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HELPFUL TIPS FOR THE SEDER AND PASSOVER 
March 2021 / Nisan 5781 (Updated from 2020/5780) 
Prepared by Rabbi Dennis C. Sasso, Indianapolis, Indiana 

 
As we prepare to observe our second Passover festival during the pandemic, I’m pleased 

to share with you an updated version of last year’s “Helpful Hints for the Seder”.   Even as our 
biblical ancestors observed the first Pesach in “lock down” as protection from the raging plagues, 
and then were freed, so may we experience healing, liberation, and reunion in the near future.  
Even though, because of the unfolding vaccination program, many will feel freer to gather for 
celebration, we urge caution and observance of appropriate PPE and social distancing guidance.  
The first Passover is referred to in the Torah as Leil Shimurim, a “Night of Vigil.”  Let us celebrate 
with hopeful vigilance. 
 

May these Guidelines help you find meaning and joyous satisfaction in this year’s Passover 
observance.  Next year, redeemed.... 
 
I. Preparations 
 

1) Do what you can.  Don’t feel badly or guilty about not doing or keeping everything in your 
customary way.  Adjustments to the observance of Passover have been considered 
(allowed) through Jewish history.  Keep it familiar, but feel free to improvise.   
 

2) Remember, Passover is the “Festival of Liberation,” not of bondage or oppression.  We are 
living through (hopefully the end stages of) a certain experience of bondage.  Let us find 
liberating ways of coping with and responding to it. 

 
3) While we have been doing a lot of cleaning and disinfecting this past year, what works for 

you in doing away with Hametz.  Make a contribution to the needy or a food Bank: 
Popsie’s, Gleaners, Maurer Feed the Hungry Fund. 
 

4) Search and Biur - Because, this year, Passover (first Seder) begins on Saturday night, it is 
customary to perform the “search” for Hametz on Thursday evening, and do the “Biur” or 
“burning of the leftover Hametz” on Friday morning (you set aside the Hametz that you 
will still use for Shabbat).  Consult a Haggadah for this lovely and memorable opportunity 
for children.  Whether or not you perform the ritual, you may want to consider:  What is it 
of last year’s accumulation of events, experiences, memories that you want to give up as 
we enter this festival of Spring and freedom?  What do you carry with you as you seek “to 
rise” to a new level of possibilities and opportunities? 

 
5) Keep your Seder EASY and ENJOYABLE.  Remember, “legumes” (kitniot), which Sephardi 

Jews have always eaten during the festival, are now considered kosher for Passover for 
Ashkenazim as well.  Follow your most comfortable practice. 

 
6) Hopefully, this will be our last social distance Seder.  If you want to connect with family 

and don’t have Facebook, Zoom or other social media skills, you may consider just putting 
a phone on the table.  Wish each other love and Gut Yomtov, Hag Samech, Happy 
Passover!  Raise your first cup of wine, and move on, on line or separately.   
 
And remember, Wash hands!!!  It’s an old Jewish practice!  Gotta hand it to us! 
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II. SUGGESTED ORDER FOR A BRIEF SEDER - you decide what works for you. 
There are 14 steps to the traditional Seder: 
 
First, we welcome the Festival with CANDLEBLESSING (“...shel Yom Tov”) 
  

1) KIDDUSH - short or full.  Add Havdalah passage (as Seder is Saturday evening this year – 
no braided candle and spices).  End with and Sheheheyanu. 

 
2) R’HATS - wash hands (no blessing) 

 
3) KARPAS - Green springs (parsley dipped in salt water). 

                Spring and tears; Uncertainty tempered by hope.   Make a wish. 
                 

4) YAHATZ - Divide the Middle Matza.  Matza is the bread of “affliction” our ancestors ate 
during their journey from bondage to freedom.  Lots of opportunity for reflection here.  Talk 
about brokenness and wholeness. 
 
Funny how the Matza never breaks along a straight line, despite those little holes!  Life 
seldom follows a straight path! 
Save a piece for later (Afikoman).   

 
5) MAGGID - Tell the story.   

Read your favorite passages from the Haggadah, or weave your own story reflecting on 
this past years’ experience.  Don’t hesitate to be inventive.  You are invited to read yourself 
into the Passover narrative. 

 
- THE FOUR QUESTIONS:  What questions do you bring to this year’s Seder?  Why 
is this Passover/Pesach/ Seder different from previous ones?   
 
Note:  The opening words, “Ma Nistanah” are not so much a question:   
“WHY is this night…?” but, an exclamation:  “HOW different is this night…!” 
Think of the Ma Nistanah both as a question and as an exclamation.  What different 
responses might you offer? 
 
-Who are the FOUR SONS or DAUGHTERS (“Personality types”) of this year’s Seder:   
Hacham, the wise;  
Rasha, the irreverent;  
Tam, the simple minded;  
Sheino yodea Lish’ol, the one who doesn’t even realize what is going on! 
Think of current examples (respectfully, of course) of different representatives of 
each personality type. 
 
-THE PLAGUES:  Time to talk about the pandemic!  What have we felt, learned? 
What lessons do we carry into the future?  What does “darkness” mean in this 
context?  Diminish your cup for all the suffering and losses. 
 
- Note:  Conversation topic:  Our biblical and pre-modern ancestors understood 
plagues and illness as “divine punishment” or “test.”  Modern science teaches us 
otherwise.  How has our understanding of the universe evolved, scientifically and 
religiously?  How can science and religion work cooperatively, one searching for and 
providing the “cure;” the other, sustaining us in the process of “healing.”  Mordecai 
Kaplan commented that “medicine can provide us with health; religion helps us 
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know what to do with it.”  Or, in Einstein’s famous words:  “Science without religion 
is lame; religion without science is blind.”  How do medicine and science, on the 
one hand, and religion and faith communities on the other, help us to deal and 
cope with illness and adversity.   
 
 - Suggestion:  add TEN HOPES to the TEN PLAGUES – what is the first thing you 
would like to do after social distancing is over?  What are today’s plagues? 
 
Miriam’s Cup – the cup is filled with water.  We pour a few drips in our own glass.  
As Miriam’s well followed the Israelites through the desert, so this water is what 
sustains us until we reach redemption.  What has helped you get through this year? 
 
- DAYYENU – A Song of Thanks.  “Dayyenu” (“it would have been enough”) is not, 
as many think, a song of complaint.  It is rather a litany of gratitude for freedom, 
Torah, Shabbat, and the many gifts that, despite adversity, make our Jewish and 
human lives meaningful.   
 
Compose your own Dayyenu.  What would have been enough to make our lives feel 
blessed? 
 
-THE THREE SYMBOLS:   
Pesach Sacrifice (Lamb Shank - or substitute); but for vegetarian option 
Matzah (Bread of poverty, of the “pressed down”);  
Maror (bitter herbs).  
Offer your own reflections and interpretations of these symbols. 
 
And what about that Orange?  It began as a symbol of inclusion.  It is a reminder 
that many segments are required to form a beautiful whole.   
 
- HALLEL- Psalms of praise.  Offer a little praise and gratitude for those around the 
table and/or others who are helping us through this: responsible government 
officials,  police, fire workers, military, medical providers, teachers, religious and 
civic leaders and volunteers,  and others. 
 
- 2nd Cup: raise a cup of wine or other libation.  Offer a blessing; say “L’chayyim;” 
make a toast! 
 

6) WASH AGAIN:  This time with blessing: ... “Al netilat yadaim” - Remember the psalm:  
“Clean hands and pure heart!” 
 

7) TWO BLESSINGS:  HAMOTZI AND AL ACHILAT MATZA.   
Hamotzi is the regular pre-meal blessing.  Al chilat Matza is said only at the Seder, 
not during the rest of the days of the holiday. We are grateful for both, life’s 
“ongoing” and “special” nourishing opportunities. 

8) MAROR:  Dip bitter herbs in sweet Haroset.  Say blessing, “al achilat maror”.   
What has sweetened your experience during the bitterness of the last months?  

  
9) KORECH - we follow Hillel’s example and make a little sandwich of Matza, Maror 

(he would add a piece of lamb), a touch of haroset, and enjoy!  No blessing.  A 
little gustatory transition to the main meal. 

 
10)  EAT -  B’te’avon!  Enjoy.  
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11)  TZAFUN - Find the “hidden matza” – What is the hidden freedom we are “looking for” on this 

festival of liberation? 
 

12)  BAREKH - the blessing after meal, ending with third cup of wine. 
Time to express gratitude for the Godly and human processes that bring us healing  and 
nourishment, and to commit to help those in need of sustenance. 

 
- CUPS OF ELIJAH and MIRIAM - sing Eliyahu Hanavi.  The Cup of Elijah (fruit of 
the vine) symbolizes the joy of redemption.  Talk about sustenance, persistence, 
hope, fulfillment.  
 
- Note:  When you welcome Elijah don’t be over exuberant with hugs and kisses.  
Make sure he washes his hands and stays six feet apart from you.  Remember, he 
has been visiting a lot of other homes as well! 
 
Exchange hopes for a world redeemed.  What are you looking forward to doing 
after the pandemic?  Hope for a better future has sustained Israel through difficult 
times.  How will we help to bring Tikkun Olam, repair of the fabric of our 
communities and the world....? 
 

13)  HALLEL – Psalms and songs.   
Some favorites: Adir Hu, Echad mi Yodea, Had Gadya, Bendigamos….  Add your own 
favorites; invite children to sing fun songs they have learned; include modern songs:  
“We shall overcome”; “Tefilat Haderekh”, (Debbie Friedman) etc.  What do the numbers 
“one to thirteen” (Ehad Mi Yodea) mean to you in the present context? 

 
- Note: It is customary to count the Omer as we begin the seven week transition 
from the Festival of Freedom (“from” oppression) towards Shavuot, the Festival of 
Revelation (freedom “to” be ourselves through Torah).  It is a journey.  Hopefully 
we may yet celebrate Shavuot, the festival of the giving of the Ten 
Commandments, face to face, and “Take Two Tablets!” 

 
14)  NIRTZAH – Closing meditation 

 Fourth cup of Wine and conclusion of the Seder.  
 L’shanah Haba’ah....  Next year with Jerusalem at peace, the world redeemed, restored 
and all celebrating together in health and joy with family and friends! 

 
HAG SAMEACH!  Mo’adim L’simcha! Gut Yontiff! 
 
 


