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-Find out things that you've done at your seders that are memorable.

I don't know that there's anything that you don't already know.  Well as you know undoubtedly these things aren't original with me but I don't know if I… I no longer remember if I got the idea from somewhere else or thought it up myself but as far as I know I had the idea of hiding the bogus afikomen, which sort of expanded over the years.  [NOTE: Paula Kessler's father did this in ~1960s.]  I would just prepare in advance – you know how this goes –  a bunch of afikomens –afiskomen – with a little note in each one saying this afikomen is bogus.  And I would hide them in advance, and suppress the real one and let people find the bogus ones.  That kept me entertained for a while.  

In the old days we used to add to the four cups of wine, the four joints.  I don't know what symbolism it had, but it seemed like the thing to do.

You know about the running the seder backwards.  Not in your sense of being fanatical about it but just in the sense of doing the stuff that we never ever got to, because everybody would leave after dinner.  In fact, I never really ran the seder backwards, what I would do is I would just take stuff from the back and mix it in.  So, you know, do a couple of songs early on and do the paragraphs around the last two cups of wine in the nirtzah and so on earlier on – stuff that makes sense – Hallel, whatever – bring them up to the front and then leave some of the stuff in the front out.  And I would usually do that for the 2nd seder, the first seder would be sort of regular.

My standard seder is just – which I haven’t actually done in a while ‘cause the last few years I’ve been elsewhere – but I take a topic or a theme or something and then send out homework in advance and say, okay, here’s the theme, please prepare something.  The homework in advance thing is no worthy (obvious) thing itself because it doesn’t have to go with the theme.  In the old days before I did a theme I would ask everybody to prepare something about some aspect of the seder.  So I would say, hey you figure something out about the 4 questions, you’re in charge of this, you’re in charge of that, and I would chop it up by pieces of the seder and ask people to prepare in advance.  But more recently it’s been a theme or particular topic.

-Can you give me some examples of that?

The 4 sons.  Or ‘fourness’ in the seder.  I’ve never done anything so broad and trite as redemption, but it’s more like seders in the diaspora, or whatever.

-So you never know what people are going to say because they’re the ones that are leading it.  So can you talk a little bit about the difficulties or the joy or whatever of the spontaneity that happens and how you incorporate that and how you respond to that. 

No.  People have their thing and they do it and then we either continue the discussion or not, no in advance of what’s going to happen.

-Do you remember any discussions that went particularly well?

It’s not so memorable in my mind or even the next day I would remember what went particularly well over the course of lots of seders, discussion that went particularly well.  I remember an occasional explanation that happened to work out well.  Somebody once asked why is it that the first time we wash our hands we do it without the blessing and the second time we wash our hands we do it with the blessing.  Why is that?  Somebody asked that out of the blue.  And as it happens I know all about that, so I gave them a long explanation about it.  But that’s not really a discussion, by coincidence they asked a question that I knew all about.

I use my Haggadahs a lot.  I have lots and lots of Haggadahs; I collect them.  And this ties into your stuff because I used to give out Haggadahs in all different languages and let people have Haggadahs in different languages that they knew.  I’ve done your ‘here are the 4 questions or here are excerpts’, I don’t remember what it is, in various languages – try to match them with the languages and people found that very fun.  I’ve certainly done that.  I always use my Moss Haggadah for something and I keep track in front of the Moss Haggadah where my seder is every year, ‘cause it has that calendar with the log in it, so I’ve used that log and I tried to retroactively create that back as far as the calendar goes, but I couldn’t get it back all the way because even my own diary doesn’t go back that far, so I did the best I could, so my Moss has a record of that.

-You’ve shown me that.  But you don’t mark down what sections from the Moss you’ve used, you just rely on your memory for that.

No, neither one.  I don’t write it down and my memory doesn’t have it.  I don’t record that.  All I record is what city the seder was in.  

-So let’s go back to your family seders and I’m going to eventually get to what you consider to be influences.  Was there anything in your family seder when you were growing up that was particularly memorable and the second follow-up question to that is did anything shape how you lead seders as an adult.  And also, did any early memories cause you to become fascinated by Pesach.

No.  My family seders were always led by my sort of step-grandfather.  My mother’s mother’s 3rd husband who wasn’t actually my grandfather but he was married to my grandmother.  My actual grandfather died when my mother was little and my grandmother remarried so he was the only grandfather I knew.  And he led the seder and he was very old-world and very orthodox and so on and just sort of blasted through it and I really had no connection with it.  I didn’t even know most of the time what he was doing.  My most memorable event from those days was my brother having too much during the 4 cups of wine and having to go to sleep in the middle of the seder.  I remember nothing about them except their location.  I remember the dining room…

-Was there anything in your early experience with seders that shaped how you lead seders as an adult?  What were those influences?  What influenced you?

Right, and what I said was I believe that I don’t even remember any seders before I was an adult because they [my earliest seders] were non-events.  You would go there and you would sit there.

-So what motivated you?  What shaped your initial desire to become creative during your seder-leading?  Was it in response to the fact that the early seders were so boring?

No.  I don’t know.  The first seder I actually remember leading was in about 1980 and it was just because we were hosting, so somebody had to lead the seder and that had to be me and after I did it enough years the same old way I just wanted to do something different, I wanted to be entertaining or something.  Just wanted to be different I guess I would say.

-So what were some of your inspirations?  What did you look to?  Do you remember?  Just your own reading?

I don’t know what my inspirations are now; you mean for what to do at the seder?

-For how to make them interesting.

I think I remember looking at some books, looking at different Haggadahs – even then I think I was collecting Haggadahs – and I would look at different Haggadahs to see what different options were.  At the beginning it was mostly, as I recall I just wanted to explain more things about what was going on at the seder because I could never learn much about the seder when I was a kid.

-Do you recall anything like what was the smallest seder you ever had and what’s the largest one?

Well I definitely had a seder with just 2 people – I remember having a seder with just me and one other.  The largest seder I’ve had – I couldn’t give you a count, but I’ve definitely been at seders – you mean the largest seder I’ve led, because I’ve definitely been at massive group seders that the synagogue would throw for 50 people, for all comers.  The largest seder I’ve led would be on the order of 20-25 people I suppose.

-And you’ve always led it in your own apartments or own house – you’ve never led it in any unusual setting or something like that.

Not in any unusual setting but not necessarily in my own house.  When I would go to my family’s house, for example, in Omaha, when we’d have this seder altogether with the family I would still lead even though it wasn’t in my own house but it was my own family.  I never went on top of a mountain or anything.

-Do you recall any unusual people that you’ve had from other religions or friends from college or something like that?

The seders at my family’s house in Omaha there were definitely from time to time people who had never been to a seder before because they weren’t Jewish and so we would do kind of the basics.  People with unusual backgrounds – I thought about this and I wasn’t able to think of anybody.  There would be Jews with zero Jewish background I’ve had also but other than that I don’t know anything in particular.

-In my own case I’ve usually invited our folkdance friends and I was astounded after a few years to realize that basically I was providing the only Jewish experience these guys had all year and I never expected that, but that turned out to be the case.  And here they are coming to these seders that are 5 and 6 hours long.  So how about what you would say in terms of what your goal is in terms of leading the seder: Is it teaching, is it fun, is it entertainment.

Entertainment.  Sometimes teaching but mostly entertainment.   Otherwise people get bored, you know people …  otherwise the seders are like the ones I had growing up.

-So it really is the case that what you’re doing now is a little bit of a reaction against the boring seders that you grew up with.

Yeah, I supposed a psychologist would say that, or a psychiatrist, but on the other hand sort of everything I do is entertaining.  I’m a teacher.  When you teach a bunch of college undergrads you’d better be entertaining or they’ll go to somebody else’s course.  So entertainment is what I do. When you teach a dance, you’d better be entertaining, so it’s all part of the same thing.

-I firmly believe the same thing that in order to be a good teacher you have to be a good entertainer and, in some sense, vice versa.  Probably more the former than the latter.  Now that you’ve thought a little bit more, can you remember things that you’ve done that were particularly entertaining?  Things that you’ve done that are special at your seders.

No.  I try to get people to participate and I try to get people to… I mean there are a couple of things that I invariably do to the point of it getting boring for people who’ve been to my seders a lot.  I invariably start the seder by telling people that what’s appropriate at a time like this, since it’s the Festival of Freedom, it’s appropriate for us to go around the table and have everybody say what freedom means to them – what particular aspect of freedom do they find most important in their lives.  And that that’s the appropriate thing to do.  However, if freedom means anything it means the freedom to skip such sententious [bleep] bullshit as that, so we’re not gonna do it.  And the other thing I always do is I always start the paragraph that says “these three things, Pesach, Matza and Maror, whoever does not explain these at the seder has not done his duty” I will invariably say “let’s skip this and get on to the next piece.”  Again, to the point that everybody just expects me to say it.  If there are a lot of kids there we’ll play some games that are not at all seder-related.  I’ll try to have some kids’ games available for them to play.  Something I’ve done in recent years that just occurs to me – it didn’t come up before – rather than wait to serve the meal, I arrange for the meal to be served bit by bit through the seder, so at the first karpas I will also have the hard-boiled egg served.  And then during the 4 sons or something we’ll have the soup, and so on, instead of waiting until the blessings over the matza and so on and then having the big meal.  Because people want to eat, so I don’t make them wait to eat, I have the first few courses served during the time that the seder is going along.

-That’s a great idea.  That’s nice.  So when you didn’t have kids how long were your seders and now that you do have kids how long are your seders?

It varies every year.  It depends on who’s there.  It depends on how many people are there and what mood everybody is in.  Sometimes my family will come to town or I’ll go to my family’s town and then the seders will last many hours, but sometimes, especially the second seder they’re just an hour and they’re very quick; you blast through it.

-How long before do you start planning?  It depends on your work schedule I guess.

Sort of.  I mean I always start planning a couple of weeks before.  It depends on if I’m gonna to be … if it’s really a seder where I have to carry the ball for everything.  If it’s my family, for example, in Omaha, then my sister is very knowledgeable, having been at Yeshivah in Israel for a couple of years; my brother’s very knowledgeable, and we can all sort of do it together and there’s enough material.  If it’s really just me then, like I said before, I’ll start 2 or 3 weeks in advance.  I’ll pick a theme, I’ll assign homework, if it’s with my wife’s family – (off the record) who are completely ignorant Jewishly – I have to carry the ball myself and then I’ll do a little more work in advance; it’s more meaningful for them.  Again, in my family, if I’m not there my sister usually leads the seder in Omaha, so even when I am there she will often carry the ball – she’ll write a play, there’ll be a presentation, there’ll be jokes and so on, and she really puts a lot of work into it.  So again, even if I’m technically the leader there’s a lot less to do and I don’t worry about it so much.

-Comparing the preparation that she does for seders at your family’s house, compared to the preparation you do for seders …

She does much more.

- What’s especially meaningful about Pesach to you?

To answer the question of why do I bother – despite being 100% confirmed atheist, I believe in culture and tradition, so the fact that my ancestors did it for generations is a culture; it’s part of a culture, it’s part of a tradition.  I think that’s important, to keep them separate from any sort of religious obligations or religious connections, so I do it to be part of the culture and tradition.  And the stories I think are generally sort of mildly pleasant fiction but I sort of get into the spirit of it in order to participate in the rituals as part of the tradition.  My family, what we have done the past few years is carefully look at the Ashkenazic prohibition of kitniyot [legumes, also grains and seeds] and we’ve actually decided to bag it.  As of Passover this year we will be eating kitniyot because it seems to us that the time of that special obligation has passed and it really is something that people shouldn’t have been doing all along, so we’re going to give that up and change our tradition in that way.  It took a lot of effort in Rachael, my wife especially did a lot of looking and we found some sources and we talked about it for a while and decided that okay, I’m going to start eating kitniyot during Passover.

-So that actually was one of the questions I had.  What customs did you follow that are special to your seders for your family.  This is a custom that you’re changing.

Yes, we are changing this custom.  And it took a lot of effort to change it.  It’s a lot easier to go with the flow.

-Well it’s also easier to expand what you eat, except that you’re saying you did it with thoughtfulness and coming to it from a thoughtful perspective, that made it more difficult.

Yeah.  You say that it’s easy to expand what you eat – that’s true.  Forget about me because I didn’t grow up even kosher, so my wife, or even worse, my mother-in-law – would it be easy for them to go out and have a ham sandwich?  That’s sort of expanding what they eat – it would be very difficult for them.  To say, okay we’re not going to keep kosher anymore, that isn’t something they would do lightly.  Changing the tradition of what we eat on Passover was sort of a big deal – it’s a huge deal for her and a big deal for me because even in my non-religious family in Omaha we sort of kept the Passover tradition.  We would have had, in my family in Omaha when I was little, we would have had bacon for breakfast but we wouldn’t have had a piece of bread with it during Passover.  So we didn’t do it because we just felt like eating kitniyot and went out and justified it, we did it because in the course of studying this, it was like the theme of one of the seders – differences between Ashkenazic and Sephardic tradition, and this is the big one.  And so we studied it and looked into it and said hey, you know, why are we doing this?  What is the point here?  And we thought about it for several years before we decided to make the change.

-So can you summarize some of the thinking that went behind it – what some of the readings that you found that made you feel as though it’s no longer appropriate for Ashkenazic Jews?

I shouldn’t have said that its no longer appropriate.  It’s not that something has changed and it’s no longer appropriate, it’s more that if you look into it it’s sort of never appropriate.  And some of the original authorities, when this idea came up, said this is idiotic.  Nobody should do this; this is foolishness, and foolishness is a word that was applied to the prohibition of kitniyot, and it was just done sort of to draw a circle around the fence that was around the guard that was around the Torah.  Even at the time it was considered unnecessary and ridiculous and after thinking about it for a while we said okay, just because it's been the tradition, and even if it really was originally considered a bad idea, let’s not do it and there’s a growing group of Ashkenazi living in Israel who have given up this prohibition and there are Ashkenazic authorities nowadays that say there’s no reason for it and so on, and so it didn’t seem one of those traditions worth preserving just for no good reason or for no reason.

-Is there anything that you would want to tell me just in terms of your approach to Pesach, questions that you’d wished that I had asked; other tangents that we could go into.

Obviously it would be a lot easier to have this conversation the week before Passover when everything is on my mind.  One thing I like about Passover is all the little minutiae of what there is to do and what there is to know, not that I care about it so much but I enjoy it.  At times, the little things that I talked about at seders are the rules of what makes something kosher for Passover as opposed to what makes something kosher normally and things like YaKeN-HaZ [acrostic mnemonic for the blessings: Yayin, Kiddush, light (Ner), Havdalla, Shehechianu (Z'man)] the order of the seder on Saturday night how you know what to do and in what order.  I sort of like all those little things that there are to know about it, about the order.  

I didn’t say anything about the songs at the end, the counting of the Omer – can’t think of anything special – just sort of going over the seder in my mind.  I’ve always used to great effect the writings of Nachama Leibowitz.  She wrote a book of commentary on Passover, on the seder, that I invariably look at to get ideas.  I mean you’re gonna have something about the whole orange on the seder plate business, right?  Nowadays a staple of our seders, explaining that whole thing.

-So do you think that you’ve imparted to your kids a love of Pesach.  What do you think that they’ve taken from this?  From your passion for this?

It’s hard to say.

-They’re still pretty young.

The last seder my son was at, he’s 8 now, the seder was set and it’s a little early to know.  They participate.  My daughter likes to be part of…last year liked to be part of the presentation that my sister put together and they like to help prepare but I don’t know what their relation to the seder’s gonna be, ask me again in 10 years, I’ll have a better answer.

-I know that it’s still pretty early for them to know, but if they look forward to or is it something that they might end up resenting but knowing you I don’t think that would be the case.

Probably if you ask them in 40 years they’ll say, oh god, my father he would always do a bunch of this horrible, boring shit for seder and would go on and on and on and that led me to want to do my seder completely differently.  I wouldn’t be surprised.  

-Every generation tries to do something different.  Although in this case it might be, god he never did anything traditional so let’s have a traditional seder just to be different.

I’d say these are pretty traditional in the sense of covering all the bases in the Haggadah.

-Well I think most people do that, even in my wildest stuff I do try to cover all the bases but I try to have a lot of entertainment and a lot of shock value sometimes.  So if you can’t think of any themes right off the bat then that’s fine.  You mentioned just looking at the difference between Sephardic and Ashkenazic was one theme.  So you honestly don’t remember the thing about hiding the fake afikomen with each person individually alone.  What you told me, I think, was you found each person, you know you had Sally, and you were alone with her and you said 

Oh, yeah, yeah, yeah, you didn’t explain it before – you said something about Ed.

-But the final trick was on Ed Kaplan.  So go ahead and describe that so we get that on tape.

All I remember is that I asked each person to hide a fake afikomen and so there were a whole bunch of fake afikomen but everybody thought there was only just one.  And as they kept finding them it gradually became revealed that they were in on the secret but everybody was sort of in on the secret individually.  The thing about Ed I have absolutely no recollection of.  Of Ed being special in some way.

-What I remember you told me, what you just said here was that each person themselves hid the afikomen and I thought what you had told me was you were the one hiding the afikomen but you showed each individual person “you’re the only person who knows where it is” and of course they didn’t.  It was just a fake.  But you yourself was the agent.  You were actually hiding them.  Is that true or did they hide them?

I’ve probably done it both ways.  I’ve done this more than once.  But what does Ed have to do with this?

-The one time that I remember was you got everyone alone except for Ed and then you said “okay, all of you who don’t know where the afikomen is, go find it.”  And Ed stood up and he looks around and says “how come I’m the only one standing up?”

I have absolutely no recollection of this but that doesn’t surprise me.  Ed has only been at a couple of my seders so I could probably track it down from my diary if I could figure out what year it was.

-So in other words, one year what you… so you’re pretty sure what you did is you asked people themselves to hide it and they were the only ones that thought that they were doing that.

Yeah, I gave everybody a fake one and said just hide this.  I’ve done that with my kids too.  No, no, I’m sorry, I haven’t done the fakes with my kids.  I’ve enlisted my daughter to be the afikomen hider.  She also knew about the fake ones and hid those too.  Because she never would go and search for one.  Even at her age the few Pesachs that she’s been around, she says this is nonsense, I’m not doing this.  She’s practical minded.  She says let somebody else go search for the damn piece of matza.  So I help her help hide it.

-So the whole business you said during the first half of our call you said that you think you didn’t think it was original but the whole idea of hiding fakes was something that you came up with one year.  That was certainly not a tradition that you had from your family.  You don’t remember where you got the idea from.

No, but what I meant to say was I got the idea myself.  I came up with the idea, but I can’t be the first person to ever do it.

-I think that’s true.  Oh, well maybe it is.  'Cause when I give my Pesach talks I ask how many of you have the kids hide, and how many of you as leader, hide.  And it’s roughly 50/50 but I’ve never asked about fakes, so that may be a novelty that you’ve introduced to the literature here.

Like I said, the first year I did it I just thought I was being sneaky and clever and kind of an asshole, right.  Which sort of describes me well, so it sounded like a great idea.  But I did not myself get the idea from anybody.  All I’m saying it’s gotta be something that people have done because it’s an obvious thing to do.  These weeds spring in many fields.  [As noted above, absolutely true.  Paula Kessler's father did this in 1960s].
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