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In perusing a recent issue of The New Yorker, I came across a short piece titled: “Dog or Jewish 
Boyfriend? A Quiz,” by the actress Lena Dunham. I generally think comedians are entitled to a 
wide berth and I try not to get too exercised by these sorts of things. And if the piece had actually 
been funny or clever I might have been more forgiving. But it was neither funny nor clever. 
Were I an editor, as a rule of thumb, I would probably insist that Jews and dogs not appear in the 
same sentence. On review, I would rate the piece somewhere between sophomoric and offensive. 
So I felt validated when a few days later the blogosphere was awash with readers calling for the 
magazine to apologize – which it predictably and artlessly refused to do.  
 
Anti-Jewish sentiment occupies a very special place on Seder night. Of course we know that 
blood libels had an uncanny way of being tied to the holiday of Pesach even when they occurred 
in seasons quite distant from the Yom Tov. But even within the internal text of the Haggadah, 
there’s a refrain calling out the phenomenon we’ve come to know as anti-Semitism. 
 
V’hi she’amda says it plainly: 

עלינו לכלותינו אלא שבכל דור ודור עומדים עלינו לכלותינו. עמד שלא א' בלבד  
On seder night we focus on Pharaoh. But he was neither the first nor the last anti-Semite. 
 
Arami Oved Avi – right from the beginning, Lavan tried to ruin us. And in every generation 
since, enemies of the Jews have reared their ugly heads.  
 
And even as we get to Hallel – the purely celebratory conclusion of the Seder – we preface it 
with the paragraph: שפוך חמתך – let those who have sought our destruction finally receive their 
comeuppance.  
This morning I want to argue that if we read between the lines, we’ll discover that the Seder 
actually has something quite rich to teach us about how we ought to respond to this phenomenon 
that trails us wherever we go. 
 
We all know that we make adjustments to our normal routines on Seder night.  

- We put the Matzot on the table, but in keeping with what the Gemara describes, we take 
them away or cover them.  

- Right at the beginning of the meal, we wash as usual – but we don’t make a bracha. And 
we don’t actually start the meal in earnest.   

- We take out the Matzot and break one of them, as we would normally do at the start of 
the meal. Except we don’t eat it, we hide it.  

- Then we pour a second cup of wine, but we don’t drink it.  
- The list goes on and on.  

 
It’s a whole elaborate series of bait and switch tactics. And the goal of course is to be 
provocative, to engage the children so they’ll ask lots of questions and then we’ll have our 
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opening to tell them the story of the Jewish people and transmit our mesorah to the next 
generation.  
 
But it’s also worth noticing, that many of the questions – even some of the scripted questions – 
ultimately go unanswered: 
 

- Why do we dip twice? 
- Why do we recline? 
- Why do we take the Matzos off the table? 

 
There’s a second valence to these oddities on Seder night. Yes, a major priority is to keep the 
kids awake and engaged, but there something else that happens in the course of this process 
that’s very subtle, but very important.  
 
In describing the protocols of Seder night, the Rambam collects all the various practices recorded 
in the gemara that one should employ to keep the kids interested: 

- Give out candies and nuts 
- Take the table away before the meal starts 
- Snatch the matzos from the person holding them 

And he puts them all under one heading. 
 צריך לעשות שינוי בלילה הזה

The theme of the night is שינוי – is difference. 
 
We’re so inured to this idea because it’s become almost prosaic. Everyone knows  נשתנהמה . But 
it actually constitutes one of the most important goals of Seder night: And that is to communicate 
the message that to be different is perfectly acceptable.  
 
Whether we’re accustomed to it or not –  
Whether it feels familiar or not –  
Being different – the Seder insists – is actually OK.  
 
Part of our mission on Seder night is to impart to the next generation the sense that as Jews we 
are different. See it. Know it. Internalize it. Tolerate it. Learn to live with difference. Cultivate 
the capacity to abide standing out.  
 
Ink wells have run dry over the generations in attempts to explain the persistence anti-Semitism. 
But one defensible theory is that we’ve been expelled and persecuted because we’re different. 
We’ve been vilified and victimized because we’ve been labeled as outsiders.   
 
So at various times in history, Jews tried to escape through acculturation or even conversion. The 
cost of being different was too high, so they tried to be less different. But even if that tactic 
offered some short term relief – and it seldom did – the cost was of course exorbitant. It spelled 
the certain end of Jewish life for that branch of our family.  
 
It hasn’t always been a simple or easy solution, but the more effective response is of course to 
embrace our difference and wear it with pride.  



3 

 

 
Rabbi Sacks recounted that a colleague of his once traveled to the Former Soviet Union in the 
early 1990s. “For the first time in 70 years, Jews were free openly to live as Jews, but at the same 
time anti-Semitic attitudes, long suppressed, came to the surface…. The rabbi was visited by a 
young lady in distress. ‘All my life,’ she said, ‘I hid the fact that I was a Jew and no one ever 
commented on my Jewishness. Now, though, when I walk past, my neighbors mutter Zhid. What 
shall I do?’ The rabbi replied, ‘If you had not told me you were Jewish, I would never have 
known. But with my hat and beard, no one could miss the fact that I’m a Jew. Yet in all the 
months I’ve been here, no one has shouted Zhid at me. Why do you think that is?’ The girl was 
silent for a moment and then she said, “Because they know that if they shout Zhid at me I will 
take it as an insult, but if they shout Zhid at you, you will take it as a compliment.”   
 
When we gather around the Seder table with members of the next generation, we stand at a 
crossroads. The yoke of our mesorah is not a light one. The $64,000 is: Will the burden of being 
different be too heavy to bear? As soon as fitting in becomes more attractive than loyalty to our 
tradition, the game is lost.  
 
So as we transmit our precious mesorah to the next generation on Seder night, we communicate 
– both implicitly and explicitly – that the ability to tolerate being different is indispensable. What 
we model internally within the narrative of Jewish life on Seder night, is the very capacity that 
will be crucial externally to the survival of the next generation: There’s no crime in being 
unalike. 
 
How much can we expect from an assimilated American Jew writing for The New Yorker? 
Whether or not her piece should be considered anti-Semitic is almost immaterial. Everyone can 
agree that it was distasteful. I share it with you this morning because it highlights the degree to 
which stereotypes about Jews permeate public discourse. And it’s always been so.  
 
Lena Dunham aside, I assure you we have plenty of bona fide anti-Semits about which to worry 
in 2015.  
 
Yes – we are different. We have different values and different moral priorities. We have different 
allegiances and different loyalties. We have a different calendar and a different code of ethics.  
 
It’s no accident that the Torah tells us three dozen times to love the stranger. Because 
xenophobia is a powerful force. Left unchecked, it always singles out the other.  
 
The best thing we can do is take pride in our Jewishness and convey that sense of pride to the 
children around our Seder table. Every little boy and girl should know that to be Jewish is to 
wear a badge of honor. Holding fast to the convictions of our ancestors, we will surely stand out. 
And to the extent we are successful on Seder night, we will surely stand tall.  
 
 
 
 
 


