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Passover 2022 | 5782 
Insights & Ideas 
Rabbi Ron Shulman 
It’s our third pandemic Passover and again time to tell the Exodus story. What new 
insights and understandings can we bring to our Seder tables this year? What have 
we learned since last Passover? How might we read ourselves, our experiences, and 
current events into the Exodus story? 
 
Haggadah 
The Haggadah is a collection of rabbinic midrashim (interpretations and legends), 
each one referring to an important aspect of the Exodus story, as told in the Torah, 
Chapter 12 in the Book of Exodus and in the Book of Deuteronomy, Chapter 26.  
 
More than 1800 years ago, the rabbis of the Mishnah began recounting the story of 
Israel’s freedom from Egyptian bondage by expounding on Torah verses. As this 
process continued through the generations, the Haggadah’s content, style, and 
usage evolved. Some view the Passover Haggadah as textbook or a dramatic script. 
I view it as the Seder leader’s resource and guide. 
 
The Passover Haggadah is a resource and prompt for us as we celebrate the Seder. 
Many of us can explain the symbols on our tables. In some form, all of us know the 
Exodus story. We can wonder about and answer ours and our children’s questions 
and refer to the Haggadah for more information and insight when we need it. 
 
Passover is celebrated well by talking, asking, answering, debating, wondering 
about, and exploring the many themes, texts, and ritual symbols of the Seder. 
 
Prepare your Seder celebration in advance of your family’s and friend’s arrival. Think 
about who will be present with you. What ideas and activities will best interest and 
engage them? How can you join together in retelling the story of our People’s 
Exodus from Egypt? 
 
Before the Seder, read through the pages of the Haggadah to identify what you 
want to emphasize and discuss. Plan for more talking than reading, more 
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conversation than recitation. Keep everyone comfortable. Decide how long your 
Seder will last and inform your guests, as well as those who will be serving the meal. 
 
At a minimum, a Passover Seder should include blessings over wine and all the 
various Seder foods. Be sure to mention the Pesah, Matzah, and Maror. Be sure to 
take a few minutes to tell and discuss the Exodus story. Ask the Four Questions. Ask 
your own questions. Remember the Ten Plagues. Talk about something relevant 
and personal to you and your guests. Enjoy a delicious holiday meal. Find the 
Afikomen and welcome the Prophet Elijah. 
 
The Seder can be an immersive educational experience for all participants. Be sure 
to focus on the needs of your family and friends at the table with you. 
 

"The Seder is not meant to impart a body of information to the brain; it is meant to 
implant the story in the heart. The mind may be that of a genius and the heart of that 
genius might be ignorant; the mind may be adult and the heart childish." 

                        -Musar Master Rabbi Eliyahu Dessler 

 
4 Themes to Consider During Seder 2022 

1. Pandemic Lessons About Freedom 
What have we learned about our freedom during the pandemic? 
Consider these insights: 

¨ To cherish our freedoms more than we did before. Our freedom of 
movement, freedom of assembly and the ability to freely live life as we 
choose. Rights and opportunities we too often take for granted. Freedoms 
constrained by the requirements of pandemic precautions. 

 
¨ Freedom cannot be sustained without responsibility. We ought not be free 

to do what may harm others. Since we can’t legislate goodness and 
compassion, kindness and respect, we need to understand that our 
individual freedoms require us to choose consideration of others not only 
ourselves, concern for everyone’s circumstances, our own. 

 
¨ Freedom is better when lived with others. We need each other to best 

fulfill our free desires. We need people to support our earning, our 
communities, our interests, and the precious nature of our lives. As 
Passover recalls, no individual Israelite left Egypt alone. It was as a people 
our ancestors were redeemed from slavery to freedom. 
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2. Thinking about Ukraine and Jewish Memory 
-I- 
Sunflowers* 
Place a small dish of sunflower seeds on your Seder Plate to show solidarity with 
the people of Ukraine. Sunflowers are the national flower of Ukraine and have 
become a potent symbol of resistance to the Russian military invasion.  
 
Sunflowers have been grown in Ukraine since the 18th Century and have been 
associated with Ukrainian national identity since the early 19th Century. They 
symbolize unity, life and well-being, and can be seen across the countryside.  
 
After the Chernobyl nuclear disaster in 1986, sunflowers were widely grown in the 
area to help remove radiation contaminants from the soil. And in 1996, sunflowers 
were planted in celebration of Ukraine’s nuclear disarmament.  
 
* For Ashkenazi Jews who do not eat kitniyot, legumes and seeds, on Passover, 
Sunflower seeds are not hametz, may be used symbolically on the Seder Table but 
should not be eaten during Passover. 
 
-II- 
Ukrainian Jewish History 
It may be in part because of the widespread suffering among Ukrainian Jews that 
the country became fertile ground for spiritual, cultural and political innovation. 
Among the most significant and lasting of these developments was the Hasidic 
movement, whose founder, Rabbi Israel ben Eliezer (better known as the Baal Shem 
Tov, “Master of the good name”) was born in a small village in Ukraine around 1700, 
as were many of his disciples. 
 
The Baal Shem Tov established his court in Medzhybizh, in western Ukraine, where 
he is buried. The town was then a major Jewish center and many prominent Hasidic 
rabbis were born there, including Rebbe Nachman of Bratzlov. 
 
Under the influence of the Haskalah, Ukrainian Jews were instrumental in the 
emergence of both modern Hebrew and Yiddish literature. Isaac Baer Levinsohn, 
born in the western Ukrainian city of Kremenets, wrote Hebrew poetry and sought 
to disseminate Enlightenment ideals among the country’s Jews.  
 
Sholem Aleichem, born Solomon Naumovich Rabinovich in 1859 in Pereiaslav 
southeast of Kyiv, was a Yiddish playwright who created the character Tevye the 
Dairyman, later immortalized in Fiddler on the Roof.  
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Haim Nahman Bialik, born in Ukraine in 1873, was one of the pioneers of modern 
Hebrew poetry. And Ahad Ha’am, a Hebrew essayist and one of the foremost Zionist 
thinkers, was born in central Ukraine in 1856. 
 
One of the earliest Zionist groups was established in eastern Ukraine in 1882. Bilu, 
which took its name from a biblical verse urging Jews to “let us go,” was established 
in Kharkiv and sent some of the earliest settlers to Palestine that same year.  
 
Ukraine would also produce some of the major leaders of the Zionist enterprise. 
Israel’s second, third and fourth prime ministers - Moshe Sharett, Levi Eshkol and 
Golda Meir - were all born in Ukraine. So was Yitzhak Ben-Zvi, Israel’s second (and 
longest serving) president. And Natan Sharansky, a Soviet refusenik whose plight 
helped galvanize the fight for Soviet Jewry in the 1980s, was born in Stalino (now 
Donetsk) in 1948. 
 
-III- 
Offer Prayer and Compassion 
 
A Prayer for Peace in Ukraine 
We pray for peace as we gather this Passover. 
 
Compassionately, we pray for the welfare and well-being of the citizens of Ukraine, 
including the Jewish community which connects us to important places, people, 
and events in our people’s history, and for all those who must defend their country 
at this time of hostility and conflict.  
 
We also pray the for safety of our military men and women, and all who serve our 
country and our values, around the world. During tense times, we pray for a real 
strategic deterrence and the establishment of a genuine peace for all.  
 
We pray for a quick end to the raging conflict and the senseless bloodshed.  
As they seek cover from the life-threatening missiles 
and fire falling from the sky, as they help the elderly 
and hug their children tightly, and defend their homeland, 
we pray that they can maintain a hope for blessing and peace very soon. 
 
May all the innocent people in the Ukraine and throughout the region 
know that we are with them. Even from afar, we hear their cries. 
May they know that we will continue to advocate for peace among nations 
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and that we will strengthen our commitment to aid and protect 
every human being. 
 
Through our efforts and donations, may God sustain all who confront violence. 
May those displaced and distraught find tranquility and all who are in danger know 
peace. 
 

3. Haggadah Hosts History 
 
-I- 
Four Sons 
The first generation of rabbis, those who lived from 70 to 200 C.E. those who 
codified and organized the form and structure of the Seder celebrations we are 
familiar with, were witnesses to one of Judaism’s most turbulent and tragic eras. 
Among these rabbis were Yohanan ben Zakkai, the initiator of rabbinic Judaism, 
Rabbi Akiva, the famous scholar, Judah HaNasi, the editor of the Mishnah.  
 
The Romans destroyed the Second Temple in Jerusalem in 70 C.E. and oppressed 
the Jews of Jerusalem and Judea. In 135 C.E., under the leadership of a sage named 
Bar Kokhba, the Jews revolted against Rome and were summarily defeated. 
Hundreds of thousands died while towns and villages were razed. 
 
Contained in texts associated with two particular rabbis, Ishmael ben Elisha, a 
rationalist, and Shimon bar Yohai, a mystic, we find midrash, legend and 
interpretation expressing intense loyalty to Jewish identity and destiny and a sense 
of distress, verging on anger, at Jews who left the fold, who defected from Judaism 
to the pagan world and safety of Rome, or even became part of a new emerging 
Christian sect. 
 
Reflect on how they reacted in this famous midrash they taught. “There are four 
sons: a wise son, a wicked son, a simple son, and one who does not know how to 
ask.” Here the rabbis create a reason why four times in the Torah children of the 
future are imagined asking about the Exodus. 
 
This is the background and historical context for the description of the Four Sons, or 
Four Children, contained in the Haggadah. Yes, it is there to remind the Seder leader 
to engage each individual directly and personally in telling the Exodus story, but it’s 
also about something else. 
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Consider two of the four verses and identify which is which. Here’s a hint. One of 
these is the basis for the wise child, and one the basis of the wicked child.  
 
“And when your children ask you, ‘What do you mean by this rite?’ you shall say, ‘It is 
the Passover sacrifice to the Eternal God because God passed over the houses of 
the Israelites in Egypt…’” (Exodus 12:26-27) 
 
“When, in time to come, your children ask you, ‘What means the decrees, laws, and 
rules that the Eternal our God has enjoined upon you?’ you shall say to your 
children, ‘We were slaves to Pharaoh in Egypt and the Eternal God freed us from 
Egypt with a mighty hand.’” (Deuteronomy 6:20-21) 
 
“What does the wise son say? ‘What mean the decrees, laws, and rules that the 
Eternal our God has enjoined upon us?’ Open to him in the details and meanings of 
Pesah.” 
 
What does the wicked son say? "What do you mean by this rite?" "To you" and not 
“to him or her.” This child is portrayed as disassociating from family, community, and 
people. “Had you been there,” this child is told, “you would not have been 
redeemed.” 
 
Those first century rabbis weren’t speaking only of Passover and children, but about 
Jews who seeing the fall of Jerusalem changed sides and allied themselves to 
Rome. For that first generation of rabbis, this was a kind of betrayal. 
 
To whom and what do our thoughts turn as we try to make sense of the world and 
connect to the meanings, themes, and message of Passover? 
 
 

4. Many More Than 4 Questions 
The ability to question is the mark of a free person. We tell the story of our People’s 
freedom from slavery by asking and answering each other’s questions about what 
we are doing and why. What questions would you like to ask tonight? What 
questions would you like to ask your Seder participants – drawing on their life 
experiences and/or interests, to reflect on the meanings of freedom and Passover 
for this year? 
 


