we more needed to attain real freedom?
At a time when we feel restrained and restricted with no sense of control, when have we
more needed to give thought to what it means to attain true freedom – inner freedom and
inner peace?

1. KADESH

The first step is wine and wine continues to be a focus throughout the seder. Wine
possesses deep potency. “When wine enters, secrets come out,” says the Talmud. (The
word “yayin” and “sod,” wine and secrets in Hebrew, share the same numerical value of
70.) Wine represents the “secrets” in us—for wine itself is a “secret”: It is initially hidden
and concealed within the grape, and it takes much labor to extract it from the source; the
grapes have to be crushed and the wine to ferment. Wine, an intoxicating beverage that is
at first concealed within the grape, represents the deeply concealed powerful forces
lingering within the human psyche.

The first step in setting yourself free is realizing how much more there is to you than what
meets the eye. You must recognize your potential—what you were really meant to be,
what you are capable of becoming—for you to break out of the chains.

2. URCHATZ – Washing of the hands #1

The Talmud asks, "Why do we wash our hands at this point in the Seder?" And it answers,
"Because it is an unusual activity which prompts the children to ask questions." The very
name Haggadah means "telling," but a type of “telling” that will  arouse curious questions.



We've all felt the sense of awe upon meeting a fascinating person, or reading an
enlightening new book. But as adults we may become enslaved by the idea that it's more
sophisticated to "know it all." Passover teaches that to be truly free we must approach life
with child-like wonderment. "Who is the wise person?" asks the Talmud. "The one who
learns from everyone."

In an interview with Oprah, Dr. Edith Eger, a holocaust survivor, who endured horrible
atrocities in Auschwitz, describes what she credits her survival to.
“I always had my curiosity. I think that is amazing. How curiosity will help you. And it
helped me. I always wanted to know what’s going to happen next.”

The Seder is filled with unusual activities. It begs us: Be curious. Be a student of life. Be
free.

3. KARPAS – Eating a vegetable dipped in saltwater

The vegetable growing low from the ground, on which we make a blessing "He created
fruit from the ground (Adamah)," symbolizes the body, created from earth (Adamah – the
source of the name Adam, the first man). The prerequisite for spiritual liberation is to
recognize that your body and all of its dispositions are a means to an end; they need to be
submerged in the waters of inspiration and Torah. We cannot allow our cravings and
appetites to define us; we must define them.

More on why we use saltwater below.

4. YACHATZ – Breaking the middle matzah

At this point we break the middle matzah and set the larger half aside to serve later as the
Afikomen.

Why do we break the matzah now if we don't need it until later?

One answer is because a key to freedom is to be able to anticipate the future and to make
it real.

The Talmud asks, "Who is the wise man? The one who sees the future."

True freedom is the ability to trade a lower pleasure now for a higher pleasure later. Many
lack this perspective and ability and demand instant gratification.

We break the middle Matzah, not for now, but for later. True freedom is a long-term
proposition. It’s being able to envision the future, to envision beyond what’s right in front
of us. Perhaps, to look beyond tough situations we are currently grappling with. And it’s
training ourselves to make decisions that take the future and the repercussions of our
decisions into account.



5. MAGGID – Retelling of the Exodus story

This is an opportunity not to miss out on. We need to tell the story; teach the story. Study,
learn, and learn some more. It expands our horizons, challenges our egos, and brings us to
a deeper place inside of ourselves. Do not let a day pass without some serious learning
time. Allow this to be a springboard for bringing real and stimulating learning into our lives.

This is also our chance to share our eternal story of hope and resilience with ourselves and
with the next generation.

In Bruce Feiler's must-read article, “The Stories that Bind Us,” Feiler recalls a study
conducted in Emory University that showed that children who understand the struggles
and triumphs of their parents and grandparents and those they feel a connection to have
better self-esteem and emotional happiness.  

Tonight is the night to discover our story and our identity giving us purpose and the
confidence we need to live purposefully.

6. RACHTZAH – Washing of the hands #2

Now we wash our hands, as is the Jewish tradition before eating bread (or matzah in this
case). One of the explanations for why we wash our hands before eating bread is the
following: When we wash our hands before eating, we are inserting a pause. We don’t just
rush to our food in an almost animalistic way. But we think beforehand about what we are
doing. This demonstrates true freedom. We are in control of our actions. We put thought
into the things that we do. We don’t simply act from base instincts or without control. And
ultimately this gives more power and significance to everything that we do.

7. MOTZI – The blessings on the Matzah

Next, we make the "hamotzi" blessing to thank God for "bringing forth bread from the
ground." Which is odd, because God brings wheat from the ground ― and man turns it
into bread! But the truth is that God gives us two gifts: 1) the raw materials, and 2) the tools
for transforming it into life.

When we make "hamotzi," we remind ourselves that while human hands produced this
food, it is yet another gift from the Creator and Sustainer of all life.

So with saying hamotzi, we are gaining another level of appreciation which leads to
fulfillment, to happiness, ultimately to freedom.

8. MATZAH

We eat the matzah, says the Haggadah, because the Jews did not have time to wait till the
dough has risen; they rushed out of Egypt. I want to ask you: They waited for 210 years,



they could not wait another few hours? What was the rush? And even if they were in a
rush, why is that such a central theme in the narrative that for thousands of years we are
eating only matzah and avoiding all leavened bread? What happened to the virtue of
patience?

Answer: The greatest enemy to setting yourself free is—delaying things: tough decisions
and bold moves. The message if matzah is, when it comes to setting yourself free, you
have no time to wait even an extra 18 minutes. Do it now! Make that call now. Send that
email now. Make that move now.  Set up that meeting now. Make that decision now. Start
the new behavior now. Confront the situation now. Start doing it now.

9. MARROR - The bitter herbs.

We reflect on the bitterness we experience in our lives and the lives of the collective
Jewish people as symbolized by bitter herbs, but we do so while eating the bitter herbs in
the presence of the Matzah, the bread of faith.

A story:
A man passed away and upon reaching the “pearly gates” he and God took a walk
together on the beach.   While he was walking along the seashore, the scenes of different
incidents and situations from his life flashed one by one across the dark sky. He kept
moving and watching the different stages of his life, the good times as well as bad ones.

After the last scene of life flashed before him, he looked back and noticed the footprints in
the sand. For each scene, he noticed two sets of footprints in the sand. One belonged to
his own and the other one to God. All of sudden he noticed that at many times along the
path of his life; especially at the very lowest and hardest times, there was only one set of
footprints.

This really disturbed him, so he asked God about it. He asked, “God, I don't understand. I
noticed that during the saddest and most troublesome times of my life, there was only one
set of footprints. I don’t understand, why, when I needed you the most, you were not there
for me.”

God laughed and after some silence whispered, “My precious child, I love you and never
left you. When you were fine & healthy, I used to walk besides you. So the extra pair of
footprints was visible. When you saw only one set of footprints, it was then that I carried
you during your tough times. Whenever you were in difficulties and problems, I was still
protecting you.”



At the Seder, we eat the bitter herbs to underscore that God is present not only during our
periods of freedom, but during our bitter periods of exile and suffering as well. God will
never forsake us. This knowledge is surely quite liberating.

10. KORECH – The Matzah sandwich

The Hillel Sandwich is "bricks-and-mortar" – broken matzah held together by bitter herbs
and Charoset. The matzah was once whole. So too, the Jewish people can become
crushed and divisive. But we have so much to hold us together:  Our common links to
Judaism, to our Torah, and to our history.

The Talmud says that as Jews in Egypt, we were redeemed only because of our unity. We
were unified in our commitment to each other and to the future of our people. And weeks
later, at Mount Sinai, we stood together and accepted the Torah with one heart and one
mind.

The matzah may be broken, but it can be restored. It is this "Hillel Sandwich" which has
traditionally symbolized our commitment to glue the Jewish nation back together.

11. SHULCHAN ORECH – The Seder Meal

At this point, everyone is quite eager to finally eat.

When we think of attaining levels of spiritual growth, it seems strange that one of the steps
of Seder night would be eating a festive meal. But that’s because we often have a
misconception as to the Jewish attitude toward the physical and material. In fact, the
Jewish approach is quite different from that of other religions. Rather than negating or
denying the physical, Judaism stresses the importance of feasting and of taking full
advantage of the material world.

God could have created all foods bland, all tasting the same. Instead, God concocted a
variety of flavors and textures. Because we are supposed to delight in God’s world. We
have the ability to take these physical things and transform them into something spiritual
by doing them in the proper way, in the proper context, in the way that God intended.

The Talmud says that one of the questions every person will be asked after they die is, "Did
you enjoy all the fruits of the world?". On Seder night, we eat the festive meal to teach us
that true freedom is the ability to sanctify life, to elevate it, not to flee from it.

12. TZAFUN – Eating the Afikoman

The last thing we eat all night is the Afikoman. We eat this final piece of Matzah ― not
because we are at all hungry at this point ― but because we are commanded to do so.



There is great significance in taking part in the physical and using it in an elevated way, like
we just discussed. But there is also an idea of discipline and not indiscriminately indulging
in everything that comes our way. Hence this next step of the seder, eating the afikoman.

To illustrate this concept, the Talmud compares a person to a "horse and rider." The
purpose of a horse is to take you where you want to go; but left to its own devices, the
horse will get lazy and may even throw off the rider. That's why the rider has to be in
control of making all the decisions. So too, our bodies are the vehicles for moving us
through life; they require care and attention ― but not to the extent of “being in charge.”

"Who is the strong person?" asks the Talmud. "The one who can subdue his personal
inclination."

A person dominated by material strivings is anything but free. Judaism teaches us: control
the physical so it does not control you. Become a master of yourself.

13. BARECH – Grace after Meals

Barech, the "Grace After Meals". Birkat hamazon or “bentching” was instituted by Abraham
about 4000 years ago. Abraham stressed the importance of thanking God to anyone who
would listen. This, at a time that nobody believed in God! In fact, Abraham was
called Ha'Ivri ("the Hebrew"), meaning "the one who stands on the other side." He was a
social outcast and a lone voice in the wilderness.

Would we have been able to stand up to that kind of social pressure like Abraham?

The Hebrew word for Egypt is Mitzrayim ― from the root meitzar, which means narrow
and constricted. When we left Egypt, we became free of the societal forces which restrict
us to a narrow path of images and ideas.

Freedom means doing the right thing even when it may not be socially popular. Liberating
ourselves from the worry of what others will think or whether or not they will approve.
Freedom is taking charge and doing what we know deep down is right.

14. HALLEL

As the feeling of freedom inebriates our souls (helped along by the four cups of wine☺),
we sing aloud in joy. So too, when the Jews came out of Egypt and crossed the Red Sea
they broke out in song (Exodus chapter 15). When they saw the upending of evil, they
were instinctively grateful to God who orchestrated this miraculous turnaround.

With "Hallel," we abandon all intellectual posits, and experience the emotional joy of
freedom. Song is the pure unadulterated expression of the soul. It is the way to break out
of oneself in our pursuit for freedom.



And this brings us to our final step.

15. NIRTZAH –

There are so many serious things to say about nirtzah but we think for this last step of the
seder, the most important lesson is to always keep a sense of humour, to always remain
playful.

We’ve gone through an incredible journey. We have learned so much and shared so much
as we have gone through the seder. And its been a serious journey. And of course, we
need to take it seriously. We need to take life seriously. But Nirtzah, in many homes, is a
very different part of the seder. It is the part of the seder that is pure fun. Where our inner
children are let out as we sing songs like “chad gad ya” and “who knows one?” To obtain
inner freedom, to be at peace with ourselves, we can never stop being playful. We must
always keep our sense of humour.

Natan Sharansky was born in 1948 and at the age of 29 was imprisoned in Soviet Prison for
Zionist activity. Half of that time he was in solitary confinement and for 405 days he was in
a “punishment cell.” He shared several thoughts as to what got him through that time. One
of the profound ideas he shared was the importance of keeping a sense of humour.

Dr. Edith Eger, describes the humorous discussions amongst her fellow inmates at
Aushwitz:

“We’ve escaped the gas chamber, but we’ll die eating potato peels”, someone says, and
we laugh from a deep place in us that we didn’t know still existed…”

This is our time to let loose and allow the playful side of ourselves to emerge.

As we experience this journey to freedom the Pesach Seder provides may we experience
the ultimate freedom-

L’Shana Ha’Ba’ah B’Yirushalayim!


