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Last Sunday, I took Akiva and Yehoshua to the Streit’s Matzah factory on the Lower East Side 

of Manhattan. Needless to say, the kids had a blast. But I also learned some things about the 

matzah baking process that were new to me. I didn’t know, for instance, that they don’t actually 

use the whole 18 minutes. From the time the water hits the flour, they have the matzah in the 

oven in 14 minutes. I also didn’t know that the matzahs bake at 900 degrees and are in the oven 

for only about 90 seconds. What was most stunning, though, was the Jewish illiteracy of our tour 

guide. Someone asked what makes Matzah kosher for Passover. And the guide said three things: 

 

1) No non-kosher ingredients; 

2) The timing: everything has to go into the oven within 18 minutes; 

3) And the matzah has to be blessed by the rabbi. 

 

Akiva asked me what the brachah was. I told him I didn’t know.   

 

Here was a perfectly lovely Jewish man – who works professionally in a matzah factory on the 

Lower East Side of Manhattan – and has never been disabused of the myth that for food to be 

kosher it needs to be blessed by a rabbi.  

 

It’s just an anecdote and it’s not a data set. But this man is the father of two beautiful Jewish 

children. Maybe when they grow up they’ll have a Seder of their own. After all, their father 

works in a matzah factory. But absent a connection to substantive Judaism: What chance do they 

stand?  

 

On the holiday of והדגת לבנך it behooves us to pause for a moment and consider the fate of every 

unaffiliated American Jew and what part we might be able to play in the story of the Jewish 

people in these fraught times. 

 

I would submit to you that really the whole tenor of Pesach is outreach. And that, my friends, is 

why virtually every other rabbi on the West Side is at a Pesach resort this Yontif. It may look 

like they’re relaxing by the pool. But it’s really all part of an elaborate kiruv scheme.   

 

When it comes to the Seder, there are two competing forces: On the one hand, there’s a kind of 

egalitarian streak.  

• Everyone around the table is obligated in all the Mitzvot. 

• Maybe on an ordinary Shabbat, just the host makes Kiddush and everyone gets a little 

cup; but on Pesach everyone has their own full-size cup. Everyone says Kiddush and all 

the brachot together. 

• Everyone reads the Haggadah or we take turns. 

• Everyone is supposed to be an active participant.  

 

But on the other hand, there is a decidedly hierarchical streak. The Seder needs a leader. 
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• Not everyone has a Seder plate; there’s one קערה or one for each family. 

• Not everyone has three matzahs. The Seder leader has three matzahs. 

• As opposed to Kiddush, the head of the house says המוציא and then distributes the matzah. 

• Only the Seder leader – or again the family head – wears a Kittel. 

• And if you go back to the משניות in Pesachim, they all take it as a given that there’s one 

person in charge: 

  מזגו לו כוס ראשון   •

  הביאו לפניו מצה וחזרת וחרוסת ושני תבשילין  •

  וכאן הבן שואל אביו  •

 

The working assumption throughout is that there’s a בעל הבית who directs the progression of the 

evening.  

 

And of course there’s a tension because we are trying to accomplish two things. Yes, we want 

everyone to be a full participant in all of the Seder’s mitzvot and activities. But at the same time, 

the Seder is intended to be a classroom. Or even better: a learning laboratory. And for this we 

need not just collaboration, but a student-teacher format.  

 

Whether we consider ourselves teachers or not, the Haggadah is intent on driving home the 

message that each of us is charged not only with being students of Judaism, but teachers of 

Judaism as well.  

 

We all know about the four sons and how they represent different personalities such that we need 

to address ourselves in an individualized way to each one.  

 

But well beyond this small piece of the story, the Seder writ large models for us how we can take 

Judaism and make it accessible to the broadest possible audience.  

 

The first model is story-telling: we tell the story of our people and tell stories about people who 

told stories.  

 עבדים היינו

י אליעזרבמעשה בר  

נועבודה זרה היו אבותי ימתחילה עובד  

 

To a person who speaks the language of narrative, the first part of the Haggadah plays to his or 

her strong suit.  

 

The second model is scholarship: We engage in exegesis and study the verses: 

  צא ולמד

 ארמי עובד אבי

 

There’s another kind of learner who absorbs information best by performing critical analysis – 

close readings of the text to derive from them their deepest meanings. If the first model speaks to 

the Aggadic personality, the second section of Maggid speaks to the Halachic personality.  
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And finally, the Haggadah furnishes us with a third model: What we might call the experiential 

model. Not everyone thrives in the classroom. Some people do better in the field. So we act and 

we interact. We point to the various items on the Seder plate; we pick things up; we put them 

down; the Sephardim walk around the table with satchels on their back; and of course there’s all 

the symbolism of our foods and our drinks and our dips and our posture.  

 

In our generation, every assimilated Jew is the שאינו יודע לשאול. They don’t even know what they 

don’t know. So the Haggadah says: את פתח לו. We have to engage them. They’re not coming to 

us with questions. They’re not coming to us at all. We have to seek them out and begin the 

conversation.  

 

A couple of weeks ago, apropos nothing, Thomas Friedman wrote a piece in the Sunday Review 

called, “Parallel Parking in the Arctic Circle.” He used his column to describe a recent stint on 

board the USS New Mexico, a nuclear submarine stationed in the Arctic.  

 

“Late at night, I was sipping coffee in the wardroom and a junior officer, Jeremy Ball, 27, came 

by and asked me if I could stay for Passover. He and two other Jewish sailors were organizing 

the Seder; the captain and several other non-Jewish shipmates said they’d be happy to join, but 

there was still room. Ball said he’d been storing a brisket in the freezer for the holiday and would 

pick up matzo when they surfaced in Canada.” 

 

We talk about Jews all over the world celebrating Pesach. It’s extraordinary to think that Jews 

under the world are celebrating, too. Right now there are Jews on board the USS New Mexico in 

the Arctic Circle celebrating Pesach.   

 

They’re Jewishly-oriented enough to have a Seder. On some level, they’re ready to talk about 

Judaism.  

 

Everyone loves to talk about being a light unto the nations. First we have to be a light unto our 

nation. 

 

  .isn’t just the opening line of the Seder. It should be our mantra all year ‘round כל דכפין ייתי ויכול

 

By virtue of your being in this room this morning, you’re in the top 1% of Jews who are 

educated about Judaism and engaged in Jewish life. We need to give ourselves more credit and 

believe in our own ability to be teachers of Judaism to our neighbors, our co-workers and our 

friends. Pesach is an extraordinary Kiruv opportunity – but so is every time we make a brachah 

audible enough for someone else to hear. Let’s take advantage of these moments. We don’t have 

to have all the answers. But we can at least aspire to bring one more unaffiliated Jew around our 

table, armed with a question.   
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