
 15 STEPS to 
FREEDOM

A HOW-TO GUIDE 
TO THE PASSOVER SEDER



PRE-SEDER PASSOVER QUIZ:
How much do you know about Passover? Try this quiz to find out:
(answers appear in the back of this booklet)

1. What number appears most frequently in the Haggadah?
• 4   • 15  • 600,000

2. The first time the Jews ate matzah was:
• After leaving Egypt in a hurry, with no time for their bread to rise
• The night prior to leaving Egypt, at the first Passover Seder
• When Manischewitz opened a small matzah bakery in Cincinnati, Ohio

3. The recipe for Charoset is:
• Dates, wine, walnuts and apples
• Avocado, bananas, coconut and pine nuts
• Sesame seeds, honey, pepper and cloves
 
4. Of the Four Sons, which is regarded as the most problematic?
• The wise son
• The evil son
• The simple son
• The son who doesn’t know how to ask
 
5. The miracle of the plague of hail was:
• It was summertime
• The frozen hail was also on fire
• The hail was as big as soccer balls
 
6. What important figure is mentioned only tangentially in the Haggadah?
• God   • Abraham   • Moses   • Pharaoh
 
7. What food may be used for Maror, the bitter herbs?
• “Red horseradish” from the jar
• Lettuce
• Cayenne peppers
 
8. Before Passover begins, we rid our homes of chametz by:
• Searching for chametz
• Burning our chametz
• Selling our chametz
• Nullifying our chametz
• All the above
 
9. How many Jews were living in Egypt, prior to the onset of the plagues?
• 600,000  • 3 million  • 15 million
 
10. How much wine should be drunk at each of the Four Cups?
• 5 cc (one teaspoon)
• 98 cc (3.3 ounces)
• 250 cc (8.4 ounces)
• 946 cc (one quart)



PREPARING FOR THE SEDER 
The table should be set with the following special items:
• The Seder plate, which contains, in clockwise order:
 Shank bone – Zeroa – lamb or roasted chicken leg bone 
 Charoset – a mixture of ground nuts, fruit, wine, and spices
 Bitter herbs – Maror – typically red or white horseradish
 Vegetable – Karpas – parsley or any other vegetable, such   
 as potatoes
 Egg –Beitzah – a roasted hard-boiled egg
• A covered plate that holds three pieces of matzah. 
• A bowl of salt water. 
• A wine glass for each person. Each participant will drink four   
  cups of wine or grape juice during the Seder.
• An extra wine glass for Elijah the Prophet.

The Seder meal should be prepared and conducted without 
bread or other leavened food such as cake. Products made with 
matzah flour can be substituted.



LIGHTING THE YOM TOV (HOLIDAY) 
CANDLES 
Before the start of every Sabbath or Jewish holiday, it is traditional 
for the women of the household (or any individual) to light two 
candles in honor of the holiness of the day.

After lighting the candles, recite:

Blessed are You, Lord our God, King of the Universe, who has 
sanctified us with His commandments and commanded us that we 
kindle the Yom Tov (Holiday) lights.

Baruch Atah Ado-nai, Elo-heinu Melech Ha-olam, Asher Kid’shanu
B’mitzvotav V’tzivanu L’hadlik Ner Shel Yom Tov.



Seder: 
THE 15 STEPS TO FREEDOM



STEP1. SANCTIFYING THE DAY: 
KADESH

What does it mean?
To begin the Seder, we make Kiddush and sanctify the day. The 
word "kiddush" means special and unique. The first step to personal 
freedom is to recognize that you are special. You have a distinct 
combination of talents, skills and experiences that qualifies you to 
make a unique contribution to the world.

In Egypt, the Jews were forced to build the store-cities of Pitom 
and Ramses. Why was this tortuous labor? Because these cities 
rested on swamp-land, and every time the Jews built one level, it 
sunk into the ground. Slavery is a life with no accomplishment, no 
achievement, and no meaning.

On Passover, we begin our journey toward personal freedom by 
asking: What is humanity's biggest need? What can I contribute 
most profoundly to nurture and protect the world? And...what am I 
going to do about it?

How do you do it?
Holding the cup of wine in one’s right hand, recite:
Blessed are You, Lord our God, King of the Universe, who creates 
the fruit of the vine.

Baruch Atah Ado-nai Elo-heinu Melech Ha-olam Boreh Pree 
HaGafen.

The Blessing of Shecheyanu is recited at this point
Blessed are You, Lord our God, King of the universe, who has kept 
us in life, sustained us, and enabled us to reach this season.

Baruch Atah Ado-nai, Elo-heinu Melech Ha-olam, Shehecheyanu, 
V'kiye-manu Vehigi-yanu La-z'man Ha-zeh

 

The first cup of wine is drunk, and the cup is refilled.



STEP 2. FIRST RITUAL HAND-WASHING: 
URCHATZ

What does it mean?
“Why do we wash our hands at this point in this Seder?” the Talmud 
asks. “Because it is an unusual activity which prompts the children 
to ask questions.” The very name Haggadah means “telling,” for 
the goal of the Seder is to arouse curious questions, and satisfying 
answers.

We’ve all felt the sense of awe upon meeting a fascinating 
person, or reading an enlightening new book. But as adults we 
may become enslaved by the idea that it’s more sophisticated 
to “know it all.” Passover teaches that to be truly free we must 
approach life with child-like wonderment. “Who is the wise 
person?” asks the Talmud. “The one who learns from everyone.”

Passover is the holiday of springtime, joy and renewal. Nissan is the 
first month. And the very word for “month,” chodesh, has the same 
letters as the word for “new,” chadash. The Seder is filled with 
unusual activities. Be curious. Be a student of life. Be free.

How do you do it?
Pour water from a cup on each hand over a sink or basin without 
reciting a blessing, in preparation for the next step, Karpas, that 
you’ll dip in salt water.



STEP 3. DIPPING PARSLEY IN SALT 
WATER: KARPAS

What does it mean?
We take a green vegetable and bless God for creating fruits from 
the ground. Gratitude is liberating. “Who is the rich person?” asks 
the Talmud. “The one who’s satisfied with what he’s got.”

This appreciation comes through focusing on details. For example, 
to get this green vegetable to our table, it had to be planted, 
harvested, packed, shipped, unloaded, unpacked, displayed, 
and rung up by a cashier – before we even bring it home! If we 
truly appreciate all we have, we’ll be constantly proclaiming: “Life 
is a wonderful gift!”

On a deeper level, we dip the vegetable in salt water to let us 
know that even those things which appear bitter – a lost job or a 
broken relationship – are ultimately for the best.

Gratitude is an attitude. It requires constant effort and attention. 
Traditional Jews strive to say 100 blessings every day. The reward: 
personal emancipation.

How do you do it?
Parsley (or any other vegetable such as celery or potato) is dipped 
in salt water and then eaten. 

Before eating the vegetable, recite the following blessing:
Blessed are You, Lord our God, King of the Universe, who creates 
the fruit of the earth.

Baruch Atah Adonai Elo-heinu Melech Ha-olam Boreh Pree 
Ha’adamah.



STEP 4. BREAKING THE MIDDLE 
MATZAH: YACHATZ

What does it mean?
We break the middle matzah, and put it aside to serve later as the 
Afikomen. Why do we break the matzah now if we don’t need it 
until later? Because a key to freedom is to anticipate the future 
and make it real.

The definition of maturity is the ability to trade a lower pleasure 
now for a higher pleasure later. Children lack this perspective 
and demand instant gratification. (Why not eat 10 candies 
now? Because you’ll get a stomach-ache later!) The challenge 
of adulthood is training ourselves to look at the long-term 
consequences. (Why not intermarry now that I’m in love? Because 
the future portends family tension, confusion for children, and 
estrangement from one’s roots.)

“Who is the wise man?” asks the Talmud. “The one who sees the 
future.” We break the middle Matzah, not for now, but for later. 
Because true freedom is a long-term proposition.

How do you do it?
The middle matzah on the plate is broken in half. One half is put 
back with the stack; the other half is placed in a napkin (or special 
holder) and designated the Afikomen (literally: dessert) and put 
aside. It is traditional in some homes to hide the Afikomen for 
children to find before it is eaten after the meal, or for children to 
“steal” the Afikomen and “hold it ransom.”



STEP 5. THE TELLING OF THE STORY 
OF PASSOVER: MAGGID

What does it mean?
The Sages tell us that the unique ability given to humanity is the 
power of speech. Speech is the tool of building and construction. 
God used it to create the world (“And God said: Let there be 
light.”), and the Kabbalists used it to create the Golem. 

On Seder night, we use our gift of speech for the central part of 
the Haggadah: telling the Passover story. The very word “Pesach” 
is a contraction of the words Peh Sach, meaning “the mouth 
speaks.” The Hebrew name for Pharaoh, on the other hand, is 
a combination of Peh Rah, meaning “the evil mouth.” Just as 
speech has the power to build, it also has the power to destroy. 
Gossip and slander drive apart families and communities.

On Passover, we use speech to “build” humanity – by 
communicating, connecting, and encouraging each other. We 
stay up long into the night, relating the story of our exodus, tasting 
and sharing the joy of freedom.

How do you do it?
The Four Questions
The youngest child (or any individual) asks (or sings):

Why is this night different from all other nights?
Ma nishtanah ha-lailah ha-zeh mi-kol ha-leilot?

1. On all other nights we eat either bread or matzah; on this night, 
why only matzah?
2. On all other nights we eat herbs of any kind; on this night why 
bitter herbs?
3. On all other nights we do not dip even once; on this night why 
do we dip twice?
4. On all other nights we eat our meals in any manner; on this night 
why do we sit around the table together in a reclining position?

The rest of the participants at the Seder answer: 

We were slaves to Pharaoh in Egypt, and God brought us out 
with a strong hand and an outstretched arm. And if God had not 
brought our ancestors out of Egypt, we and our children and our 
children’s children would still be subjugated to Pharaoh in Egypt. 
Even if we were all old and wise and learned in Torah, we would 
still be commanded to tell the story of the Exodus from Egypt. 



And the more we talk about the Exodus from Egypt, the more 
praiseworthy we are.

The service continues:

The Four Children
The Torah describes four children who ask questions about the 
Exodus. Tradition teaches that these verses refer to four different 
types of children.

1. The wise child asks, “What are the laws that God has 
commanded us?” The parent should answer by instructing the 
child in the laws of Passover, starting from the beginning and 
ending with the laws of the Afikomen.

Elucidation: When the Wise Child looks at Jewish life, he doesn’t 
just see one monolithic mass of commandments. Rather, he breaks 
them down into various types and categories. The Wise Child has 
honed his perceptive skills and has learned to draw distinctions. In 
fact, the ability to be thoughtfully discerning is one of the hallmarks 
of wisdom.

Each and every one of us is the object of intense competition. Not 
only do manufacturers and advertisers compete for our attention, 
but there exists a host of would-be peddlers of ideas and values 
who vie for our time and energy, our support and commitment, 
our votes -- and, ultimately, our checkbooks.

Eventually everyone becomes a consumer. From the Wise Child 
we learn that one of the keys to freedom is becoming a thoughtful 
and discerning consumer, unless of course you don’t mind being 
left with a bag of goods.

2. The wicked child asks, “What does this Passover service mean 
to you?” The parent should answer this person harshly and say, 
“It is because of what God did for me when I came out of Egypt. 
Specifically ‘me’ and not ‘you.’ If you had been there (with your 
attitude), you wouldn’t have been redeemed.”

Elucidation: What are we Jews anyway? Co-religionists, fellow 
nationals, compatriots -- or are we brothers and sisters? Born of 
one family and hewn of one stone? Are we bonded by a unifying 
relationship with God that is deeper than all which seems to 
divide us and render us strangers? And, could it be that when the 
rebellious son denies the quality of intrinsic Jewish connectedness, 
he not only turns his back on his brother, but on his Father as well?



Don’t mistake our harshness for anger. We love this child as much 
as we love you and every one else at the Seder tonight. If we 
didn’t care deeply about him we would have told him to take his 
cynical skepticism and go somewhere else for Passover -- but we 
didn’t. Intent as he may be on hurtling himself into the oblivion of 
a pseudo identity, we will always remain eager to teach him. We 
may have to say a few things that are painful for him as well as for 
us, but sometimes there is no choice.

3. The simple child asks, “What is this Seder service?” The parent 
should answer, “With a mighty hand God brought us out of Egypt. 
Therefore, we commemorate that event tonight through this 
Seder.”

Elucidation: You know why we don’t have a lot of answers for 
our children, or why we’re so impatient when they ask questions? 
Because we did what we now secretly hope they will soon learn 
to do -- we stopped asking questions. What a tragedy. We have 
sacrificed our youthful curiosity, our simplicity, if you will, on the 
altar of intellectual sophistication.

Inside each and every one of us lives a child of wisdom. We sense 
that there is more to Judaism than meets the eye. Is Judaism 
a bunch of statutes and ordinances, or a deeper set of ideas 
and spiritual constructs? What separates one holiday from the 
next is not just the taste of seasonal delicacies, but distinctive 
opportunities for expanded consciousness. That under the rubric of 
Judaism is to be found something not only profound and insightful, 
but also deeply personal and meaningful.

Listen to your inner curious child. Refuse to sit at the Seder and just 
go through the motions. Be wise! Think, inquire and ask questions: 
Of Passover and its meaning for starters, and of Judaism and what 
it says about life as the encore.

4. And then there is the child who does not know how to ask. 
The parent should begin a discussion with that child based 
on the verse: “And you shall tell your child on that day, ‘We 
commemorate Passover tonight because of what God did for us 
when we went out of Egypt.’”

Elucidation: We act with a sense of urgency to free Jews in Russia, 
Syria, and Ethiopia. While on many fronts our efforts have met with 
success, there still exists another form of tyranny that must also 
incur the force of our wrath. This is the silent tyranny of ignorance. 
Ignorance, whether forced, induced, or knowingly chosen, is still 
ignorance. And if you don’t know who you are then you are a 
slave.



The telling of the story of Passover continues:

While the Jews endured harsh slavery in Egypt, God chose Moses 
to lead them out to freedom. Moses encountered God at the 
burning bush and then returned to Egypt to lead the people out of 
Egypt. He demanded that Pharaoh let the Jewish people go.

But Pharaoh hardened his heart and refused to let the Jewish 
people go. That is why God sent the Ten Plagues.

It is a tradition to remove ten drops of wine from our cups as we 
recite the ten plagues as a remembrance that while the Jews 
were redeemed through these plagues, people did suffer. Remove 
a drop of wine for each plague as you recite its name. 

1. Blood: Dam
2. Frogs: Tze-phar-day-ah
3. Vermin/Lice: Kee-nim
4. Wild Beasts: Arov
5. Cattle Disease: De-ver
6. Boils: She-cheen
7. Hail: Ba-rad
8. Locusts: Ar-beh
9. Darkness: Cho-shech
10. Slaying of the first born: Ma-kat Bechorot

Following the slaying of the first born, Pharaoh allowed the Jewish 
people to leave. The Jews left Egypt in such haste that their dough 
did not rise, so they ate matzah. When Pharaoh changed his mind 
and chased after the Israelites, God miraculously caused the 
Red Sea to split, allowing the Israelites to cross safely. When the 
Egyptians entered the Sea, it returned to its natural state and the 
mighty Egyptian army drowned.

Explanation of Passover Symbols

Rabbi Gamliel, the head of the Sanhedrin (Supreme Rabbinical 
Court) at the end of the Second Temple Period (first century), said 
one must discuss these three symbols of Passover as part of the 
Seder:

Pesach: The Passover sacrifice represented by the shank bone. 
The Pesach sacrifice reminds us that God passed over the Israelite 
houses when the tenth plague was visited upon the Egyptians after 
the Israelites offered the Passover sacrifice. 

Matzah: The unleavened bread. The matzah represents the hurried 
Exodus from Egypt wherein the Israelites left so quickly that their 
dough did not have time to rise.



Maror: The bitter herbs. The maror reminds us of the bitter pain and 
suffering the Israelites went through as slaves to the Egyptians.

We now conclude the Maggid section of the Seder:
Tradition teaches us that in every generation, we ought to 
look upon ourselves as if we personally had gone out of Egypt. 
Therefore, it is our duty to thank the One who performed all the 
miracles for generations past and present.

A blessing is then said over the second cup of wine :
Blessed are You, Lord our God, King of the Universe, who creates 
the fruit of the vine.

Baruch Atah Ado-nai Elo-heinu Melech Ha-olam Boreh Pree 
HaGafen.

We drink the second cup of wine.



STEP 6. SECOND RITUAL 
HANDWASHING: RACHTZAH

What does it mean?
One aspect of freedom is the ability to elevate ourselves above 
the lowest common denominator on the street. We’ve all felt 
the sensory assault of billboards, gratuitous talk-radio, immodest 
fashions, and violence on TV.

At the Seder we wash our hands as a preparatory step before 
the Matzah, in order to carefully consider what it is we’re about 
to eat. One who is concerned with spiritual and physical health 
is discriminating about all forms of consumption: which movies to 
watch, which friends to spend time with, and what standards of 
business ethics to uphold. The streets are filled with a multitude of 
options. But we must not consume indiscriminately.

We “wash our hands” to cleanse and distance ourselves from 
unhealthy influences. Freedom is the ability to say: “I choose not to 
partake.”

How do you do it?
Pour water from a cup once on each hand over a sink or basin, 
this time with a blessing, to prepare for the eating of the matzah.

Recite this blessing after washing hands:
Blessed are You, Lord our God, King of the Universe, who has 
sanctified us with His laws and commanded us to wash our hands.

Baruch Atah Ado-nai Elo-heinu Melech Ha-olam Asher Kid’shanu 
B’mitzvotav V’tzivanu Al Netilat Yadayim.



STEP 7. BLESSING BEFORE THE SEDER 
MEAL: MOTZI

What does it mean?
We make the “HaMotzi” blessing to thank God for “bringing forth 
bread from the ground.” Which is odd because God brings wheat 
from the ground – and man turns it into bread! In truth, God gives 
us two gifts: 1) the raw materials, and 2) the tools for transforming it 
into life.

Today, technology has pulled us away from seeing the beauty 
of God’s creation. We fine-tune our environment with air-
conditioning, synthetic foods, cosmetic surgery, and genetic 
engineering. Mankind is perilously close to “playing God.” 
But in truth, man cannot create anything perfect; man can 
only tune into God’s ultimate perfection. Which is more 
awesome to behold – the world’s biggest super-computer, or 
the human brain? Between your two ears are 10 billion nerve 
cells – a communication system 100 times larger than the entire 
communications system on Earth.

When we make “hamotzi,” we hold the Matzah with all 10 fingers – 
reminding us that while human hands produced this food, it is yet 
another gift from the Creator and Sustainer of all life.

How do you do it?
The Motzi blessing is recited at the beginning of the Seder meal 
(tonight we use Passover matzah only).
Blessed are You, Lord our God, King of the Universe, who brings 
bread from the earth.

Baruch Atah Ado-nai Elo-heinu Melech Ha-olam Hamotzi Lechem 
Min Ha-aretz



STEP 8. BLESSING OVER MATZAH: 
MATZAH

What does it mean?
Both bread and Matzah are flour mixed with water, then kneaded 
into a dough and baked. What is the difference between them? 
The difference is that bread dough has sat unattended for 18 
minutes and becomes leavened (bread). The Matzah which we 
eat on Passover has been baked quickly.

In Hebrew, the spelling of “Matzah” is similar to “mitzvah:” Just as 
we shouldn’t delay in the making of Matzah, so too we shouldn’t 
procrastinate in performing a mitzvah. The lesson of Matzah is 
to seize the moment. Delaying even one second can mean the 
difference between an opportunity gained or lost.

Why 18 minutes? Because the number 18 is the numerical value 
of “Chai,” meaning “life.” They say that “baseball is a game of 
inches.” Actually, life itself is a game of seconds. The Talmud tells of 
people who had sunk to the depths of humanity, and then in one 
moment of insight reversed their lives for all eternity. More than just 
the difference between Matzah and bread, the Seder teaches us 
the difference between life and death.

How do you do it?
A specific blessing for matzah only said on Seder night is now said:
Blessed are You, Lord our God, King of the Universe, who has 
sanctified us with His laws and commanded us to eat Matzah.

Baruch Atah Ado-nai, Elo-heinu Melech Ha-olam, Asher Kid’shanu 
B’mitzvotav V’tzivanu Al Achilat matzah.

The matzah is passed among the Seder participants and eaten. 
The serving can be supplemented by extra pieces of matzah.



STEP 9. EATING THE BITTER HERBS: 
MAROR

What does it mean?
At the Seder we say: “In every generation they rise against us to 
annihilate us.” The Egyptians broke our backs and our spirits. The 
Romans destroyed the Second Temple and rivers of Jewish blood 
flowed. And so it was in every generation: Crusades, Inquisitions, 
Pogroms, Holocaust, Arab terrorism. Intense and irrational violence 
has stalked our people to every corner of the globe. Why the 
hatred?

The Talmud says the Hebrew word for “hatred” (sinah) is 
related to the word “Sinai.” At Mount Sinai, the Jewish people 
acquired the legacy of morality and justice – a message that 
evil cannot tolerate. We taught the world “to beat their swords 
into plowshares.” We taught the world “to love your neighbor as 
yourself.” We taught the world equality before justice, and that 
admiration belongs not to the rich and powerful – but to the good, 
the wise, and the kind. Hitler said: “The Jews have inflicted two 
wounds on mankind – circumcision on the body, and conscience 
on the soul.” How right he was and how much more work we have 
to do.

Throughout the generations, the forces of darkness have sought to 
extinguish our flame. But the Jews have somehow prevailed. We 
have God’s promise that we will be the eternal nation. For without 
our message, the world would revert to utter chaos.

At the Seder, we eat the bitter herbs – in combination with Matzah 
– to underscore that God is present not only during our periods of 
freedom (symbolized by the Matzah), but during our bitter periods 
of exile as well. He will never forsake us.

How do you do it?
A blessing is said over maror (bitter herbs—usually red or white 
horseradish):
Blessed are You, Lord our God, King of the Universe, who has 
sanctified us with His laws and commanded us to eat Maror.

Baruch Atah Ado-nai, Elo-heinu Melech Ha-olam, Asher Kid’shanu 
B’mitzvotav V’tzivanu Al Achilat Maror

The maror is now eaten.



STEP 10. MATZAH AND CHAROSET 
SANDWICH: KORECH

What does it mean?
The Hillel Sandwich is “bricks-and-mortar:” broken Matzah held 
together by bitter herbs and charoset. The Matzah was once 
whole. So too, the Jewish people can become crushed and 
divisive. But we are held together by our common links to Torah 
and our shared historical experiences.

The Talmud says that as Jews in Egypt, we were redeemed only 
because of our unity. We were unified in our commitment to each 
other and to the future of our people. Weeks later at Mount Sinai, 
we stood together and accepted the Torah with one heart and 
one mind.

Today, we are fighting amongst ourselves under the watchful eye 
of the world media. It is both embarrassing and discouraging. 
The biggest threat to Jewish survival may be from within. Our 
only response is to stand loudly and proclaim: Every Jew is a Jew. 
Period. The inclusion of the “Wicked Son” in the Seder expresses 
our conviction that no Jew is ever irretrievably lost. We are all one 
family, responsible to love and care for one another.

The Matzah may be broken, but it can be restored. It is this Hillel 
Sandwich that has traditionally symbolized our commitment to 
glue the Jewish nation back together. On the merit of unity we 
were redeemed from Egypt, and it is on that merit that we shall be 
redeemed once again.

How do you do it?
Each person makes a sandwich using two pieces of matzah 
with maror and charoset. This is done in commemoration of an 
enactment made by the great sage Hillel, who lived in the time 
of the Second Temple, to eat the Passover sacrifice together with 
matzah and maror in a sandwich.



STEP 11. DINNER: SHULCHAN ORECH

What does it mean?
When we think of attaining levels of holiness, it seems strange that 
one of the mitzvot of Seder night should be eating a festive meal. 
That is because the Jewish attitude toward our physical drives and 
material needs is quite different from that of other religions. Our 
religious leaders are neither celibate nor do they meditate all day 
on a mountaintop. Rather than negating or denying the physical, 
Judaism stresses the importance of feasting and marital relations.

God wants it that way. The proof is that instead of creating all 
foods bland (or in the form of “protein-pills”), God concocted a 
variety of flavors and textures – orange, strawberry, chocolate, 
banana and mango. Why? Because God wants His people to 
have pleasure! Adam and Eve were put into the Garden of Eden – 
the Garden of Pleasure.

The Talmud says that one of the first questions a person is asked 
when they get up to Heaven is: “Did you enjoy all the fruits of the 
world?” On Seder night, we eat the festive meal to teach us that 
true freedom is the ability to sanctify life, not flee from it.

How do you do it?
Passover dinner is served.



STEP 12. THE AFIKOMEN (DESSERT 
MATZAH): TZAFUN

What does it mean?
The last thing we eat all night is the Afikomen. (Matzah for dessert?! 
And I thought we were having macaroons!) We eat this final piece 
of Matzah – not because we are hungry – but because we are 
commanded. Physical pleasure, though an integral part of our 
lives, sometimes gives way to a higher value.

To illustrate this concept, the Talmud compares a person to a 
“horse and rider.” The purpose of a horse is to take you where 
you want to go; but left to its own devices, the horse will get lazy 
and may even throw off the rider. That’s why the rider has to be 
in control of making all the decisions. So too, our bodies are the 
vehicles for moving us through life; they require care and attention 
– but not to the extent of assuming a pre-eminent position. There is 
a difference between eating healthy, and flying to Europe in order 
to dine on authentic Italian food. A person dominated by material 
strivings is anything but free. Judaism says: control the physical so it 
does not control you. Become a master of yourself.

It is this ability to rise above our physical selves that demarcates 
the difference between humans and animals. The story is told of 
the Baal Shem Tov looking at his neighbor eating dinner – and 
instead of a person, seeing the form of an ox. The man was 
solely in pursuit of physical pleasure, no different than an animal. 
Freedom is the ability to put our soul in control. “Who is the strong 
person?” asks the Talmud. “The one who can subdue his personal 
inclination.”

At the Seder, we hide the Afikomen, search, find – and win a prize! 
The same is true with our spiritual yearning to do the right thing. 
Although it might be buried inside, we can search for it, find it – 
and the prize is pure freedom.

How do you do it?
The piece of matzah put aside earlier as the Afikomen is eaten 
as a dessert. It is traditional in some homes to hide the Afikomen 
for children to find before eating it, or for children to “steal” the 
Afikomen and “hold it ransom.” Children who participate should 
be rewarded and praised at this point.



STEP 13. BLESSING AFTER THE MEAL: 
BARECH 

What does it mean?
Social pressure is one thing that holds us back from taking charge 
and doing the right thing. Barech, the “Blessing After Meals” was 
instituted by Abraham 4000 years ago. Abraham would invite 
idolatrous wayfarers into his tent for a hearty meal, and then tell 
them the price of admission was to thank God. They thought he 
was crazy! Nobody believed in God! Abraham was called Ha’Ivri 
(“the Hebrew”), meaning “the one who stands on the other side.” 
He was a social outcast and a lone voice in the wilderness.

Would we have been able to stand up to that kind of social 
pressure? Do we speak out today against the proliferation of sex 
and violence among young people? Against drugs and crime in 
our streets? Slavery can also be defined as a pre-occupation with 
self-image and social status. (“What will they think of me if I voice 
my objection? How will I bear the pain of isolation and rejection?”)

The Hebrew word for Egypt is Mitzrayim – from the root meitzar, 
which means narrow and constricted. When we left Egypt, we 
became free of the societal forces that restrict us to a narrow path 
of fashion, image and materialism. Freedom means doing the right 
thing even when it may not be socially popular. I have to live with 
my own conscience. The reality is liberating.

How do you do it?
The cup of wine is refilled, and Birk-at Ha-mazon, Blessing after the 
Meal, is recited:

“Blessed are You, Lord our God, King of the Universe, who sustains 
the entire world with goodness, grace, loving kindness, and 
compassion. He gives bread to all, for His grace is everlasting. And 
in His great goodness we have never lacked anything and we will 
never be deprived of food for the sake of His great name. For He is 
God who provides for all and does good for all and prepares food 
for all His creatures that He created. Blessed are You, Lord, who 
provides for all. “

“God and God of our ancestors, may You remember us on this day 
of Passover to bless us with kindness and mercy for a life of peace 
and happiness.”

“We pray that He who establishes peace in the heavens grant peace 
for us, for all Israel, and all of mankind, and let us say, Amen.”



Os-eh Shalom Bim-romav, Hu Yaaseh Shalom Aleinu, Ve-al Kol 
Yisrael Ve-Imru, Amen

A blessing over the third cup of wine is recited: 
Blessed are You, Lord our God, King of the Universe, who creates 
the fruit of the vine.

Baruch Atah Ado-nai Elo-heinu Melech Ha-olam Boreh Pree 
HaGafen.

We drink the third cup of wine.

Welcoming Elijah:
The fourth and final cup of wine is now filled. An additional cup is 
then filled and set aside for the prophet Elijah (Eliyahu). Tradition 
says that Elijah, who will precede the arrival of the Mashiach 
(Messiah), makes an appearance at every Seder. We traditionally 
open a door to the home to allow Elijah to enter and sing the song 
“Eliyahu Hanavi”: Eliyahu Hanavi, Eliyahu Hatishbi, Eliyahu Hagiladi, 
Bimheirah Yavo Eileinu Im Mashiach Ben David.



STEP 14. PRAISES AND BLESSINGS: 
HALLEL

What does it mean?
As the feeling of freedom inebriates our souls (helped along by the 
four cups of wine!), we sing aloud in joy. When the Jews came out 
of Egypt and crossed the Red Sea they broke out in song (Exodus, 
Chapter 15). When we see the upending of evil, the Egyptians 
drowning at the sea, we are instinctively grateful to the One who 
orchestrated the turnaround! God delivers us from slavery unto 
freedom – and we are amazed at the beauty and swiftness of it all.

The Jews in Egypt had sunk to the 49th level of spiritual impurity, 
and only when they hit rock-bottom did they turn to God and cry 
out. It was at that moment that they were redeemed. Redemption 
can be as quick as the blink of an eye. Our Egyptian experience 
began with Joseph sitting in the dungeon prison – and rising to the 
position of Prime Minister in the span of one day!

The Seder is the only one of the 613 mitzvot that is performed 
specifically at night, for on Passover, we turn the darkness into light. 
With “Hallel,” we abandon all intellectual posits, and experience 
the emotional joy of freedom. Song is the expression of an excited 
soul. It is the way to break out of oneself and reach for freedom.

How do you do it? We recite Psalm 136:
Give thanks unto the Lord, for He is good, for His mercy endures 
forever.
Give thanks unto the God of gods, for His mercy endures forever.
Give thanks unto the Lord of lords, for His mercy endures forever.
To God who alone does great wonders, for His mercy endures 
forever.
To God, who with understanding made the heavens, for His mercy 
endures forever.
To God who spreads forth the earth above the waters, for His 
mercy endures forever.
To God who made great lights, for His mercy endures forever.
The sun to rule by day, for His mercy endures forever.
The moon and stars to rule by night, for His mercy endures forever.
To God who brought out Israel from the Egyptians, for His mercy 
endures forever.
With a strong hand, and with an outstretched arm, for His mercy 
endures forever.
To God who divided the Red Sea in sunder, for His mercy endures 
forever.
And made Israel to pass through the midst of it, for His mercy 



endures forever.
But overthrew Pharaoh and his host in the Red Sea, for His mercy 
endures forever.
To God who led His people through the wilderness, for His mercy 
endures forever.
He gave the land of Israel as an eternal heritage, for His mercy 
endures forever;
Even a heritage unto Israel His servant, for His mercy endures 
forever.
To God who remembered us in our low state, for His mercy endures 
forever.
And has delivered us from our adversaries, for His mercy endures 
forever.
To God who gives food to all flesh, for His mercy endures forever.
Give thanks unto the God of heaven, for His mercy endures 
forever.

The blessing over the fourth cup of wine is recited:
Blessed are You, Lord our God, King of the Universe, who creates 
the fruit of the vine

Baruch Atah Ado-nai Elo-heinu Melech Ha-olam Boreh Pree 
HaGafen

The fourth cup of wine is drunk.



STEP 15. CLOSING SECTION: 
NIRTZAH

What does it mean?
We conclude our Seder with the prayer, “Next Year in Jerusalem.” 
Every synagogue in the world faces Jerusalem. It is the focus of 
our hopes and aspirations – not merely in a geographic sense, 
but in a conceptual sense as well. The Talmud says creation 
began in Jerusalem, and the world radiated outward from this 
spot. Medieval maps show Jerusalem at the epicenter of Asia, 
Europe, and Africa. The world flows into this place, and all of life’s 
forces resonate there. From Jerusalem, the whole world is cast into 
perspective.

The name Jerusalem means “city of peace.” Peace, shalom, is 
more than the absence of conflict; it is the seamless harmony 
of humanity genuinely embracing a common vision. Jerusalem 
is a vision of God in our lives, a metaphor of a perfected world. 
Jerusalem gives us hope to achieve what we as a people must do, 
to sanctify this world.

In Egypt, we hadn’t yet absorbed this lesson: we were too burnt 
out from hard work (Exodus 6:9) and had become immersed 
in the spiritual abyss of Egyptian society. When we finally were 
redeemed, it happened so quickly and hastily that even then 
we were unable to grasp its full significance. What this means is 
that year after year, each successful Seder adds meaning to the 
original events, and brings us closer to the final redemption.

As the Seder draws to a close, we sense the process of redemption 
is under way. We shout aloud: “Next Year in Jerusalem!” We’re on 
our way back home.

How do you do it?
Next Year in Jerusalem!!
Lishana Ha-baah Bi-yerushalyim

Next year, may the whole of humanity dwell in peace and freedom!



PERSONAL 
THOUGHTS

 on Passover & Freedom

as written by 
select Aish Participants



Judy Yerukhovich’s  
Reflections on Exodus
For me Passover is about three levels of exodus. 
The miraculous exodus from Egypt that we read about in the 
Haggadah and Torah, the equally miraculous exodus of my family 
and Soviet Jewry from the Soviet Union, and my own personal 
exoduses. 

I think about God taking us the Jews out of Egypt, everyday when 
I pray, but for me as a first generation American, my own family’s 
exodus from the Soviet State of Latvia is a much closer miracle. 
Even in Latvia one of the least assimilated Soviet States all Judaism 
had to be practiced in secret. My mother recounts tales of her 
grandmother baking flat bread called matzah in the family’s 
wood burning oven every year. My father told me about waiting 
in lines in Riga’s one synagogue’s basement with your own bag of 
flour to have it baked into matzah. Neither of my parents had the 
opportunity to observe their Judaism as Soviet citizens, as children, 
all they knew was, that they were Jews, which was something with 
a negative connotation, a mark on their passports, a reason to be 
singled out in school. My grandparents who grew up surrounded 
by Jewish life and knew the beauty of being Jewish lived in fear of 
teaching their children anything about the world that had been so 
precious to them. 

Finally for me Passover is about my own personal growth. It is 
about looking into my life and seeing where I have enslaved 
myself with negative patterns of thought or actions, and how I can 
remedy them. Maybe it’s a new resolution that I make for myself, 
or a change in my attitude towards something. Each year I try to 
change at least one thing my life that I am not happy with and free 
myself from it!

Alaethia Doctor’s  
Reflections on Passover
Passover is more than just cleaning. It’s rebirth. It’s the cleaning out 
of our thoughts as well as physical lives. As a woman, I feel like I 
have hundreds of opportunities to infuse spirituality into mundane 
tasks, but no holiday brings that idea to light as clearly as Passover 
does. Hashem’s ongoing role in our lives during Passover is illustrated 
by the answering of questions; life moves forward but understanding 
comes from remembering. As Jews we are always asked to 
remember, and as a convert, remembering helps me understand 
where I have come from and the decisions I made that have all 
allowed me to end up where I am. I couldn’t be more thankful. 
Remembering is either a painful task or a beautiful experience. If 
one can focus on the amazing thing that came out of the painful 
experience, it becomes a learning experience.



Rachel Lerner’s Reflections  
on Passover & Freedom
Depending on my energy level at the end of each day, I attempt to 
reorganize the mess that is my toddler daughter’s play space, which 
often extends to any area of the apartment where we’ve let her 
wander. Colorful blocks, crayons, magnetic letters, fake kitchen toys 
and plastic food… everywhere. By the next morning, all of the items 
are returned to their proper place, waiting for my daughter to spring 
out of bed and strew them all over the apartment once again, entirely 
oblivious to the labor of love behind the scenes. Late one night as I 
recently engaged in the daily clean-up routine, it hit me; I turned to my 
husband and announced: “Now I know how G-d feels! He must look at 
us, like children, and think ‘Look how each morning I renew everything 
for you…and you just mess it all up!’” (Of course, G-d does not “feel” 
anything as we mere mortals would, but transposing a human emotion 
in this way often helps me to build a tangible relationship.)
 
For a few days after this revelation, I lived a bit differently. I tried to 
focus more intently on the so-called play space that G-d assembles for 
me each and every day, filled with everything necessary to grow and 
accomplish, and how I might “mess it up” by squandering opportunities 
and not tidying up the state of chaos I leave behind: whether it’s 
neglecting to check in on a friend going through a difficult time in 
her life, wasting time browsing useless information on my smartphone, 
foolishly arguing with my husband over something trivial, or being 
short with a colleague at work. To the extent that we recognize there 
is a Creator intricately involved in our individual lives, providing and 
arranging all the resources we need to succeed, we tend to become 
imbued with a greater feeling of gratitude and a higher sense of 
obligation not to waste opportunity – an emotional response that 
distinguishes us from toddlers, who obviously don’t yet have the maturity 
to recognize a source of goodness and corollary notion of responsibility. 
While, as Jews, our tradition teaches that we can choose to recognize 
G-d’s hand in our lives at any given moment, I’ve often heard Pesach 
described as the holiday where we sit down as a family and as a nation 
to do so, by recounting the chapter in our history when G-d’s intimate 
involvement with human affairs was on display for the world in the 
grandest fashion – through the plagues, the splitting of the sea, and 
rescuing the Jewish people from an enslavement that no other nation 
had ever escaped (to be clear, G-d also had a part in putting us in that 
enslavement, but seeing His hand in that is much more challenging). 
 
Because of Pesach’s message of G-d’s underlying role in our lives, 
the Exodus is part of our weekly prayers and Shabbat Kiddush as a 
constant reminder that the potential for our national and personal 
redemption is renewed every morning when we arise to be once again 
surrounded with the tools we need to attain it, placed there carefully 
and purposefully. Whatever that redemption might look like for each 
of us, Pesach can be an ideal time to refocus on G-d’s miraculous 
involvement (although clearly not as overtly miraculous as the splitting 
of the sea) and how we can more fully take advantage of the 
opportunities put in front of us. Wishing you a meaningful Seder and all  
of the “toys” you need to reach your goals!



ANSWERS TO PRE-SEDER 
PASSOVER QUIZ:
1. The number 4 is a recurring theme in the Haggadah: 4 questions, 
4 sons, 4 cups of wine. The 4 cups of wine correspond to the 4 terms 
of redemption that God promised the Jews in Egypt: “I shall take 
you out... rescue you... redeem you... and take you” (Exodus 6:6-7). 
The Sages explain that these 4 terms correspond to the 4 increasing 
levels of freedom experienced by the Jews in Egypt:
 a. the release from harsh labor
 b. the actual Exodus, i.e. physical freedom
 c. the splitting of the Red Sea, where the Egyptians drowned  
  and the Jews experienced emotional freedom
 d.  the giving of the Torah at Mount Sinai, representing spiritual  
  freedom

2. The night prior to leaving Egypt. It is true that the dough did 
not have time to rise when the Jews left Egypt in a hurry (Exodus 
12:34), but the first matzah was eaten before leaving Egypt, at the 
Passover Seder (Exodus 12:8). This Seder matzah was to be eaten 
“b’chipazon” -- with haste (Exodus 12:11). The kabbalists explain: 
Since the Jewish people would become the eternal nation, their 
moment of birth had to be ‘fast.’ The matzah, baked quickly, 
symbolizes the speed that was an integral part of the Exodus 
experience.

3. All of the above. Charoset is mixed with the bitter herbs (maror), 
and is to remind us of the mortar used for bricks during slavery. Over 
the years, many recipes have developed in Jewish communities 
worldwide, each one more delicious than the next.

4. The son who doesn’t know how to ask. In the Haggadah, this son 
is listed last, because he doesn’t know and doesn’t care. Apathy is 
one of the worst possible character traits. The opposite of love is not 
hate; it’s apathy. Why isn’t the evil son placed last? And why is he 
listed second, right after the wise son? Because even though the 
evil son is fighting, at least he’s engaged in discussion and you’ve 
got somebody to talk to. He’s alert and thinking. If you can turn him 
around, you’ve got another wise son! This lesson is born out through a 
fascinating Gematria (Jewish numerology): If you take an evil person 
(in Hebrew, rasha -- gematria 570) and as the Haggadah suggests, 
you subtract the rough, biting edge of “his teeth” (shinav -- 366), then 
you’re left with 204, the Gematria of tzaddik -- a righteous person!

5. The verse says there was “flaming fire amid the hail” (Exodus 
9:24). Rashi describes this clear contradiction of nature as a double-
miracle: Not only did the fire and ice exist simultaneously, but the 
fire shot downward. On a deeper level, the fire-and-ice represents 
the idea that even natural adversaries can join together, when they 
share a common goal of serving God.



6. Moses. Moses is mentioned only once in the Haggadah, where 
it says that “the people believed in God and Moses his servant.” 
Moses is mentioned only in passing, and in the passive sense. The 
main lesson of the Exodus is that there is only one power in the entire 
universe: God. Thus it is crucial to remember that Moses, who led the 
Exodus, was only a messenger of God. As the Haggadah says: “God 
brought us out of Egypt -- not through an angel or a messenger, 
as the verse declares (Exodus 12:12): ‘I will pass through the land 
of Egypt on that night’…” God expects us to make an effort, to 
partner with Him in bringing about the redemption. But we should 
never think that it was our power that brought about the results. By 
nearly omitting Moses’ name from the Haggadah, the Sages were 
making it clear that Moses indeed was no more than a messenger.

7. Romaine lettuce (chasa) is actually the preferred food for Maror, 
since it is listed first in the Mishna. (The lettuce must be cleaned 
carefully to remove any bugs.) Pure grated horseradish may also 
be used. However, “red horseradish” in jars bought from the stores 
should not be used, since it is a mixture of mostly beets with some 
horseradish. At the Seder, many people mix the lettuce with some 
grated horseradish, to increase the bitterness. Then, the Maror is 
dipped into Charoset, a bricks-and-mortar mixture of fruits and nuts.

8. On the evening before Passover, we conduct a careful search of 
the home for chametz. It is done by candlelight and is a memorable 
experience for the whole family. Any remaining chametz is either 
burned the next morning, or is sold to a non-Jew for the week of 
Passover. The sale must be serious and legally binding; it should be 
done only through the assistance of a qualified rabbi. Any food that 
is sold must be put in a cabinet and taped shut. Finally, we “nullify 
the chametz,” declaring that any chametz which may inadvertently 
in our possession should be considered as mere “dust.”

9. Here’s the math: 600,000 Jewish men, between the ages of 20-
60, left Egypt at the Exodus. Add all the younger and older males 
for a total of 1.5 million. Adding the females doubles the total to 3 
million. Finally, our Sages teach that only 20% of the Jews made it 
out of Egypt, the remainder having died in the plague of darkness. 
If 3 million represents 20% of the Jews, then the total number of Jews 
living in Egypt, prior to the onset of the plagues, was 15 million.

10. Everyone should have a wine cup that holds a minimum of 98cc 
(3.3 oz.). It is preferable to drink the entire cup of wine, for each 
of the Four Cups. One should at least drink a majority of the cup. 
Jewish law defines an act of “drinking” as two swallows without 
pausing. This is the preferable way to consume the Four Cups. One 
should at least consume the wine within four minutes. Someone who 
has difficulty drinking wine may use grape juice, but should add a 
little wine so that the taste of alcohol is detectable. As an expression 
of freedom, we should lean to the left side while drinking the Four 
Cups of wine.

ANSWERS CONTINUED...
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