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Passover seder is a nearly 2,000-year-old tradition 

The book that describes the unique rituals and foods of the seder began to be written in 
the year 70; some Roman customs, Greek traditions were used for the celebration 

LESLIE PALMA-SIMONCEK, Religion Editor 
STATEN ISLAND ADVANCE, April 1, 2007 

 When Jewish families sit down for their Passover seder tomorrow night, they will 
be following a script written almost 2,000 years ago. 
 The celebration of the holiday that commemorates the Jews’ redemption from 
slavery in Egypt is thousands of years older than that, but the Haggadah, the book that 
describes the unique rituals and foods of the seder, began to be written — many believe 
— after the destruction of the Second Temple in Jerusalem in the year 70 of the Common 
Era. 
 And while it was the Romans who destroyed the Temple, some Roman customs 
— as well as some Greek traditions — were copied for the seder by the influential rabbis 
who wrote the Haggadah. 
 “They based the seder on a Roman banquet,” according to Rabbi Abraham Unger, 
spiritual leader of Congregation Ahavath Israel in Tottenville. 
 For example, custom calls for people to recline on chaise lounges or pillows 
during the seder, just as the Roman aristocracy did at their feasts. Modern Jews 
accomplish this by placing a pillow on the chair to the left, and leaning over. 
 



Re-enacting history 
 The rabbis wanted the seder to be more than a meal; they sought to make it an 
experience so that future generations would not only tell the story of the Exodus, but live 
it. 
 “You can almost see the rabbis thinking about what would be the best way to 
experience the Passover,” Rabbi Unger said. 
 So rather than just sitting down — or reclining — to share a big meal, the seder 
begins with foods that simulate the plight of the Hebrew nation, enslaved for hundreds of 
years in Egypt, and their flight for freedom that began when God killed the first-born son 
of every Egyptian family, but passed over Jewish homes that were marked with the blood 
of a sacrificial lamb. 
 Maror, or bitter herbs (usually horseradish) symbolizes the bitterness of slavery. 
A shank bone is a stand-in for the lamb that was sacrificed to spare the Jews. Karpas, a 
green vegetable (often parsley) is dipped in salt water to invoke the tears shed by the 
slaves. 
 Matzah, the most well-known of the Passover foods, recalls the mad dash for 
freedom, when there wasn’t time to wait for the bread to rise. Matzah is eaten in place of 
bread throughout the eight-day holiday. 
 Jews are commanded in the Bible to tell the story of the Exodus, so the seder is 
structured to include children in integral roles to ensure that they grow up reliving the 
experience and passing it on to their own children. 
 The actual story is told in response to four questions asked by children, the most 
famous being “Why is tonight different from all other nights?” The answer, “Because 
tonight we eat matzhah,” begins the tale. 
 The effort to pass down the Passover story certainly seems to be working, with 
statistics showing that 80 percent of Jews, from the unaffiliated to the most fervently 
Orthodox, observe the holiday. 
 

Changes to the script 
 While the Haggadah is carefully scripted, it has been modified over 2,000 years to 
incorporate customs unique to the far-flung communities where Jews have settled, and to 
reflect social changes. 
 The women’s seder began during the feminist movement in the 1960s and 1970s, 
when some Jewish women took a new look at their role in the rituals of Jewish life. 
 The first official women’s seder was organized in Manhattan in 1976. In 1998, 
Ezrat Nashim: The Staten Island Jewish Women’s Project introduced the women’s seder 
here. On Thursday, the Jewish Community Center of Staten Island held its first-ever 
women’s seder. 
 The interfaith seder also seems to have been born in the 1970s, as Christians 
began to take more interest in the historical, Jewish Jesus. 
 For the last four years, an interfaith seder at St. Teresa’s Catholic Church in 
Castleton Corners has drawn hundreds of people — Jews, Catholics and Protestants. A 
committee of Jewish and Christian clergy works for months to make sure the abridged 
Haggadah used at the seder is both inclusive and traditional. 
 A tasty deviation from the formal seder is the chocolate seder, popular on college 
campuses across the country. 



 Last Sunday, 21 people — including at least half a dozen Christians — attended a 
chocolate seder at Wagner College. The matzah was coated with chocolate. Chocolate-
covered pretzels stood in for the shank bone. Dark chocolate served as the bitter herbs. 
 The Passover traditions were explained by the campus Hillel group, with the 
occasional help of Rabbi Unger, the scholar-in-residence at Wagner. 
 “It’s just really great,” said Kim Karper, Hillel vice president, “that we have a 
really accepting campus that wants to learn.” 
 Leslie Palma-Simoncek is the religion editor for the Advance. She may be reached 
at palma@siadvance.com. 
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