			Barry Ivker - Passover remembrances  - Dec 30 2015
(Dear Murray – hopefully this will be meaningful to you in your project.  I'm happy you called, and I wish the best for you.  Barry Ivker, 12/30/15)

[bookmark: _GoBack]When I was a child, my father’s extended family gathered together twice a year to celebrate Channukah and Pesach.  On Pesach the women did all the cooking, the serving and the cleaning up while the men changed the traditional text (according to the Manishewitz Haggadah).  The children were largely bored by the ritual [of the traditional Manishewitz Haggadah] and were only involved with obtaining the Afikomen which was placed in a pillow my Zeyda leaned on.  The young children gathered under the table and he [my father] kicked at us perfunctorily to keep us at bay. 

Our custom was that everyone had to eat a piece of the Afikomen before midnight or we had to start the Seder all over again.  Two things never happened.  The first was that we never got what was promised to us if we did manage to get the Afikomen.  The second was that we never had to repeat the Seder, though one year we came close.  My older sister hid the Afikomen, fell asleep and forgot where she had hidden it.  We managed to recover it with only a few minutes to spare.

The custom of the family was for each adult male to chant the initial Kiddush individually.  Five of the six sons of my grandparents were present.  Few of them could carry a tune (I used to go to Shul with my Zeyda, one uncle and my father.  Were it not for the glorious voice of the Hazzan I would never have become aware of the rich liturgical tradition of the service.)  After the Kiddush the adult males would read through the Hebrew or the Aramaic text of the Haggadah.  I don’t think any of them really understood what they were saying or had been taught commentaries on the text.

There was some drama along the way.  My uncle Zorn (?), the fifth son, had locked horns with his father.  After serving in World War II, he went to Israel and fought in her War of Independence.  He lived in Israel for seven years, mostly on a non-religious kibbutz.  He planted groves of trees.  When he left Israel, he helped build dikes in Holland, stowed away on a ship to Sweden, hitchhiked through Central and South America and moved to California, where he was a charter member of the Sierra Club and, as an avowed atheist, let it be known that he would always be available, if needed, to make the minyan at his Shul.  He would call home twice a year when he knew the entire family would be present.  I didn’t pay much attention to his calls, because as my parents said, long distance telephone calls were expensive and only the adults got to talk with him – his siblings and his mother, who harangued him in Yiddish (which I didn’t really understand).  She complained to everyone in the family (including me).  She had led a hard life – eight pregnancies, eight deliveries.  She raised all eight children to adulthood and complained later that none of them would take her in after my Zeyda died.  She helped her husband in his hardware store and five days after each delivery she was busy scrubbing the kitchen floor on her hands and knees.  I later found out that she nursed each child for a year and a day and even later that she appreciated her husband’s prowess in the bedroom.  And, of course, no woman was good enough for her sons.  My father was the second son.  My mother struggled to wean him away from her clutches so that he could become a real husband (she succeeded) and a real father to his children (she succeeded there as well).  My oldest uncle moved two blocks away from his mother’s house, and would go there first, often eating dinner there, before he went to his own home.  My parents moved eight blocks away.  The third and fourth sons moved across town.  My Uncle Zorn moved 3000 miles away, the younger son about 300 miles away in upstate New York.

Over the phone Barry told me: My earliest seders were at my grandparents.  During the seder, my uncle Zorn would call from California.  This was back when a phone call was very expensive and precious.  Everyone gathered around the phone, and talked to my uncle, except my grandfather.  My grandfather thought it wasn't right to talk on the phone during the holiday, so he stayed alone.  I, being a kid, wasn't allowed to be on the phone, so I stayed w/ grandfather. Everyone thought my grandfather was hard as nails, but when my uncle called and my grandfather couldn't talk to him, my grandfather cried.

My merge: My earliest seders were at my grandparents.  During the seder, my uncle - who long ago had locked horns with my grandfather - would call from California when he knew the entire family would be present..  Everyone gathered around the phone, talking to my uncle.  This was back when a phone call was very expensive and precious, and being a kid, I wasn't allowed to be on the phone.  My grandfather wouldn't talk with my uncle, so I sat with him, at the head of a long, now empty, table  While everyone excitedly talked with my uncle, I watch my grandfather sitting alone in the living room, expressionless as the tears flowed down his cheeks.  His children saw him as a stubborn, hard man, but during those calls from my uncle, I watched my grandfather cry.

So my uncles and aunts and my Bubba spoke on the phone in the adjoining room.  My Zayda sat where he was – at the head of a long, now empty table – whether because halakhically he wasn’t supposed to speak on the phone on Yom Tov or because the chasm between him and his son was unbridgeable.  I would stay in the dining room and watch him sitting alone, expressionless as the tears flowed down his cheeks.  His children saw him as a stubborn, hard man.  Toward the end of his life he would greet all of his children and grandchildren with a hug and a kiss on the lips.  Considering the bristliness of his moustache and the smell of his early morning schnapps that kiss was always memorable.  After a few minor strokes, his behavior got a bit unmanageable and the family decided to put him an institutional setting.  He wanted to travel at least once to Israel, but the doctors in the family decided he wasn’t healthy enough to make the trip.  Separated from his old cronies at the morning minyan at his Shul, he became depressed and he died within a year.  I reacted against the decisions of my parents’ generation with regard to my Zayda’s care.  Later on my wife’s grandfather lived with us for a year; her mother for the last 18 years of her life.  My children’s attitudes toward their spouses’ parents was similar.  So both myself and my children, I felt, were more traditional than my parents – at least in that regard.

The other memory that sticks in my mind was my cousin Seth – the first in our family to be stricken with Tay-Sachs Disease.  I remember seeing him at a year of age, already almost completely paralyzed.  I was later on to learn of the impact of that tragedy on my aunt and uncle.  Years later my wife was to conduct one of the early screening programs soon after we moved to Louisiana.

With my grandparents no longer hosting the gantze Mishpuchah for Pesach, the various families separated and held their own Seders.  It fell to my older sister and me to lead our family Seders.  We were not initially prepared to do so.  I had stopped going to Hebrew school after my Bar Mitzvah.  My sister had taken a few advanced courses at Graetz College (in Philadelphia).  She had little affinity for the language of Midrash.  She thought the Midrashic passages in the Haggadah were silly (was it 10, 200 or 250 plagues – the hand of God, the fingers, etc.).  But we did start to discuss the text.  My own interest led me to a deeper study of Judaism.  My personal philosophy (strengthened by experiences at Danforth Foundation weeklong conferences in Michigan) was that for interfaith dialogs to be meaningful, I had to be knowledgeable about my own faith and historical and cultural traditions.  And in graduate school at Indiana University I minored in Judaic Studies and was often called upon to participate in ecumenical panel discussions.

Fran and I have three children.  We sent [our children] them to the Hebrew Day School in New Orleans until the end of eighth grade.  I had to deepen my knowledge of Judaism in order to keep up with them.  Twenty years after my Bar Mitzvah I relearned how to read Torah – I trained my children to chant the entire Shabbat service – how to read their Torah and Haftorah portions and I critiqued their Divrei Torah.  Four months after my oldest child’s Bat Mitzvah, I too chanted the entire service.  The first few years in New Orleans we were the guests of two families where discussions were lively and participation among men and women was active.  Thereafter we were on our own and we began to invite others to our table.

When my father was diagnosed with congestive heart disease and it was clear that his days were numbered, I decided to convene the extended family in his presence to honor him.  He died five days before Pesach.  We held the Seder in his honor.  My oldest uncle, probably the most traditional of that generation, was impressed by the running commentary I brought to the table, acknowledged that he would have welcomed such a discussion when he was growing up.  It was reassuring for him to know that tradition would not be lost in the next generation.  After that Seder I flew back to New Orleans, combined the guests we going to have for the 1st and 2nd seders, and led the Seder for 53 people (our largest).

It was out of the discussions at our Seders over the years that I collected the material I used for the commentary of a Haggadah I created – that was published in 2000 (with 110 original illustrations).  Thirteen of those illustrations were exhibited at the New Orleans Museum of Art and at an exhibition of the art of the Haggadah in Washington, D.C.

What is the essential meaning of the holiday to me?  One existential philosopher made a distinction between being freed from and being freed to.  As a therapist, the metaphor of the Exodus has been critical for me.  The traumas of childhood are the Egypt.  The question of what to do once the exodus takes place is the essence of all therapy.  Is one to play victim, to victimize others, or to become more human?  In the Book of Shmot, right after the revelation at Mt. Sinai, the people are told to treat strangers like members of the family, because you know the heart of a stranger.  You were strangers in Egypt (that was the essence of a Dvar Torah given recently by an autistic child at his Bar Mitzvah).  My work as a therapist is to help guide clients through the wilderness – to help people who see themselves as broken to find their own strength and to trust their own judgement – i.e., to hold up their own part in a dialogue.

MFS interp: As a therapist, Barry equates the process of psychological healing to Jews being rescued from Egypt.  The traumas that people endure in childhood are their Egypt - the thing they have to escape.  Once they escape that - their own personal Exodus - what are the three paths open to them?  Do they continue to play the part of the victim, do they turn on others and victimize them, or can they grow beyond that and become a better human?

Over the years I have led Seders at various churches – to facilitate dialog with other faith communities.  Each year I bring new commentary and sometimes new drama and playfulness to the table.  Perhaps by the age of 80 I will reach something like a feeling of wholeness and peace.  If not at 80, perhaps by 120.

I will give one small item of commentary to this narrative.  There were several Haggadot that added a single letter to the traditional text (the Haggadah has gone through over 4000 editions incorporating new historical experiences from the Shoah, to the birth of the State of Israel, to the feminist movement, to the recognition of other liberation movements).  This is the bread () became this is like the bread.  ().  Even in the most troubled of times, sages felt that we could not fully understand what our ancestors actually went through during the Egyptian slavery.  Out of a sense of humility, as they held up the Matzo, these 17th century editions said that the Matzo was a reminder – a suggestion, as it were.  {This tradition is preserved in the Polychrome Haggadah but is absent from most modern Haggadot.}  It is the aim of ritual to collapse history into a moment – a timeless moment.  We say that we must act as if we ourselves came out of Egypt.  Last year we were slaves.  This year we are free.  This year we are still slaves.  May we become free next year.  It is an exercise of the imagination we must make, to understand what that slavery was like and to define our current freedom – to define our current servitude and our vision of future freedom.  To try to understand the Shoah and what it took for survivors to express their freedom, by daring to love again and start new families.  Only by going through such exercises of the spirit can we begin to understand and to feel compassion for those struggling with their own Exodus and their own wandering through the wilderness, moving toward their own Promised Land.
