
  

 
Holiday Teaching: Passover! 

 
The story of Passover (in Hebrew, Pesach) is a universal tale of transformation -- a grand 
narrative of how the Israelites, enslaved in Egypt for 400 years, finally won their struggle 
for freedom under the leadership of Moses, and with the help of many terrible and 
awesome miracles from God.   
 
The story has been an inspiration to people of many faiths and many circumstances over 
the course of history.  In our own time, its universal appeal accounts for the blockbuster 
success of movies from the classic Ten Commandments, to the contemporary cartoon -- 
The Prince of Egypt.  (See also Rabbi Katie’s “Godcast”  a 3 minute cartoon about part of 
the story at http://www.g-dcast.com/vaeira.)  Yet Jewish tradition asks us to do much 
more than watch a movie to remind ourselves of the lessons from this incredible story.   
 
Every year, for literally thousands of years now, Jews and their fellows have gathered to 
relay the story of the Exodus through ritual, food, text and song at the sacred meal 
known as the seder, meaning literally “order.”  At the seder, we read from the haggadah, 
a collection of text and ritual guidance that has helped the Jewish people renew our 
relationship to our past, our community, and our values for generations.  
 
Passover begins on the 15th day of the Jewish month of Nissan. In 2017, the first evening 
of Passover is April 10th through the evening of April 18th. 
 
Haggadah Recommendations:  If you are looking for a great haggadah with lots of 
creative options for all ages, Rabbi Katie recommends either,  A Different Night or A 
Night of Questions,  both of which you can find in Dayenu, the Jewish book and gift store 
at the JCC on California St.   
 
Seder Match: If you have space at your table for a first or second night seder, or need a 
spot, please contact the office at admin@orshalom.org. 
 
Or Shalom Community Seder: April 15th  at 5pm, at Or Shalom (625 Brotherhood) 
 
 
 

http://www.g-dcast.com/vaeira


  

 
Symbols of the Seder:  
 
The centerpiece of the seder table is the seder plate, 

containing 5 foods that remind us of the struggle of the 
Israelites in their quest and journey to freedom: 
 

1. Haroset: A mixture of chopped walnuts, wine, 
cinnamon and apples that represents the mortar the 
Jewish slaves used to assemble the Pharaoh's bricks 
2. Parsley (dipped in salt water): Symbolizing 
Springtime, it is dipped in salt water to remind us of for 
the tears of the Jewish slaves 
3. Roasted egg: Represents the cycle of life  
4. Shank Bone (or beet, for vegetarians): 
Symbolic of the sacrificial lamb offering  
5. Bitter herbs: Freshly grated horseradish and other 
bitter herb reflects the bitter affliction of slavery  
 

 

Another central symbolic food of the seder is matzah – the unleavened crackery bread 
reminding us of the haste in which the slaves left Egypt.  (See more below.)  A piece of 
one matzah, the afikomen, is hidden and found the final food of the seder meal. 
 

During the Seder we consume 4 glasses of wine or grape juice as a sign of freedom, joy 
and holiness. A 5th cup of wine is poured and placed on the Seder table. This is the Cup of 
Elijah, an offering for the Prophet Elijah. During the Seder the door to the home is 
opened to invite him in.  
 
A contemporary tradition places a Miriam’s Cup on the table, as well. This cup is filled 
with water, the sustenance of life, in acknowledgement of the prophet Miriam’s ability to 
find wells of water for the Israelites as they wandered in the desert. 
 
Similarly, a contemporary tradition places an orange on the seder plate as a way to 
celebrate women’s leadership in the Jewish world.  (Come to the Or Shalom Seder to 
hear the story at the root of that practice!) 
 

 

Further Practicalities ~~ Eating During the Holiday Week 
 

What’s wrong with bread?  When the Israelite slaves left Egypt, they went so quickly that 
their bread had no time to rise.  To remember the Exodus, the Torah tells us to eat no leavened 
bread or other leavened foods during Passover. 

 
Symbolically, leaven is analogous to ego.  We sometimes speak of an egotistical person as being 
"full" of himself or herself or having a “fat” head.  On Passover, we are asked to set aside some of 
our personal desires in order to attune to the Divine Will and experience a kinship with our 



  

ancestors.  We carry this precept into our eating habits by abstaining from leaven for the entire 
week of Passover. 
 
Spring Clean!  Leading up to the first night of Passover, the home is cleaned and cleared of all 
leavened foods, called hametz.  Hametz is food made with one or more of 5 grains -- barley, 
rye, oats, wheat, and spelt – that have had the opportunity to become leavened.  All hametz 
is either eaten before Passover begins, "sold" to non-Jewish neighbors and friends, or given 
away. 

 
Allowed on Passover Not for Passover 
Fresh fruit & vegetables BREAD! 
Eggs Regular cakes, cookies and pastries 
Jellies, jams made w/fruit, sugar, fruit juice Regular bagels, rolls or crackers 
Fish which have scales and fins  Regular cereal 
Poultry Regular noodles 
Dairy products The following are restricted only for 

those following Ashkenazi tradition 
(*see below) 

Matzo marked “Kosher for Passover” Processed meat, fish or poultry with corn 
syrup, corn derivatives, soy products 

Bagels & crackers marked "Kosher for 
Passover" 

Legumes (beans, peas, corn) 

Cakes, cookies & pastries made with matzo 
meal, Passover cake flour or potato flour 

Dairy products containing corn or soy 

Cereal marked “Kosher for Passover” Rice 
Noodles marked “Kosher for Passover” Tofu 
Quinoa Beverages made with corn syrup 
 
Rice and Legumes: Ashkenazi Jews (with European roots), traditionally abstain from legumes 
on Pesach.  Some say it is because soaking legumes in water is a kind of “leavening.” Others say 
the practice prevents grains which can become hametz from getting mixed up with permitted 
grains.  Whatever the reason, the ban includes corn and all vegetables that grow in pods (beans, 
peas, etc.). In our day, the most complicated part is abstaining from products that contain corn 
and soybean derivatives, such as corn oil, high fructose corn syrup, soybean oil, etc. 
 
*Sephardic Jews (from Spain and the Middle East) do eat rice and legumes on Passover, which 
were basic staples in their countries of origin.  The catch is that traditionally, Sephardim must 
sift through all of their permitted grains prior to Pesach to make sure that no forbidden grains 
are in the mix!  Or Shalom follows the Sephardic rules and allows rice and legumes 
for our community Passover Seder.   

 
However you observe Passover, we at Or Shalom wish you an 

inspirational holiday! 


