Noam Zion interview about Passover with Murray Spiegel: January 2016

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

I’ll give you 3 examples.  One is that the first principle at our seder is obviously none of my children hold me in any particular honor or respect because of the seders ‘cause I’m just their father and therefore the most important thing for me to do is to assign them to do preparations and to take responsibility, not always so easy, but now that we have a lot of grandchildren my kids are happy to hand out those responsibilities to the grandchildren.  It’s just a general principle.  It doesn’t matter how much you know, the best thing is to get other people to take the lead in the things they do and therefore they’re incredibly creative and so most of the things I can think of are things that my kids did.  For example one year they hid under the plate activities for people to do.  So one person is supposed to play the אינו יודע לשאול  Eino yode'a lish'ol [one who does not know to ask] and another one is supposed to play the rasha [evil son] even though that’s not their character at all.  And then they would play those roles during the seder.  Another idea they once had is that they created sort of a – it was like you’re going on a trip and so everybody had a passport showing the date they were leaving Mitzrayim and then they were given instructions as though you were going on an airplane, so they would give all the instructions for a trip and things like that.  Little things like that that were fun.  Again not unique or amazing but things that were really great for our seder.  For the younger kids we had them being told stories and then drawing pictures of all the various scenes in Y’tziat Mitzrayim [leaving Egypt].  And we took all of those and put them on a long string in the order of the events and then as we told the story we would use the grandchildren’s pictures as illustrations of the story we were telling.Alert
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-And so your kids came up with that idea.

Yeah, my kids came up with that idea.  We once decided that we would go out and we would have a seder in the desert, so we found a place where we could rent a space in the desert and so we did the whole thing in the desert and my wife came up with outfits for all of the grandchildren to wear and I played Paraoh.   Not everybody has a desert at their beck and call, but for us it was about a 3-hour ride.  

-I heard of a community in California where they go out in some desert area and they have sedarim there.

Where it’s nice weather outside and so they have to have a sprinkler system, and they will have people go out and sort of do a Kri’at Yam Suf [going through the Red Sea] going through the sprinkler system one way or another.  None of these things are so unique or special.  The re-issue that we did of the original Haggadah has in the back a whole bunch of other ideas as well as stories that I’ve collected over time.

 -Your sedarim when you grew up – was there anything that was particularly memorable; things that may have shaped how you lead seders and the teachings that you’ve done?

Oh yeah.  There were 3 things basically.  Number one is my father always used many many different Haggadot at the table and because there was a core of people who were knowledgeable, that wasn’t such a big challenge to people, ‘cause otherwise it can be very confusing.  My father used to get sent these little Haggadot from the Jerusalem orphanage in which the Haggadah was standard but they had different pictures each time.  

So he would send a contribution and he would keep them and that would be in his collection and so that’s how I got the idea of comparing and contrasting many different artistic versions of the 4 children because I had so many Haggadot that my father had collected in order to do the comparison.  And it’s also related to the decision that we made in our family when our kids were young and we were reading them Bible stories and we used illustrated stories so we were sort of afraid that they were going to get the notion of the one picture that appears in that book would be that’s what Avram Avinu looks like – like a Bedouin or something like that.  So instead we decided to collect – and now we have 300 different illustrated art versions of the Bible – and therefore whenever we read the story we’ll read it in multiple versions and they'll see multiple forms of illustrations and then both in terms of the text and in terms of the art they will see that each one of these is a Midrash of one form or another on the original character.  And so my whole approach towards art, but also towards Biblical stories in the seder, is that each time we retell it, we're doing our own Midrash, and by having multiple ones, you prevent any one of them from being fossilized, or petrified, into "the" correct version of what happens in the story.1. Art


That’s the first piece – the variety of Haggadot we had and therefore of artistic versions.  And the fact that we had Haggadot that were produced in different periods and my father would switch from one Haggadah to another, so he would use a traditional Haggadah for Kiddush, then he would switch to the new Haggadah from 1944 which was Kaplan’s in which it had all of the Moshe Rabeinu midrashim and stories because it wanted to emphasize, as Kaplan believed, Moshe Rabeinu was a force for social justice and change in the world.  

So it was always self-evident to me that of course Moshe should be part of the Haggadah and later when I studied it especially studying and seeing in the Rambam, I saw that there’s no basis in my judgement as a scholar, any basis for leaving Moshe Rabeinu out of the Haggadah, that he wasn’t left out of the Haggadah, that simply the Haggadah is never meant to be a canonized version of what you’re supposed to say, it’s never supposed to be a siddur or an old theological debate about what to include and what to exclude and what you could use, and therefore the Haggadah simply is a leader’s guide, a check-list of various kinds of texts and topics that you should deal with.  One of the topics is of course to tell the story and how could you possibly tell the story without Moshe Rabeinu.  You can’t tell the story [without] of Moshe Rabeinu and they never did.  They always told the story with Moshe Rabeinu.  They just didn’t have to put Moshe in because they didn’t say that he had to be there and they didn’t have to put him in because they didn’t bother to put the story of Y’tsiat Mitzrayim into the Haggadah.  So if you didn’t put the story in, that didn’t mean you weren’t supposed to tell it – of course you were supposed to tell it; it says you’re supposed to tell it – and so of course Moshe Rabeinu was part of the Haggadah and he always was.  The Rambam makes it explicit when he says that; that you’re supposed to tell about the 10 plagues and all the other things that Moshe Rabeinu did and he refers to Moshe Rabeinu, not to God.  Footnote
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3. Current Event/Social Action

So that was the second thing I learned as a kid, and the third thing I learned was to make sure that the Haggadah always spoke to us something up to Ali? that was happening at that time, so we had a Haggadah that had a whole thing on the Warsaw Ghetto uprising.  We obviously had at our table a space for Russian Jewry.  My father on Shabbatot (not only on Pesach) would read us from what was happening to Jews all around the world and therefore I was always interested in the Haggadah that would be useful too and would offer a window on to many different Jewish communities and what’s happening to them.  Have you ever seen the Haggadah we did in Spanish?  That’s another example of a Haggadah where we integrated the stories of the 70s in which Jews were very actively involved in the struggle against the right wing and governments and suffered from them terribly antisemitism.  So that was something I definitely got from my parents.  

I remember very clearly one of my friends surprising us by dressing up as Eliyahu Hanavi and coming in when we opened the door for Eliyahu and for שפוך חמתך Sh'foch chamat'cha [Pour out your wrath] and that certainly sensitize me that when when I studied the text and the traditions of the Haggadah, I discovered that it was actually a custom to have somebody dress up as Eliyahu Hanavi already back in the Middle Ages and that both in the Ashkenazi and today continuing in the Sephardi tradition that is the origin of dressing up as if you’re doing Y’tziat Mitzrayim, so I was already sensitized that that was an option and I definitely found ways to encourage people to do it in their own way as well and to see it again as I learned as a traditional part of the way the seder was done.  I think that’s basically the meaning of Chayav adam lirot et at sh'mo [it is our duty to consider ourselves as if we had come forth from Egypt] or in the Sephardi version ומצע תא תוארהל
l'har'ot et atzmo [show himself: A person must show himself as if he personally went from slavery in Egypt] that you’re supposed to act out dramatically [eg, dramatize] the way in which a person would feel in the story and therefore the story.  So those are the things I got from my father’s table very strongly.

-What about some of your earliest memories of Pesach?

Those are the earliest memories of my Pesach, the things that I just described.

-What you’re saying I think that this is what caused you to become fascinated by Pesach and for telling the story in a creative way. 

Absolutely.

-So that answers what spurred you to originally think about innovative seders; it’s really following the lead of your father.  Were there other people who were sources for inspiration?

No, ‘cause the seders I had were seders with my father.  They were family seders.  So that was the direct source of inspiration.  There’s plenty I learned from reading books but in termso of inspiration, that’s where it came from.

- When was the first seder that you led and what was that like?

It was when my father was still alive and my mother had passed away and I don’t remember which one of them was the first because just as my approach has always been to get my kids to take over and to literally lead the whole seder or different parts of it, my father did that as well.  So I don’t remember it as a specific thing with a major transition.  Just as my father got older, it wasn’t a crisis as such, it was a natural continuity.  My wife is an early childhood educator, so she’s always been a terrific family educator in our house.  On having the kids do things, she has an amazing collection of everything one would need for any of the Jewish holidays, and so Pesach as well, so once she saw in the Israel Museum they did a whole exhibit on the 10 Plagues and they had these giant glass bottles in which they put symbols of each one of the 10 plagues so she saved up 10 sort of canning glass jars at home and she bought items to put in each one of them.  So one of them is filled with frogs and one of them is with water that’s colored red, etc., etc. and she always brings those out and used those as a kind of background for the seder.  And my wife has tens of those things.  Or, a similar thing we now do, a friend of mine is a Rabbi and his wife is a Jewish educator and Jewish artist, so she has a thing in which she has a symbol for each one of the 10 plagues which you can put on a different bottle of wine or you can put on a different glass, so we now use that on a regular basis.  It’s a very cute device and a very easy one to use.Alert


So the notion of using props is a great thing and actually I learned that from my wife more than from anybody else.  Although I’ve of course seen Judaica collections – one that my sister’s father-in-law has where they have a little silver wheelbarrow in which you put the maror.  And I learned from studying, not from seeing, but from studying, from the Yemenites, since they don’t have any seder plate at all, because the whole table is their seder plate, and they have all of the elements of the seder plate all over the table, and therefore the seder plate is not symbolic, it’s just a place where we keep all the things that you use, so we’ll have a lot of maror, or lettuce, or whatever it might be on that thing.  And I once saw a place where you would put egozim אגוזים [nuts] on the seder plate as well.  The egozim is one of the things that gets the kids to ask us questions, why are there egozim at the table and why are we getting dessert at the table.  A traditional Jewish song about sewing a pocket like a bag so you could collect nuts and then you would use nuts at the seder table.  And that goes back to something Rambam brings based on the Gemara, which is that you’re supposed to pass out parched grain – which is [like] popcorn and nuts – to the children so that they will ask why and then they’ll ask Ma Nishtana and therefore it’s important to ask that or something similar to it on the table in order to allow kids to ask questions.  One year we got little challot – they weren’t made out of bread, they were made out of marzipan – and we bought them and passed them out just before Ma Nishtana so people would say why are you putting challah on the table; it was marzipan challot on each person’s plate. [I haven't found a recipe that's made without dough –Ed.]  Sometimes we’d pass out desserts at that point.  Once what I did was I began singing Shir Hama’alot just before Ma Nishtana and collecting all of the plates until everybody was saying, wait we haven’t eaten yet.Alert
Alert


Rambam reports from the Gemara about the story about Abayeh and Rava.  Abayeh was an orphan and he was taken to Rava’s house for dinner and then Rava told his servant to start folding up the table before they’d eaten and the orphan said "Nu, we haven’t eaten yet! " And then Rava said Patartem m'lomar ma nishtana, we don’t have to say Ma Nishtana because you’ve already said Ma Nishtana, and therefore we can go straight to the telling of the story.  

-Can you tell me about the largest seder that you ever led?  Have they always been family sedarim or have you done stuff outside?

All of the sedarim I did were family sedarim, whether bigger or smaller, except for the one we did in the Soviet Union in 1989.  It wasn’t significantly bigger; it was still in a family home, but it was a larger seder.

-That certainly answers the question have any of them been in an unusual setting.

The unusual ones are not ones that I’ve done, but are the giant Chabad ones in Nepal.

-So can you tell me about the Soviet Union seder.

What was unique about that seder in 1989 was it was just as the Soviet Union was collapsing, just before, literally before, and we were in Latvia in Riga which has the strongest Jewish traditions because it’s only been under Soviet rule since WWII, and there the family was a traditional family and the mother had gone out and taken a bus out into the countryside to bring back her own chickens so she could sh'chot [salughter] her own chickens and she could make gribenes, that greasy stuff, and that was the first time I’d ever had gribenes, probably very unhealthy, but I remember that one of the greatest treats was to put gribenes on matzah [maybe he meant schmaltz], so we ate it and honored her that way.  Her son had become a very very very knowledgable bal t'shuva and he actually led the seder and it lasted certainly until 3 in the morning and we simply participated in that.  And the next night we ran a small seder for students like a 2nd night seder for students.  

-So you weren’t in Riga to have solidarity with the refusniks?

I was sent by the Jewish Agency.  I had actually gone to the Soviet Union as a pseudo-spy back in 1968, but it wasn’t during the seder and in the end I was arrested and interrogated and thrown out of the country for talking to too many Jews.  That wasn’t Pesach related.  But sometimes that’s a story that I’ll tell on Pesach.

-Because you’re talking about trying to get out of Mitzrayim and that was their own Mitzrayim.

Right.  I remember one cute thing which we did was we asked people to think about (listed in the Seder activities thing I sent you) we asked people who have a hobby or an expertise to identify in their expertise, like people who love old cars or people who love dogs, and to bring a photograph or drawing of 4 dogs or 4 cars that represent the Arba Banim [4 sons] for them because they personify and know the details in the style, so we got a couple of great ones where the car that was the Chacham חכם [sage] was a gas-saving SUV and the [Rasha] wicked one, in which he brought a picture of and I really loved, which is a picture of a pink Cadillac where the top rolls back, and of course it was a tremendous gas-guzzler.  That was fun to get people to take the categories, to take the Arba Banim and turn them into abstract categories, and then applying them in a different area.  It worked really well; I was really happy with that.

-With the education level of your own family, this is not as much of a problem as it is for, I’ll say, less traditional Jews, that is that the second half of the seder is always a bit of a letdown, because all of the exciting stuff happens in the first half.  Is that a problem for your personal seders?

I think it’s the same whether it’s for our seder or for personal seders [may have meant: anyone's seders].  I think that the seder is made up of very different kinds of activities, so if you’re looking for the intellectual during the whole of the seder that would be a mistake and therefore at the end of the seder the best thing is actually the singing and we put a lot of emphasis into the singing and singing in fun ways and what we sometimes do, especially with younger kids but also for adults, is we’ll start with Chad Gadya.  We’ll start the whole seder with Chad Gadya.  And we do it with the different animal sounds and sometimes with different puppets or with whatever it might be and when people sing that together at the beginning that sort of sets a very nice tone for everybody and then we come back at the end of it and we do lots and lots of singing and when we get through all the singing, the next day, the first day of Yontef at the meal we’ll go back and pull out the Haggadot and do all the singing again and pick up all the songs that we didn’t get to or the ones that we liked and we want to do again with a different tune.  So we definitely make the ending into a singing ending, not into a discussion, intellectual ending.

-Because people are fairly tired at that point.

Because I don’t think they’re tired but it’s not just a fallback, I think that’s what’s supposed to happen.  In fact that’s [name]'s  analysis of the seder, he says [beginning of the?] seder which tends to be more authoritarian (he was thinking about German Jews), and then would you have strangers and by the end of the evening, because everybody’s been drinking and talking and singing and telling stories, by the end it’s sort of an egalitarian companionship which is expressed through singing together, which he turns into a whole theological symbol of sort of an egalitarian thing.  In Olam Haba אין אולם [world to come] because it’s like the angels were singing praises to God, so I also follow that same kind of a logic that the ending should be an expression of much greater free-flow, much less control from above, but we assign somebody to be responsible for much at the end.  So when you have somebody who’s responsible then other people will tend to be more polite and allow them to do their piece that they’ve prepared, a piece on shvoch hamacha [?], a piece on l’shana haba’a b’yerushalim [next year in Jerusalem], but we won’t do many of those because they’re too heavy.Alert


-The next question is something that could easily take a whole seminar.  What is especially meaningful about Pesach to you personally?

Well first of all, and I don’t know if it’s personal, but it’s educational I think that Pesach is unique because the way in which it combines the family, intellect, food, and a textbook, and a study program.  I think that combination is a very difficult challenge, but it’s also the great uniqueness of it and the Rabbinic notion of trying to take the meal and turn it into an intellectual, spiritual, ritual activity, that’s the biggest challenge and that’s the biggest advantage of what seder is about from a formal point of view.  I think that one of the hardest things to do at the seder is (and that’s obvious from the Haggadah I did and from the introductory piece – I quoted from David Hartman on the outside of A Different Night) is that the very fact that you have a book and there is a ritual seder gets in the way of doing the part of the seder which is identifying as if you went out of Egypt.  And therefore it’s very important at my seders, even though people are knowledgeable, even though my kids are knowledgeable, is to make sure that we have guests.  When we don’t have guests our seders do not go well.  The guests actually force my kids to take it more seriously, to explain in, you get that initial excitement that you have from the first time people are at our seders and we also try to make sure we have people have some incredible stories to tell because those stories are the heart of it.  If seder is only about a vicarious re-enactment of the past, then it misses its point and I think the seder is a pact which is a model and a category by which you’re supposed to understand all of Jewish history including the present, both in terms of history and in terms of personal life.  Following the Hasidic notion from Rabbi Nachman that everybody in his life and sometimes even in his day goes through his own Y’tsiyat Mitzrayim.  So having individuals tell those stories and having us one way or another tell historical stories which are re-living, like Soviet Jewry, is an important part of I think what allows us to do what the Rabbis wanted, which is to see the seder not just as an historical event to be recalled, but also as a category by which we understand the present and maybe even the future.  And that’s what makes my seders meaningful – is when I have somebody telling that story – their personal story or a national story.Alert


-So you mentioned having guests.  Can you think of people who were the most unusal guests you’ve ever had?

We regularly have Christians, so that’s not such an unusual thing.  We once had a guy who had been a judge in England so as a judge he had one of those wigs from the British courts and so we asked him to take his skill and to create a kind of a custody fight between Moses or God and Pharaoh as to who had claim over the Jewish people.  So he came, wore his wig and presented it in the same way as you would in a court system
and it was a very fine and interesting one and what made it unique was not his stories but his skill, his profession and in the way in which he applied it to the story of Y’tsiat Mitzrayim.

In the new version of the A Different Night Haggadah one of the stories is a story about a woman who took a bunch of food and stuff and dropped by a battered-women’s shelter and walked in and started talking to them about Pesach and then they say well why don’t we do a seder.  So al hamakom על המקום [on the spot], she brought in all the food, they did all the cooking and they did a pre-seder Seder and when those women are talking about going into freedom from enslavement and from persecution and from beatings and the relationship they have with their children – that must have been a very, very, very powerful seder.  But I wasn’t there.

-Is there anything you would like to say about topics that I didn’t cover?  That I didn’t ask about.  That you would want people to know about – your relationship to Pesach and leading seders, from a personal standpoint. … I guess my question is – is there anything you haven’t done yet, that you haven’t explained to people?

I don’t have it in the book, but I often give a talk, which I have notes for, in which I talk about three different paradigms of the American seder, which are quasi-historical but they’re very schematic, and I find that very helpful, because I think that people’s notion of what you’re supposed to do at the seder comes from the way they grew up.  And it doesn’t matter whether the way they grew up was traditional or not traditional, or whether they liked or they didn’t like it, they still think that’s what it’s supposed to be.  And so in order to break that down I try to go through and show them how we got to certain models of the seder, especially the seder as being read out loud is a result of these developments.  And all of that’s designed to undermine the taken-for-granted notion that the seder is reading out loud from the book.  And to undermine that I begin by trying to talk about the fact that it couldn’t be in the Middle Ages that all they did was read from the book because people didn’t have books.  There was only one book and it belonged to the seder leader.  And so in that sense what the seder leader had in front of him was, as I often call it, a check-list of things he’s supposed to do at the seder, but he’s not supposed to read it out loud.  Now, since people weren’t very knowledgeable and since the Rabbis set such a high bar in what they were supposed to do, therefore people tended to retreat and ended up by reading the checklist of the seder out loud in Hebrew or in translation.  And I try to show people how ridiculous it is to read instructions out loud and not to follow them, like the instruction that says the more you tell the story the better.  And then to turn the page and to go on without having told the story or expanded on the story.  

So if I can help people to recategorize the Haggadah as a leader’s guide and not as a libretto. That’s a big achievement and I do that by talking going through the development of the seder from the great-grandparents seder or the great-great-grandparents – the immigrants seder – which of course was not, as most of the immigrants to the U.S. were not very knowledgeable and therefore the seder they brought was not THE seder of the Rabbis but rather it was the minimum ritual activities that they could do, and even if you do the whole book, having read it you haven’t done in any way most of the things the Rabbis want you to do which is to ask questions and to tell the story and to apply the story of Egypt to your contemporary situation.  So that’s probably one of the main things that I haven’t written up but that I always teach whenever I teach it.  And then remembering the Maxwell House Haggadah, not just as a Haggadah but as a Maxwell House Seder, which is the book which is translated into an archaic English where the translation was not designed to teach the people what it meant because if they wanted people to understand what they meant they would have translated it into the English of the 1930s.  Instead they translated it into a pseudo King James because they wanted it to sound very Protestant and very holy.  So I do lots of things like that on the way and then I’ll talk about the very creative seders of the 60s and both where they came from, with the Whole Earth Catalog and The Jewish Catalog, and at the same time I’ll try to talk about what’s problematic about them in the sense that they demand so much of people in terms of preparation.  Then I try to show them how our Haggadah is sort of a mix between a leader’s guide – things to read – and also a booklet from which you can hand out responsibilities to people to prepare their own things.  That’s a whole shpiel that I have which I’ve never written up like as an essay. 

Maybe the last thing I’ll say: As a Haggadah producer, and I’ll say that that is my calling card – I don’t have calling cards, I don’t have ( …?) yet, but I simply say look in the Haggadah you’ll find my email to contact me and that’s really been my calling card.  Wherever I go I can simply ask has anybody really used these Haggadot, and there are always a few people that have, and that’s clearly the place, the sh'koneh li שקונה לי [that acquires for me]. There’s a Rabbinic thing about … there are people who earn their worth in the world to come by things they do on a daily basis, and there are other people who do one thing for one hour and that’s already their source of credit in the world to come.  So for me it’s the Haggadah.  And it's not an hour, it's the night, or two nights.  So the [A Different Night] Haggadah is my ticket to Olam Haba because it’s the way in which I have managed for many, many people to empower them to create their own seder.  For some people they’ll just use my seder, but for the most part they don’t have any choice, they have to pick and choose that they can’t do everything and that’s the place where picking and choosing is where I empower them, and that’s been my gift to those people and that’s continuously what I’m really proud of.
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