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“What if we want to put bread on the seder plate?” 
 
“Eh, no. There’s reinterpreting tradition, and then there’s slapping it in the face.” 
 
The exchange came in the middle of Hebrew class while talking about the upcoming Seder our group was to put 
together for the following week. Many laughed at our Hebrew teacher’s response to my program mate’s 
question (his response was a little bit more explicit and extreme than “slapping”), but an uneasy silence 
followed as the lesson continued. For me, this uneasy silence was filled with the following thoughts: Man, that 
question and the way it was asked was kind of offensive. No real context or explanation attached, had an air of 
disrespect and it seemed to intentionally ignore what I had grown to understand a Passover Seder to be: a 
retelling of some of my ancestors’ liberation from Egypt, where the symbols, story, and traditions connect you 
closer than any storytelling would.  
 
To put a symbol that goes directly against a pivotal symbol in the story, matzah, without much explanation of 
why seemed completely offensive to anyone seeking to use this symbol. 
 
I might also add to this stream that I myself don’t observe the Passover Seder strictly in the traditional sense. As 
a Jewish social justice/peace activist and educator, I tend to make a concerted effort to take this tradition’s 
symbols and lessons--almost all of which center around slavery, oppression, and liberation (in a phrase: social 
justice)--and connect them to current social justice issues affecting everyone and everything in the world around 
me: Jews, non-Jews, the environment, animals, systems of oppression, racism etc. The traditions and symbols of 
the Seder then are not just symbols. They are important for me to remind myself of the struggles that still keep 
people oppressed in our world, on the work that must be done, and on the spirit of this ancient story of 
liberation and social justice, all in the name of refocusing my own actions for the coming year. 
 
Given my complex and somewhat deeply personal internal process about traditions and symbols in this Jewish 
festival, I could only imagine what this uneasy silence held for my program mate, the six other people 
witnessing this conversation, and our Hebrew teacher. 
 
When the teacher left after the lesson, the rest of us sat down to dinner and our uneasy silence turned into a 
conversation about the exchange. Here are some snippets: 
 
“Did anyone feel disturbed by his comment about the bread? I felt like I was a little kid and he told us how to 
and how not to run a Seder.” 
 
“No; I felt he was saying that it’s a central tradition to this Seder and that while it can be reinterpreted, there are 
a couple of core traditions that, if violated or ignored, do take away from the message of Seder itself.” 
 
“Listen I think that that is exactly the problem for me. This whole Seder for me is problematic to participate in 
because of political reasons surrounding the Seder, but because I’m Jewish by lineage, I’m somehow obligated 
to do it. But it doesn’t represent me now and I don’t feel that I should keep to a tradition that doesn’t represent 
me. It may be a slap in the face to have bread at the Seder for him, but it’s a slap in the face for me to be at this 
Seder without a symbol to represent me, a guy who does not keep it.” 
 
This moment is where I remember thinking: ah, there is context and not just a disrespectful writing off of what 
is there. 
 
“I still think that doing that gets in the way of how other people would participate in the Seder.” 



 
“I think reinterpretation of these traditions is necessary at a Seder of ours so that it can fully represent everyone 
at this table.” 
 
“I think reinterpretation has a limit here.” 
 
“I think that having a limit to reinterpretation within this Seder is exclusive.” 
 
“I think we need to legitimately talk about this in a planning session.” 
 
The dinner conversation concluded without a resolution, and the conversation continued between two program 
mates who liked the bread idea and myself into a taxicab. What followed was a very heated argument, one 
where we all still don’t entirely know how or why it happened in the way it did, and one that is still not 
completely resolved. For me I left feeling as if I had insulted them for stating (more probably misstating, in my 
heated state) my viewpoint (I personally didn’t care whether or not bread would be on the table. At the same 
time, you have to know that this action might offend others at the table and because of that, there needs to be 
thought in the action). 
 
The exchange still probably represents a genuine rift in our relationship, one that I hope we can address at some 
point in the future. What it did do was give me a better sense of why this tradition was so difficult for him to 
choose to take time to participate in, and it made me think about what he wanted people to think about: your 
relationship as a Jew to the Seder that takes place in a land where the Jews’ ancient liberation into a Jewish state 
has come at a cost for others (Jewish and non-Jewish) in the area. 
 
~~ 
 
I won’t attempt to explain the reasons behind my friend’s difficulty with the tradition of a Seder, mostly 
because I knew I will get them wrong, and moreso because he did not consent for me to speak on behalf of him. 
I will say that one vital part about his issue lied in the end result being Israel, a place where Jews are to be fully 
liberated from oppression, and that if everyone looks very hard at the land of Israel now, this is not the case for 
some Jews. This is a shame that most of us acknowledge.  
 
What I have not seen acknowledged at Seders that I have been a part of, is the direct connection of liberation for 
non-Jewish minorities in the area. 
 
Like my last article, I’m not here to argue about political or problematic points with tradition in a Bulletin that 
is supposed to remain one where everyone can be welcomed and not estranged by its contents. I’m here to talk 
from my own place within this tradition. 
 
And so I do need to be honest from my own identity as a multiracial Jewish peace and social justice activist. I 
have had the privilege of being able to walk and talk with people from the full spectrum of all sides of the line 
here (including those Jordanians and Palestinians that live in Jordan) and I have the privilege with the current 
program I’m on to have a very vast lens. I’ve talked in very long form to settlers, Likudniks, Meretzniks, 
Palestinians and Arab Israelis from all across the spectrum, Rabbis for Human Rights, and rightist Knesset 
lobbyist groups. My intent with the following paragraph is thus not to convince, but to share what I’ve found 
from learning from the above. I welcome your response at the email listed below. 
 
The reality on the ground in Israel and the West Bank at this very moment is one where Israeli institutions and 
systems of power allow access to liberty and equality for people of this land in the following order (with minor 
exceptions): secular rich Ashkenazi Jews and any Israeli citizen living in the West Bank, less care for the poor 
and the religious, less for Sephardi, less for legal refugees and Arab Israelis, and least for Bedouins, West Bank 
Arabs/Palestinians, and asylum seekers (illegal refugees). Whether this is the result of a two-sided conflict, the 



interest of security, a hidden government agenda, the failure of the PA, or any of the other roots or causes 
people tend to reduce this fact down to, it is a fact that there are people in this land that are systematically 
oppressed like our ancestors by the government that rules this area, with a vast majority of these people in the 
lower rungs being a minority, or treated as such. When one sits down to a Seder here and talks about our 
minority’s liberation in relation to the ancient world and then the larger world as well (namely a minority which 
you are a part of), to ignore minority’s struggles currently around the corner in Israel--which is where the 
Exodus led and what we sing about in Dayeinu--is, in my view, ignoring the crucial connection between the 
ancient liberation of our people toward Israel and the life on the ground as it happens in Israel today. To not 
point to it frees one of taking responsibility as part of a liberated minority with an existing national entity for 
those that still need to be liberated, despite the barriers. 
 
The difficulty is amplified by the differences in perception between the ‘minority’ citizen and the ruling 
‘majority’ on the ground. For example, when you ask a person from a minority on the ground on either side of 
the green line, you find that the vast majority of them desire peace and security for everyone in the area, that 
many in the more ‘privileged’ positions of their respective minority are tirelessly working towards this goal 
against systems that are in place against them (even those women and men in Gaza), say nonviolence is the way 
to achieve any change, and blame the majority for not doing anything for them. On the other hand, you find the 
vast majority of people in the ‘majority’ or more privileged ruling parties say that they desire peace and security 
for a select group over another, that there are reasons why these minorities are where they are privilege-wise, 
and that physical security must be the number one priority for people in this land because of the omnipresent 
threat of violence. 
 
This is a land with which everyone instantly falls in love. But it is also one where a system creates roles for 
people to continue oppression or to continue to be oppressed. Everyone here has a good intention with their 
actions. However, I always ask the questions for whom, for what, and for how many. I derive my answers to 
these questions for the good of everyone who calls this home. I have found love for this land from its beauty, its 
rich history of human habitation, and its serving as a home to many different types of people today. My wish is 
for Jews and non-Jews to live in this land because of these factors.  
 
What I see now is not according to this wish and there is a lot of work that needs to be done to get even close to 
it. 
 
~~ 
 
Later that evening we received an email from our Hebrew teacher apologizing for his comment, and said that he 
wished for everyone at the Seder to have an equal voice and equal representation. He would be happy to take 
part in a Seder that included bread. 
 
But when we got down to organizing the Seder, bread didn’t end up appearing at the table and a real 
conversation around this issue of why the Seder is hard for some Jews at the table to take part in did not take 
place. This is something I still regret. The ordeal was not simply a reinterpretation of the text, a slap in the face 
of tradition, or a bid to be offensive. This was really about looking at a fellow Jew in the face and saying, “I 
accept you” on a day when you are supposed to accept everyone to your table, rich, poor, Jewish and non-
Jewish. He is part of my home community of Jews and I let him down. Maybe I can still make it up to him. 
Maybe I can’t. 
 
What did happen was a genuine exchange within the Seder about the troubles that face those people in the state 
of Israel today that face systematic and cultural oppression. It was important for us to address the elephants that 
sat on the corner of the streets of Jerusalem, one that many Israelis like to completely block out. At the same 
time, we didn’t only look at Israel’s faults: many different interpretations of the story according to the struggles 
for liberation of the oppressed worldwide, including in Arab countries, also appeared in full force. Our Seder 
plate had all the traditional elements, and included an orange, an olive, Miriam’s cup, and an “open space.” 



People at the table were Jewish and non-Jewish, political and apolitical, and interpreted the Seder from their 
respective vantage points. We made this process one that was productive and not cynical, one that gave credit to 
people on the ground and discredit to systems, and one that raised the social justice issues facing the ruling 
parties at the current moment. Even though it may not have completely appealed or represented everyone, 
everyone at the end of the evening broke down into nostalgic Jewish, non-Jewish, and peace-oriented songs 
(with guitar included). 
 
We say B’shanah Haba’ah B’irushalayim at the end of our Seders, a tradition that in its rawest sense is a wish to 
experience the Seder next year in a city holy to us. For us around the table, experiencing the Seder here meant 
that we had to acknowledge that the city is not yet holy and that our story is not yet complete as Jews and non-
Jews who are capable of understanding oppression through our people’s history. It was a reminder for 
inclusivity, for the injustice and oppression we see around us in the land of Israel and in the world as a whole, 
and for the work that still needs to be done for people everywhere to completely enjoy the true sense of 
liberation that we find in the pages of the Haggadah. 
 
It was a reminder that the story continues with us around the table, telling the stories and accounts of people 
here in Israel that need to be recognized as and treated according to who they are, and not how they seem to be 
by those who make the decisions on high. 
 
For me and the people around our Seder table, this was enough. 


