
 1 

A Seder to Remember 

Rabbi Ariel Rackovsky 

The Jewish Center 5769 

 

Nearly three years ago, my family hosted five very special guests for our first Seder. It 

was a couple who had recently completed a spiritual journey that led them from a 

fundamentalist Christian denomination in Colorado to Orthodox Judaism in Upstate New 

York. They had converted two months prior with their three children, who were also 

coming. My family had developed a relationship with them shortly after they moved to 

Rochester, and we were all quite excited about being the hosts for their first Seder as 

Jews.  That excitement, however, was tempered with some nervousness over the 

disparities between us and our guests. They were highly intelligent and inquisitive, and 

were constantly learning, but while their scriptural knowledge was outstanding, they had 

obviously grown up with no Jewish background. In my family, thank God,  everyone was 

the product of rigorous Jewish education. As evidenced by their life quest, they were 

seekers, oriented more toward spirituality; to describe my family as Litvish in orientation 

would be an understatement. Their children ranged in age from 12 to 7, and my youngest 

brother was 17.  How would we create a Seder experience that would be meaningful for 

them and for their children, to which we could relate as well?  

 

After HKB”H described the design of the Tabernacle to Moshe, He told Moshe to 

command Betzalel, a 13 year old artisan, to build it. The Talmud points out that there is a 

discrepancy between the instructions HKB”H gave Moshe, and the way he described 

them to Betzalel: 
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     אאאא    עמודעמודעמודעמוד    נהנהנהנה    דףדףדףדף    ברכותברכותברכותברכות    מסכתמסכתמסכתמסכת    בבליבבליבבליבבלי    תלמודתלמודתלמודתלמוד
 ברוך הקדוש לו שאמר בשעה. נקרא חכמתו שם על בצלאל: יונתן רבי אמר נחמני בר שמואל רבי אמר
 ארון עשה: לו ואמר, והפך משה הלך, וכלים ארון משכן לי עשה לבצלאל לו אמור לך: למשה הוא

, כלים לתוכו מכניס כך ואחר בית בונה אדם -  עולם של מנהגו, רבינו משה: לו אמר. ומשכן וכלים
 הקדוש לך אמר כך שמא? אכניסם להיכן - עושה שאני כלים! ומשכן וכלים ארון לי עשה: אומר ואתה
  ! וידעת היית אל בצל שמא: לו אמר .וכלים ארון משכן עשה: הוא ברוך

 

HKB”H commanded Moshe to tell Betzalel to build the Mishkan, the Ark and the various 

vessels in the Mishkan. Instead of relaying the commandment in the order he was told, 

Moshe reversed the order, telling Betzalel first to build the Ark, then the various vessels 

and then the Tabernacle itself. Betzalel was incredulous. “Moshe Rabbeinu,” he said, “are 

these vessels supposed to float in the air? Where will I put them?” Moshe Rabbeinu 

replied “Perhaps, as your name- ל-בצל א  indicates, you were in the shadow of G-d, 

because you knew the correct order in which the command was given.” 

 

Let me ask you a simple question. Why would Moshe Rabbeinu switch the order in 

which he was commanded to build the Mishkan? And why couldn’t Betzalel fashion the 

vessels and put them in storage for a few days?  

 

Perhaps what was occurring here was a fundamental disagreement over educational 

philosophies. Moshe Rabbeinu felt that when educating the Jewish people- whether about 

the Mishkan or anything else- it was important to impress its mission upon them from the 

outset. In order to understand the task of building a Mishkan, they needed to know that it 

contained an Ark, representing the primacy of the divine Torah; an altar, where one’s 

relationship with G-d could be physically manifest; a Menorah, representing wisdom in 

the service of the Divine and a Shulchan, to teach the lesson that material wealth is a gift 

from the divine table. By beholding the grandeur of these vessels, and understanding their 
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meaning, the Jewish people would fully appreciate and embrace the importance of 

building a Tabernacle. Betzalel’s approach was more practical. Before educating the 

Jewish people about a mission, they needed to have a context for it. The vessels in the 

mishkan were important, but there needed to be a place to put them. 

 

I believe that this debate between Moshe Rabbeinu and Betzalel plays itself out, often 

unknowingly, in many homes every year at the Seder. Many of us are of the Moshe 

Rabbeinu school of thought. For people with school age children, nieces and nephews, 

grandchildren or great grandchildren, hearing them share what they learned in school 

about the Haggadah is a particular source of nachas, with many parents no doubt feeling 

that these are tuition validating moments. It is also a chance for adults- even, or perhaps 

especially those who are normally reticent to do so- to share ideas they heard or read in 

other contexts, or that occurred to them during the reading of the Haggadah. And of 

course, there are the songs, often with melodies passed down in families over 

generations. Moshe Rabbeinu was right; the mission is important, and these words of 

Torah and songs are critical educational and experiential tools for advancing it. Whether 

it is Rabbi Willig’s series on the Haggadah, Rabbi Fridman’s series on the Seder, the 

Seder Pearls class, or other classes about Pesach- everyone should prepare for Pesach 

properly by acquiring as many of these tools as possible. But as important as they are, 

HKB”H was ultimately on Betzalel’s side, and our challenge is to be mindful of this as 

we attempt to have a meaningful Seder experience. Perhaps this year, we should focus 

our attention, in addition to the divrei Torah and songs, on age-appropriate, interactive 

discussions about the fundamental themes of the Seder: What does it mean to be in 
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servitude? What does it mean to be free? How do we define our relationship with G-d, 

with our community and with the Jewish people? When did any of us speak about these 

issues last? These discussions are the building blocks that house and support the other 

elements- the beautiful divrei Torah, the catchy melodies and the joyous strains of Hallel 

that reverberate throughout the Seder evening. 

 

The Seder three years ago was perhaps the most remarkable I have ever had. 

Experiencing the Seder from the perspective of someone for whom it is new is something 

I highly recommend to everyone. To paraphrase the slogan Corn Flakes used a number of 

years ago, I felt I had  “tasted it again for the first time.”  The adults had a great time as 

we discussed Pesach from their perspective- people who were new to the Jewish 

community, and how special the experience was for them. The probing questions they 

asked, and thoughts they shared, led those of us who take various religious or theological 

matters for granted to discuss them anew. The children joined in as they felt comfortable, 

and we encouraged them to bring along props to the seder, balancing the seriousness of 

the discussion with kid-friendly levity, and they had a great time. It was the first time ten- 

plague themed finger puppets were ever featured at the Rackovsky Seder table, and I had 

a great time playing with the Moses action figure (staff and Two Tablets included) they 

brought along. Indeed, this family joined us for the second Seder last year, and will, with 

G-d’s help, be doing so again this year- each year, they grow in knowledge and 

sophistication, yet I never fail to be inspired by their determination and enthusiasm, and 

their inquisitiveness at the Seder table.  
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As we usher in the month of Nissan this week and begin thinking in earnest about Pesach, 

let us learn the lesson of Betzalel, through asking important basic questions, and of 

Moshe, using it as an opportunity to share ideas and thoughts we have heard or 

formulated. As we incorporate both these elements into our Seder experience, may it be 

truly unforgettable and transformative.  

 

 


