Mike Nelson’s interview about Passover with Murray Spiegel:   November 2015

-  As I mentioned, I want to give homage to people who’ve been inspirations.  When did you start? 

Probably we had our own seders, I was 23, so probably 35 years.

- And so what were the first seders like?

The first seders that I led?  They were very small.  We didn’t have any children yet.  On some of the seders we actually had a little bit of our family coming out to visit.  They were very, very traditional because I pretty much just did what my father’s seder did and I was continually amazed ‘cause as you grow up you sort of assume that your parents are old and everything is out of style [->progressive Haggadah] but I was always amazed that when we got through the seder to the end or the next day, people always thanked us and talked about what a wonderful seder it was; the pace of the seder, the things we talked about, the way it was sung, and all I really did was do what my father had done before me, so it was really honoring his memory, which was really wonderful. 

- Yeah, that’s cool.  Let me go back a little bit further.  So tell me about some of the earliest seders when you were a child.  Do you have any special memories of those, I should say.  

I guess early on, because my father was the most observant of his siblings, there was a decision that we were going to have seders at our house and people were going to drive to us which was fine.  And so seder would begin – my cousins would come in – and their parents had pretty much starved them all day after breakfast. So they would come in ravenous so they could eat during seder which wasn’t going to happen until after an hour or hour and a half into it, and so if they could, we found a way to distract my mother, my cousins would sneak in, bec we were the ones doing the cooking by the time we were teenagers, and we'd give them a little bit to eat without anybody finding anything out. 

And then by the time I was a teenager, we had one grandfather alive, he always did Kiddush, my father would give him the opportunity, early on, and that gave us the sense of continuity, respect for elders and those types of things, that was very important, bec even though we didn’t have the best relationship with my grandparents, my father allotted him that, and after he was gone, with my great uncle as well. So that was how the seder always started.

Another thing I remember, it was very traditional, although my father read certain parts either in Hebrew or in English. The 2 things I remember about the seder itself: Although I didn’t realize it at the time, my father was really progressive.  Some of the things that he talked about – spiritual liberation, other types of emotional freedoms – I found out years later, were from a Reform or Reconst Hag, which would have been unheard of, to tell anybody they were taking pieces out of, but he clearly did that. Bec he was an educator, also a Heb Sch teacher, we had all famous songs, like The Ballad of the 4 Sons, but we had them in the 1960s, and all those other great songs that were mostly unheard of, bec most seders were  grandparents-run where everything was done in Heb or Yiddish.

We got to sing our songs that we learned in school, Hallel, which was a great opportunity to reinforce what we had learned, and my father was always open to having as many people as possible.   We were fortunate; the way our house was, we had an old brownstone, the LR and DR were both open, you could really have a table go on for many people, and it was the only time of year we would add extra tables and we’d have 18 or 20.  Now today, we consider that routine, but in my friend’s families, it was just a family seder, so inviting lots of people and guests was very very unusual.  My father saw it as an opportunity to teach bec of his background [of being an educator].  So certain years, my cousins brought friends who were not Jewish, he had Hindu friends from college.  It was great opportunity for him to teach and put into practice all the things that he’d been doing as a Heb Sch teacher.  So from content, it was really joyful.  And it was also an opportunity for us to feel proud of what we were doing, bec as the kids in the family that had a little more Jewish education, we were able to follow and sing along and show our cousins, and we felt proud that the things we were learning in school we could implement and be good at.  That was the thing that stood out about the seder service itself. 

The one other thing: invariably, as is the case in many seders, people leaving after the meal.  Especially if you’ve had a full first half.  Even though we made it all the way to the end, we would sing all the songs, especially bec we knew everything, my father always felt bad that my cousins and aunts and uncles, they all left!  It was just us.  I don’t know if he felt they were missing the 2nd half, they needed to learn about it, so one year we sat down, after we made Kiddush, my father said, bec everybody leaves after the meal, we’re going to do all the ending songs, right now, so you all get to hear it once. 

- Wow that’s a great idea.
So after Kiddush we started with the ending songs, we did them all, and while I thought it was weird and just some nonsense, as an adult, having my own seder, it’s something you think about, that’s a great opportunity.  We tell them about Chad Gadya, but nobody’s ever around at midnight to do, and it was way for my cousins to take part in it. So that’s the other great memory I have.

- That only makes the 1st half of the seder a little longer, but it’s joyous.

Well, you know they’re going to stay till the food, even though it’s a little longer, you prob have a captive audience. 
	
- You mentioned having ppl from other religions, this was when your cousins and you were in college, you had classmates that you brought to seder?

Yes, pretty much when the family started to grow up, our cousins would bring college friends of theirs.  First of all, it was never an issue of is there room for someone else, it was sure bring whoever you want, so the table was just bigger.  But it was pretty interesting that ppl came who were not necessarily Jewish, I can’t remember all of them, but I had one cousin who was very liberal and into theater and she brought her friends, and I remember some Hindu ppl one year.  And they were very respectful, and it was wonderful.  

It also led me to realize that you could teach about Judaism in a positive way, and it didn’t have to be an ‘us against them’.  Years later, we invited somebody I knew from work, who was born J but his family converted, he married a non-J woman, and had non-J kids.  He came to seder and it was really fascinating to have him come, bec I know inside there were things he remembered and that he was able to share in, and even with his wife, as non-J, to share some of these opportunities.  

It also helped us bec when my kids started dating ppl who were non-J, instead of taking the attitude of it was strictly a border and just for J’s,  if you show them that Judaism can be a good thing, instead of just a differentiating thing.  You never know how it’ll turn out.  I think of that bec my son is engaged to a woman who is converting, but even from the first year he was dating her, we invited them to seder together, which was something that Paula felt was important to help teach me, but I also something I learned from my Dad.

- Do you remember any int’g questions the visitors asked, or how your family reacted to them, or just being proud to show off what’s wonderful about Judaism?

Don’t remember, I’m sure there were, prob discussions they had with my father, I wasn’t paying attention.

- Now let’s go to the seders you’ve led.  What sort of things did you introduce that you felt was special early on, then move to more recent times, things that you feel were particularly “Michael-ish”

One thing that seems pretty obvious to some of us, but prob wasn’t when I first started having seders, was it was OK to go thru the whole seder and do large parts in English.  We didn’t do much of in my father’s seder.  He had readings, but we pretty much read everything in Hebrew.  One of the things I adopted early on – one of the things was that Myra was from a less observant family [and] we started inviting people, mostly from the synagogue, not all of whom had a strong background – we decided early on to do the whole thing, but there were certain key parts that should be done in Hebrew, like the blessings, etc., especially in the readings in the Magid section, we would give people the option to do the reading in Hebrew or English.  I think that got people more involved.  

Then over time, as we had kids, we added the kids puppets, the toys and the “are we leaving Egypt” and passing the matza plate over our heads, and all the various other things you tend to do for kids, the kids songs, those types of things. It grew from an adult-centric into a kids-centric, and one of the hardest things is figuring out how to keep the kids and the adults both engaged.  Depending on the audience, we’d switch back from more readings and discussions when there were more adults, and more children-type songs [when there were more kids] – we still did the entire seder, but we’d read more quickly thru the areas that weren’t [kid-centric].  That’s how we were able to move it along.  

Once we had the ability to purchase other things, I went out and started scouring areas for all different kinds of Haggadot.  Bec I realized that the Maxwell house, and the little thin one from the lower east side, the black one, wasn’t the only Hag out there.  And in building a collection, I put together a booklet of readings, I photocopied this entire thick booklet so that we could flip through it at various times and I could point out different things to different people.  Some are from the Hillel Hag, some are from the Sephardic, so we were really able to draw from all diff types of Hags that were out there.   

One interesting thing that we did one year, that didn’t work out that well, we had Sephardic people over, I think it was the Syrian, one of the Seph Hags, I said, let’s use their Birkat Hamazon.  How different can it be?  And it was completely different.  We got about halfway thru and we gave up.  We realized there were some things that were too hard to overcome.  

But it was really growing and learning about what other things we could add in, which as a child, you never really believed there were other types of things to add in.  And then really balancing the weight between the children and things you’re doing for them and adults and having more discussion.

- I want to capture much of the flavor of your seders and how you developed over time.  Do you remember any particular discussions that went really well?   Things in the Hag that stimulated a lot of discussion or things that you introduced that stimulated discussion?  

Every year, I try to stimulate discussion about Tsei U’limad, the story about Lavan and how if you change the word from Arami oved avi to ibed avi [from wandering to destroyed] the wandering Aramean tried to wipe out the J, by turning them into non-Js, assimilating them: I’ve been trying to that for a long time.  I don’t think anybody either gets the Hebrew change, or by that point in the discussion, anybody cares, or just they figure, it’s just some other thing the Rabbis did.  To me it’s fascinating they put that in there, but it never went over well.   

Something that went over really well, part of it is I grew up in a time when we had demonstrations for Sov J – whenever we got to the ballad of the four children, I introduce various readings.  One is for the child that couldn’t be at a seder, when we had Sov J they weren’t allowed; the child that couldn’t be there bec of the Holocaust; that child that too assimilated to make it to the seder table.  Those were the things that I found really resonated with people bec they knew at various parts of their lives about people who fit into those categories, or ways in which we were not able to have everybody at the seder.  And that always turns out to be a very interesting part.  And the other part is the general discussion of the four diff types of children, just like the four diff types of people, which always turns out to be a very successful discussion.

I think one of the most amazing that’s in the Noam Zion Hag – the picture he took from the Rabbinic Assembly Hag, that we bought years before, before we discovered that it wasn’t fully complete.  There’s this great picture in there of the 4 children, each one has a different color from each one of the different attributes, but they’re all in different pieces, so each one has some attribute in each of them but in varying degrees or in varying levels of importance, proving that all of us have some of each of those children in each of us.  And that is always a lively and engaging discussion.  The other point that is probably the single most important thing other than the story of redemption and geulah [a type of redemption] that we generally talk about is (and again, it’s very well highlighted in this Hag but it’s true about Chad Gadya and some of the others) we try to bring out even in Dayenu, we talk all about the good things that have happened, the reality is the fact that there are any Jews left to celebrate Pesach and to have this type of celebration when we’ve lived through so many destructive periods, and destructive acts is truly a miracle, but as you start to think about all them it almost becomes overwhelming and so we try to do a little taste of that without making it overwhelming just pointing out, while everybody focuses on the Holocaust, all of the other things throughout the time that we survived against and somehow God has brought us to this time, and I think that other central point is that it becomes a really successful discussion.

- Yeah, and so many of those events actually happened during Pesach.  Some of the Hag say on the 1st night of Pesach this is what happened although this is usu in the 2nd half – people don’t do too well.
Have you ever had discussions in the 2nd half that worked out well?  Or that you’re proud of; that you enjoy talking about?

The two discussions in the 2nd part that come out, if we have any at all, one is about Chad Gadya which my father always taught us is we would get to the end and want to go to sleep, and he would explain what I said which is just is that it started from way back with the Assyrians and that each successive conqueror was larger and bigger than the one before and ultimately at the end of the day they all got wiped out and pretty much we’re the only ones left because somehow God has made it work for us.  So that’s a discussion that people don’t really think about when they talk about Chad Gadya.  So we have that discussion and then we have recently where we had an English translation reading of ואמרתם זבח פסח V'amartem zevach pesach [And you said the Passover offering] or ויהי בחצי הלילה Vayhi bachatzi halayla [And it came to pass at midnight].  To really give people a sense of some of the other things that you said that occurred and some of the other things that tie into the holiday.  And then for us it’s also doubly special because as you get to the end and we do chasaltsi v'pesach and we do L'shana Haba’a B’Yerushalayim for J's that have had Israel which we’ve only had pretty much in my parents’ generation, it becomes a little more realistic, it used to be just this far off thing and so we did talk a little bit about Jerusalem and Israel and that you could be in Israel the next year.  And of course as we started to think about this as something we could do personally it’s become an even more personal discussion.

- Let me go back to the Chad Gadya discussion a little bit.  Do you sometimes introduce that – you mentioned one time you, you know when your parents, in your family’s seder you have here’s the songs that you’ve been missing – do you sometimes have some of that discussion about so many dif countries and dif peoples trying to wipe us out, do you sometimes have that early on and then refer back as a kind of foreshadowing of what you’re gonna do in Chad Gadya.  Or do you only bring it up during Chad Gadya?

I will say there is one place in the Noam Zion It Happened One Night, the revised one that we use, where it lists a bunch of dates and some of the things that happened and it’s really an excellent summary.  And as we go through that page when that occurs in the middle of the Hag, we do make reference to Chad Gadya and that’s really what Chad Gadya is about and so when we get there you’ll see, so we do try to tie it in.

- What about any unusual settings that you’ve had the seders in.  Is it always just simply sitting at the table or have you tried to mix things up a little bit, you know, sitting on the floor, or what some people think as gimmicky stuff.

[bookmark: _GoBack]We’ve not done the sitting on the floor thing.  I know that I can’t remember but there were a couple of years where we took a break and did some of the readings sitting on the couch for a few people.  But we did not really have many sitting on the floor.  One int’g thing that happened, which we didn’t repeat -- and I was a little surprised because of how it turned out – you know some people do the sand on the floor and they do people walking in during the middle of the seder – you know Elijah, and so one year we had Hank and Maddy over (the Hellers) and Hank snuck out the back and put on a robe and a beard and all of that and he went around to the front at the end of the meal.  So after we finished the meal, came time to open the door for Eliyahu Hanavi and Sh'foch chamat'cha [Pour out your wrath].  And so we sent Shachar to open the door and maybe the light even wasn’t on outside, I don’t remember, and he opened the door and I don’t think he was looking, he opened it halfway, and a hand stuck out from the door and he looked out and saw this huge man and he pretty much screamed.  So that’s when we decided that a little too much surprise might not be good for him.

- How old was Shachar at the time?

This was only a couple of years ago, but if you know Hank, he’s a pretty big guy, and it was just the shock of it that was a little bit surprising.  We didn’t do too much of that sitting somewhere else and I think it was we generally have always had some type of older people there and generally also some kids and so it’s really hard to find the ability to do it in any other location successful; it’s just too hard to do.

Now I will say that one year (I’m sure you were here) I volunteered to lead a seder in the shul and we had it in the old Tots room when they had the low ceiling before they rebuilt the middle room, that was right off the hallway that would hold 20 or 30 people and it was walled off, and we had like 20 or 30 people, some of which were my family, but we asked around in the shul, and that was pretty int’g.  I will say that doing it in a setting outside your home – and we did the full seder and the food was nice and everything – it was a little stark, there was something missing about not being in a home, because it’s very much a home-type ceremony.  

- That’s actually kind of a lead-in to my next question which is – I know that you love and revel in so many different holidays – is Pesach special for you or is it just one of the whole sequence?  Bec you have such a deep knowledge of the background and meanings behind all of the holidays.

Pesach is my favorite holiday and both of the wives I’ve had have hated it with a passion.  It’s pretty funny bec I actually do most of the cooking and I do a huge amount of the cleaning up and preparations, so it isn’t really like the old days where the husband went to work and the wife had to clean the house.  I think it’s more that for me Pesach has all of these home memories, these additional memories that, depending on how you grew up with, you either did or didn’t have whatever your personal memories are.  So for me, Pesach is a time, as I said, where you’re not only talk about the liberation and the freedom, which makes it really the single most important holiday; it’s called the first month for a reason.  It really is the creation of us as a people but it’s bec it was the most important focus of us even when I was growing up.  While Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur and Sukkot, and we had a sukkah, those were great, Pesach was the one time where we got all the family together and we were able to use everything we learned by having all of the davening and all of the singing combined with a meal.  You don’t have that – you don’t have a service at home when you do Yom Kippur.  Sukkot you have a little bec of the sukkah but it’s a way to really combine it all and combine it in the place that should be the most comfortable in your home and have it with your family.  So to me I always have those wonderful memories of being with my family and doing all those things and so that’s the background.

But the second part of it, bec I guess I’m just so comfortable with the seder bec my father was so good at what he did, ‘cause it seems that when we do a lot of what he did it works for people, it makes it really comfortable and easy and almost proud to be able to lead his seder and to educate people and lead them in a way that you can do when you’re leading a seder.  I know it doesn’t seem to make a lot of sense but it’s really, for me, the best holiday.  And while each seder is an enormous pain to do, bec of all the logistics and getting ready and then honestly, it’s over in a few hours, and (a) you do it again which is exhausting and then there’s nothing; the rest of Pesach is completely anticlimactic.  Doing those actual 2, 3, 4 hours is to me one of the highlights of the Jewish year, and so I can’t wait.  If you ask anybody and they hate it as soon as Chanukah’s over I look at George’s windows and I say, hup, three-four windows and then it’s Pesach.  Two windows to Pesach.  I’m always counting down the window’s to and from Pesach bec to me that is the central holiday of Judaism, being able to do it in your home is fabulous.  It would be the same as if every week we did Shabbat services and Kiddush in our house with all the people that we could have in a big enough house.  That’s sort of how I view it.  

- The reason Paula and Myra hated it you kind of tie it to the early experiences you had and the pride that you had with your family.  Do you think it’s that they just didn’t have that when they were young or do you think it was that they saw their mother slaving away and the father’s the one who’s relaxing and the mother’s in charge of the food.

Well I think in Myra’s case it was clearly her family was less observant and so while they did seders, the food wasn’t always necessarily really kosher and it was a much more condensed version, which she grew to not be happy with too once she became an adult, but I don’t think they were the same types of memories, they were just very dif, it was like you just sat down for a meal and you said a few things and that was it.  It was not the sense of emotional attachment.  And for Paula, while she had a traditional family, her grandparents were all alive when she was growing up, it was probably very traditional.  Her mother is an extraordinary cook but slaves unbelievably, so I’m sure there was a huge amount of that preparation going on.  Her mother’s cooking is far better than whatever cooking we had, but that just meant the preparation was substantially more so there was a lot of that going on and I just think there was a very different type of service.  Her grandfather was an educator, her father is an educator, and so they do all the same stuff but sometimes it’s more formal and less emotion, and with us we did the same stuff but I feel like sometimes there’s more emotional attachment.  It’s not a bad thing; it just different. 

The other thing is it seemed like for both of their cases they had smaller family seders. I like to have a large amount of people 'cause, you heard me say, everybody came for Seders, having a large amount of people's not a problem, there's always more food and it was also the opportunity to bond and share with more people and so that part of it is one of the reasons that some people will hate Pesach because trying to make it work for 20 people is different than making it work for 8 or 10 people.  Whereas for me, having 20 people there is what makes it fabulous because you're sharing this wonderful experience with more people.

- And so for you the next question I was going to ask his what's a goal for your Seders, what do you try to achieve.  One of the things that obviously is you know sharing the emotional attachment that you have, sharing some of the knowledge that you have and getting people to think about the importance of it, right?

I think for me the most important thing as walking away, with them feeling like there was a level of personal camaraderie which again is different 'cause it's the only place you have a service really at home and that they enjoy the seder or at least it was a reasonably good experience.  So many people, and I again I'm sure you understand, don't have great experiences at seder, either because they're not familiar with the material or they feel it's too long or it's not explained or they don't get into it or they don't know or like the prayers or maybe sometimes the meal just isn't good or its not laid out well and this is an opportunity for them to go away saying you know what, Passover it's always horrible and seder isn't always a torturous 4-hour experience and we have families who come with kids (and these are dif families every time) and they plan to leave, they always plan to leave when the meal's over and I'm not talking about 1 year olds, and they invariably stay til the end and they shock themselves.  When they see us again and say we had a good time but others, I know that if they're staying to the end with their kids it's completely dif than what they're used to.  To me, that's one of the joys of me being able to share that with them.  Bec we know that seder is not only an important part of Judaism, it doesn't have to be a horrible thing; it's a learning experience, it's a meal, it's a time for sharing, commonality, and so we try to get all of that across.

- So you mention that you try to have lots and lots of people.  Do you happen to know how many you've had in terms of the largest ones?  How many can you fit?

It's always a constant fight.  In the last house that I had, the first house in West Caldwell, because the living room and dining room were open we probably could have had more people because it was just one long area, but we probably ended up in the teens, whatever.  One year Myra went away to Chicago for Pesach when her parents were ill and I think I invited over 100 people to seder.  I literally went around to shuls and just invited everybody that I knew and I liked who I thought was free.  After a while you get a sense of the numbers so I didn't do that the first year I started doing that, but I figured I'll end up with about 20 people and I had close to 20 people.  And that was the year we couldn't find the knives bec Myra wasn't home and we had to carve the turkey with plastic disposable knives.  So here I was and I had all these people there and I couldn't get any of the food to them.  But generally, I will say that it is always a source of contention bec in the other house we had on Westville we could fit about 20-21.  Here we've had as much as 27 people and in the spirit of shalom bayit I think we generally cut it down now to the low 20's.  But I would say on average on any holiday meal here we try and have at least 18-20 people.

- And you try to have dif people each year?

We try to mix it.  Some of them, like my in-laws, come depending what their schedule is with their other kids, but we do try to invite more people.  It's harder because after a while it's pretty easy to come up with the same 16 people who want to come back if they had a good time, so you sort of pretty easily fill up the dance card.  So where we can we try and invite dif people, but first we have the people that are regulars and so sometimes we end up having a couple of new people.  Now one of the things that I insisted on doing is that I always make sure to tell the Rabbi that if there's somebody that has nowhere to go for seder, they're welcome and we'll always find room for them.  So we have had people come at the last minute that the Rabbi has sent over that have been int'g people, had nowhere to go, whatever the story was, and so we always add those on.  And that's good too bec it sort of always makes you mix out of your comfort zone, sometimes into other people.  The last thing we do, just like on Sukkot, is even though there's a limited number of spaces you can have, whatever it is -- 20, 25, whatever you agree to in the house – because of the last 2 days of the holiday, and generally there's a Shabbat in there, we try and spread it out so that on both Pesach and Sukkot we probably, including ourselves, will have somewhere between 75 and 100 people for the meals over the course of the holiday. 

- So the smallest seders were when you were first starting out as a young couple?

I would say the smallest seders we've probably had, somewhere between 4 and 6 people, probably somewhere 5-6 people, which was pretty much just us and a couple of friends or maybe my parents came.

- And how does that shape the seder then?

Oh it's very different.  Especially if it's people who are learned in, they understand the seder.  There's less to explain, people who want to say something can focus on what they want to talk about, you don't have to lead the direction, everybody gets it.  So even though there's more discussion, the seder generally goes faster bec there's less leadership that needs to be done in moving the seder along.  It's a very dif seder.  It's almost like having seder with yourself bec you sort of know what everybody knows and everybody knows what everybody else know and you're all familiar with each other and it's a little more intimate.  Now the downside of that is you're not really sharing as much with other people so it's very easy to get stuck in that well let's just do the same stuff with the same few people bec we don’t' have to expend ourselves in any way, and that's why you want to try and resist that.  

- So when you have a lot of people, as you do now, how much time do you usually allot for planning what you're going to do?  

Never enough.  Because as I said part of the logistics is that I'm doing a lot of the cooking and shopping, especially bec my work schedule's more flexible – I can work from home lots of days – and Paula has to go to work and sometimes she doesn't even get off until erev Pesach, but which time the house has to be turned over and cooking has to be started.  So bec of that I spend way more time on that and way more time on preparing.  It's become less time on preparing although I don't know if I'm getting better at it or people are just more used to it but it's harder to find more time to spend.

- Okay, but give me a number.  At what point in the year, is it 2 weeks, is it 1 day, is it a couple of months, do you start thinking about it?

Every week I look at the [stained glass] window and once Adar is up and Purim is past and my in-laws have told me they've already purchased the Pesach food to bring over, 'cause they stay with us for the week, I always think Pesach is imminent.  So I try to find a little bit of time here and there.  I'd say once Purim is gone I start to try and look a little bit on the internet here and there or look at things.  I really don't focus on sitting down and spending an hour or 2 trying to look at stuff until within the week before.  

- So you've mentioned Noam's Haggadah.  Do you have some others that are favorites that you come to or your own packet that you put together?

The packet is wonderful; they're sitting in the basement.  I stopped using them bec people -- it was too much -- bec like one year I printed out from the Wolfson Hag, there's a great 2-page summary which is an outline, it looks almost like a playbill, and I would print that out and put that and I would give them their Hag and then I would give them the packet and it was just a little too much logistically 

- It's overwhelming

Well especially as the seder got larger in terms of the number of people and I discovered that we weren't using most of it.  I like the Hillel Hag, I think it's fabulous and I could see why it's great for college kids.  It's as close to – I like the R.A. Hag but I was really upset that it wasn't complete so I stopped using it – but I like the Hillel Hag.  Obviously I like Noam Zion's bec I bought a bunch of them and we use them.  I'm trying to remember without looking if there were any…. I honestly like some of the readings in (I call it) the Blue Haggadah – I think it's the Reform or the Reconstructionist – I can't remember, the one that my father picked, 'cause there were a few general readings about liberation and freedom from emotional oppression that I really like.  So I take little pieces here and there.  If I had to pick one Hag other than the Noam Zion I would pick the Hillel Hag.

- Have you ever done things where you ask Paula to lead something and to plan something?

I don't have to worry about that bec she's not any quieter than I am.

- But that's in real time.  

I understand, but that's how she works.  If I asked her to plan something, she wouldn't look at it just like we go over the Torah reading the night before, she wouldn't do it bec (a) she's busy and (b) she's got so much in her head from what she learned and what she does at school that she doesn't need to.  And so unless she comes (which she's never done) and say I want to do something specifically, or maybe she's done it once, she'll point something out and we'll talk about it.  That's what makes it fluid and it's great that even though in theory one person leads, everybody can get up and say something.  In fact, one of the things that was so cool that we don't do in this house but we did in my house on Westville just bec the way the table and the room was, the only time of the year that I noticed this was on Pesach, at the end of the table my father put a chair for him and a chair for my mother and they sat next to each other as equal leaders at the table.  We used to do it at the other house when we had seders there.  We can't now just bec of the way of the table and everything is.  But that was his message or saying that I'm not really the only leader, that we are a team and we do this together and we're a household.  And so it's the same thing.  If Paula wants to say something, she knows she's as much a leader as I am.

- A lot of the stuff that we've talked about have been discussions, creativity, ideas, puppets and things like that, that other people have written about – things you find on the interest, or Noam's book or the Hillel, etc.  Have there been things that you've generated that you felt really worked well or whether it worked well or not.

I don’t think there's a single thing that I've done that I didn't see somewhere else.  Both Paula and I are pretty impromptu speakers for things that we've said and have led and have talked about that we didn't get from anywhere and wasn't written down but I can only tell you that it was impromptu and probably it disappeared after we wrote it or said it and in other sometimes that we've talked about and have gone over really well.  There's nothing that we spent time to create that we put in the seder, that we physically put down or assembled.

- Just that you naturally create an environment where everybody's in the moment and the discussions that happen there make it so special.  

Every year Paula will talk about something that happened or something related to school which is brand new bec it never happened before and I'll try and bring up something that I want to talk about which is new.  So in that way we do it and it's more impromptu and part of it is you have to gauge how the seder is going.  So if it's something that you discover might not be appropriate for whatever reason as the seder's started or doesn't fit in with the time or isn't right for this crowd, that's part of figuring out where and when to put it in.  So there's always something new that we talk about but it's not something that we've necessarily written or put down on paper, which is probably both of us as teachers were terrible when it came to writing lesson plans 'cause we really didn't need them.  

- So one of the things that you've done, and when I've joined you for Sukkot, you ask everybody is there somebody that you want to invite, if there was somebody you could invite to be with you there.  That's not your own idea.

No, that actually is from Paula's family.  I don't know if she got that from her parents or she saw that somewhere else.

- And do you do the same thing at Pesach?

We don't really do it but we find a round-about way so that if people want to talk about something that was in their seder, we'll ask them well what was yours like or what do you remember, what do you think.  Give them sort of a more informal way to talk about it because (a) it's a bigger crowd and (b) because it's a little more of a formal setting we really don't want necessarily to put people on the spot. 

- Even Sukkot you're not really putting people on the spot, you're not requiring everybody to do it, it's an open invitation.

We don't do it as direct as that.  Maybe it's just that there are too many people, I haven't really thought about it, it would take too long it everybody raised their hand.  We just give people the opportunity by saying what was it like when you were growing up, or is this something you want to tell us.  It's a little more open-ended.  I think some people are inhibited about the seder about things during the seder bec it's a service, it's not like you're just sitting and having dinner and some people are nervous that they'll say the wrong thing, so we try to make it a little more open-ended.

- How do you start off the seder?  Do you speak from the heart or do you start the Kiddush?

We always speak from the heart before we get into anything about the seder.  We talk for a minute or 2 about having people there and what it's like and what it means to us, how thankful we are.  We go through that first and then we start with the seder and I'd say we start the seder the same way my father started every seder.  He used to say Seder means order and that to me is the official opening of the seder, so I say what does Seder mean and everybody says seder means order and then we start with that and the singing of Kadesh Urchatz before we get to anything.

- And do you sing the Kadesh Urchatz for each section, or do you do that just at the beginning?

I don't, sometimes every once in a while people for who've learned to do that, like Paula, will once in a while chime in with one before one of the sections, but we don't sing for each section.

- You don't mark the sections that way.  That's the end of all the questions I had thought of.  Tell me more that you wish I had talked about, that you'd like to talk about.

First of all I will tell you that I think that, not just bec you wrote it but I do think that the book that you guys put out was really pretty useful bec it gives a little bit of a focal point and when we pass it around - we've passed that book and the Polychrome Hag at the beginning, I make an announcement and I say as we work our way through, here's 2 things we're gonna pass around that you can look at while we're doing the seder, and I talk a little bit about your book, so that by the time we get to the 4 questions, people have looked through it and we allow 2 or 3 or 4 versions each seder, and the Polychrome one which I point out is fantastic bec it shows in color the chronology of how the Hag came from the earliest, what was actually from the Torahs and then what was added in the Middle Ages and so people can really see that what we have today was put together from 6 dif sections, time periods etc.  We pass those around in the beginning.  So I think that's good bec it gives people something else to focus on or to look at while we're doing the overall level of the seder.  And they can pick out something specific to talk about even if it's not actually in the text.  So that's something that I think we add on and that's important to us.  The message that sometimes gets lost in the Hag which we try to bring out which is that as we've talked about before, which is that every generation somehow manages to survive.  We don't spend a lot of time on it but it’s a very important one, but we do focus on the blessing of redemption of Gulav, of being saved, bec that central point is really the middle part of the main point of the Hag when it's being said.  And so those are the things that we focus on.

- Do you have any specific hopes for Sedarim in the future?  Things that you'd like to do?

Our single biggest hope is that if we move to Israel we only have to do one Seder.  Much as I love the seder one thing from a theological standpoint as you get older, if you've been observing 2 days of holiday for every holiday your entire life, especially when you realize they don’t do it in Israel, except for Rosh Hashanah, and you realize what silliness it is, bec we know exactly when the days are, sometimes it becomes a lot, just in terms of all of the holiday that's in there, so it's more meaningful when you can actually say today was the day the holiday actually occurred.  This is when Pesach actually was.  The first day of Pesach wasn't 2 days.  The first day of Pesach was 1 day.  Shavuos was 1 day.  So that's something that honestly… Being able to – actually if we were ever at the point when we were in Israel – and we could say this year we are in Israel as we do seder -- I've never done seder in Israel, but being in Israel must be an amazing experience, bec here we were where for thousands of years we talked about getting back there, just like the whole redemption from Egypt and working our way up to Israel – it must be an awesome experience to be able to do that.  So that's something that I always thought that I would appreciate doing.  

There is also a custom, and we do the first line at the end of Chad Gadya, when it's all over and it's late and everybody's done, and we finish and I say Shir Hashirim asher li shlomo, bec there's some customs that at the end of the service, at the end of the Hag and the end of the Seder that you chant the entire book of Shir Hashirim, which traditionally was one of the books that might have been assigned to Solomon, it's unclear, but we read on Shabbat Chol Hamoed Pesach.  And so in some Haggadahs you'll actually see that reference to it somewhere.  So we do that as sort of a way to acknowledge that there's more for people who do more and sit up all night and actually used to do all the chanting through the morning and also as a way to connect it to Shabbat bec whenever Shabbat comes we're going to be reading Shir Hashirim which is part of Pesach.  So that's sort of the very ending of the end.

- You talk about customs.  Are there customs that you've done just a couple of times, some that you do all the time, that you think aren't usually done, that are a little dif about your own seders?  You mention passing the plate of matza over the head.

I don't think there's anything that we do that's unique to us or that we probably haven't gotten from other places.  There's one song that's like a madrigal song which Paula's family does which I've never done which I've never seen done anywhere, but it's a 5-piece harmony in English about matza and beytsa and it puts all the pieces of the seder together.  I've never seen that done anywhere but she and her family do that every year.  It's not a particularly religious thing but it's a custom that they put tog with their cantor when they were growing up which is kind of cool.  

In Dayenu we do 4 verses and then a chorus and then we have little words here and there where we make funny sounds which are from family when we were growing up and doing it.  One of the lines of Dayenu is about the manna and it says Haman so every time we sing it half the family yells boo.  There's a like that says hechnitzanu l'eretz yisrael and we always do the hechnitzanu as though we were sneezing.

[The one thing that Michael does which nobody else does, which actually isn't part of the seder, is he washes all the dishes when he comes home from services the next day because they don't use the dishwasher on the holiday or Shabbat.]

Michael called back to say: His father-in-law, Paula's father, plants 4-5 fake afikomens throughout the house, the kids find those - they think they've found the real afikomen.  He writes a poem for each child, and gives them that poem in return for the fake afikomen.  Everybody "wins"   He's been doing this since Paula was a little child.  Only he knows which is the fake afikomen, and which is the real one, maybe it's something with the napkin, or the size of the afikomen.  Michael has no idea how he does it, but it's really cute; it's something that Paula's family has done a long long time.
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