
WHAT IS A SEDER?

How do you tell one of the greatest stories ever written—the story of a band of enslaved people 
who, after hundreds of years of degradation and devastation, are able to begin their long walk 
to dignity and freedom? The סדר/Seder was designed to hold that sacred story for generations, 
to ensure that we always remember the miracle of our liberation and the possibility of redemption 
to come. 

Seder means order, and that’s because there is a specific order of activities, sayings, blessings, 
stories and (of course) eating that we move through during the meal. One of the great Jewish 
teachers, Rashi, created a 15-step mnemonic to help us remember the order of events at the Seder. 
This is printed in most Haggadot. 

The “order” of the Seder is as follows:

One way to keep track of where you are in the Seder is with a song. The intention is that these 
steps create a scaffolding to hold our sacred story, and pass it on to our children and our 
children’s children. 

So now let’s go through the list, in order, and explain the meaning and symbolism of each part of 
our meal.

1. KADESH 
2. URḤATZ 
3. KARPAS 
4. YAḤATZ 
5. MAGGID 

6. RAḤTZAH 
7. MOTZI 
8. MATZAH 
9. MAROR 
10. KOREḤ 

11. SHULḤAN OREḤ 
12. TZAFUN 
13. BAREḤ 
14. HALLEL 
15. NIRTZAH 



KADESH (קדש): 
The recitation of Kiddush, the sanctifying blessing
We say a Kiddush every Shabbat, but this one is special for Passover. It mentions 
Matzah, and leaving Egypt, and concludes with the blessings for festivals. This will also 
count as the first of our four cups of wine.

If possible, each person’s glass is filled by someone else, in order to give everyone the 
royal feeling of being taken care of. 

After Kiddush we add a “Sheheḥiyanu” blessing. This blessing is said whenever we are 
embarking on a new experience, simply expressing our gratitude at having lived to 
experience the moment. 

Drink the first cup of wine leaning to your left side. The leaning is also supposed to 
make us feel like royalty, luxuriating on a couch while being fed grapes and fanned.

Question: Why are we calling on the symbols of royalty? Why did our Rabbis envision 
the opposite of slavery to be royalty rather than simply freedom?

URḤATZ (ורחץ): 
Hand-washing, Part 1
During a festive meal—on Shabbat and other holidays—we generally follow the Kiddush 
with a ritual hand-washing. But this is usually done in preparation to break bread. Here 
we also have a hand washing before eating a vegetable, which all comes before we ever 
get to the bread (matzah).

Why such an odd deviation from practice? The most common answer is that it is odd 
precisely so it will look odd, and thereby provoke questions. And the prompting of 
questions, especially among children, is a major objective of the evening. Our Rabbis 
understand that curiosity is the beginning of knowledge and learning—so we’ll do all 
sorts of strange things tonight that will evoke that kind of questioning. 

But since this is an extra, symbolic handwashing, we do not say a blessing with it at 
this time. 



KARPAS (כרפס): 
The vegetable appetizer
What does karpas even mean? Nobody knows for sure. But it refers to the vegetable 
we eat as a kind of appetizer to our meal. The most common vegetables used are 
parsley or celery although some use other veggies, such as potatoes, or even raw 
onions. 

The vegetable symbolizes the coming of spring, which brings new life and new hope, 
and was the season of the Passover liberation. We generally use a non-bitter vegetable 
for karpas, to distinguish it from the bitter herbs we will use later. Some Sephardim will 
dip their vegetables in vinegar, while it’s Ashkenazi tradition to dip in salt water, 
symbolizing the tears our ancestors shed in slavery. In this way, positive symbols are 
being commingled with negative ones, much like in a Jewish wedding, where a glass is 
broken to remember the destruction of the Temple even during the happiest of occasions.

Some have explained the dipping of the karpas to symbolize Joseph’s tunic being 
dipped into blood by his brothers, as they covered up their crime of selling him into 
slavery in Egypt. The dipping of the karpas is therefore done at the beginning of the 
Seder, just as Joseph’s tunic being dipped in blood began the long process of the 
descent of our ancestors into Egypt. 

YAḤATZ (יחץ): 
(lit, ‘halve’) breaking the middle matzah
At least three matzot sit on the Seder Plate. The middle matzah is broken into two. 
The larger piece is hidden, to be used later as the Afikomen, the dessert after the meal. 
The smaller piece is returned to its place between the other two matzot. 

Why do we break the middle matzah? Explanations abound, but one way to think of 
it is that matzah mysteriously and powerfully holds two totally different symbolic 
meanings: it is both the bread of affliction, and the symbol of our liberation. The 
brokenness is a reflection of the duality of this symbol, and the notion that we all hold 
complexities—we are both bound and free, broken and whole. 



MAGGID (מגיד): 
Telling the story
This is really the most important part of the Seder, whose primary purpose is to tell 
the story of the Exodus. The Torah commands us to tell this story to our children, 
generation to generation: “And you shall tell your child on that day as follows: ‘Because 
of this, God did for me by taking me out of Egypt” (Exodus 13:8).

But the text in the haggadah is surely not the clearest or most straightforward way to 
tell the story. Like so much else in the Seder, it is laid out in an intentionally confusing 
way, in order to provoke questions. So DO NOT get bogged down in reading all the 
text itself, or you’ll risk missing the whole point of the Seder—which is to tell the story 
of the journey of our ancestors from enslavement to liberation. At this point, you can 
pour your second cup of wine. (Or, if someone else is there, pour for each other.) 

Here are the most famous parts of the Maggid section:

Ha Laḥma Anya: “This is the bread of affliction! Let all who are hungry, come and eat.” We take 
very seriously the call to invite guests to our Seder table and share our abundance, because we 
know well what it means to lack even the basic necessities of food and shelter. It is our honor 
to share our blessings with those in need today. 

The Four Questions: Traditionally recited by the youngest person who can read, and often the 
sweetest moment of the Seder. The four questions remind us that core to this experience is 
asking, challenging, wondering, interpreting and extrapolating. Because our story is not a one- 
time event, but rather a paradigm for redemption, experienced again and again in every generation. 

V’hi Sh’amda: An affirmation that though we have been persecuted in every generation, we have 
survived as a people because the Holy One promised protection to our ancestors.

The Plagues: We spill a drop of wine with the mention of each of the ten plagues that the Egyptians 
endured, because though they oppressed us, we never revel in someone else’s suffering. 

Dayeinu: always a crowd-pleaser, this song reminds us that the wonder of this story is not found 
in one big event, but in the many things that came together to realize our redemption. It also 
reminds us of the spiritual value in finding gratitude, even when you don’t have everything you 
want or need. 

Pesaḥ, Matzah, and Maror: an explanation of the three most important symbols of the Seder. In 
the Talmud, Rabban Gamliel taught that if we do not explain these three things, we have not 
fulfilled the obligation of the Seder. At their essence, the pesah commemorates the miracle of the 
Holy One passing over our homes the night of the final plague in Egypt. The matzah is the symbol 
of our redemption, and the maror symbolizes the bitterness that our ancestors experienced in 
slavery in Egypt. 

The Maggid section concludes with the second cup of wine. This gives the feeling, just before the 
meal begins, that this whole section has really been like one long Kiddush. (Remember to lean to 
the left!)



RAḤTZAH (רחצה): 
Hand-washing, Part 2
Here is the regular hand-washing for bread (matzah), just like we do on Shabbat. 
However, there is a custom that we bring water to the table, so that—again—we 
feel like we’re being treated like kings and queens. 

MOTZI & MATZAH (מוציא/מצה): 
The blessings over the matzah
Now we say two blessings in a row: the regular one for bread (ha-motzi), but also 
a separate one for the commandment to eat matzah.

For the first blessing, pick up all three matzot, and say:
       Blessed are You… Who brings forth bread from the earth.

Then put down the bottom one, and say the second blessing with the top and the 
middle (broken) matzah:
       Blessed are You… who has commanded us to eat matzah.

The tradition is to eat at least an egg-sized amount of matzah. But who wouldn’t want 
more than that? Delicious!

In the days of the Temple in Jerusalem, a third blessing would be said at this point: 
       Blessed are You… Who has commanded us to eat the Paschal sacrifice.

MAROR (מרור): 
The bitter herb
Maror refers to the bitter herbs that we eat at the Passover Seder. The word derives 
from the Hebrew word for bitter—mar. The maror symbolizes the bitterness of slavery 
in Egypt: “And they embittered (v’yimareru) their lives with hard labor, with mortar and 
bricks and with all manner of labor in the field…” (Exodus 1:14).

The most commonly used vegetables for maror are horseradish and romaine lettuce. 
We dip the maror into ḥaroset—a mixture that symbolizes the mortar the Israelites used 
to build cities for Pharaoh.

The tradition is to eat an olive-sided amount of maror, and to make it as bitter as you 
can possibly take—so much so that you shed a tear, if possible.



KOREH (כורך): 
The Hillel sandwich 
The matzah and maror are combined into a little sandwich and eaten together. This 
follows the tradition of Hillel (the other Hillel!), who did the same at his Seder 2000 
years ago. (Note that in Hillel’s day, they ate the Paschal sacrifice in this sandwich as 
well, in an attempt to literally fulfill the words of the verse in Exodus 12:8: “They shall 
eat the meat that night, roasted over fire—with matzah and maror shall they eat it. 

SHULḤAN OREḤ (שולחן עורך): 
The meal 
The second-most important part of the Seder. Let’s eat!

We try to finish by midnight, so that we can eat the afikomen by then, just as the 
Paschal sacrifice was eaten before midnight during the days of the Temple in Jerusalem. 
(So be careful if you go to the Brous-Light-Rake seder, which finishes at 2am!)

TZAFUN (צפון): 
(lit, ‘hidden’) the afikomen
The afikomen, which was hidden earlier in the Seder, is traditionally the last morsel of 
food eaten by the Seder participants. The kids run to go look for it, and the one who 
finds it is often given a reward. (In some homes, the custom is for the kids to steal the 
afikomen early on, and hold it for ransom before giving it back to the adults so they can 
complete their meal.)

Each guest receives an olive-sized piece of matzah to be eaten as their afikomen. If 
there are many people at the table, you can supplement pieces of the original afikomen 
with other pieces of matzah.

After eating the afikomen, traditionally, no other food is eaten for the rest of the night. 
But don’t worry, there are still two cups of wine to drink…



BAREḤ (ברך): 
Birkat Hamazon, the blessing after the meal 
A third cup of wine is filled, and Birkat Hamazon is recited, with special additions 
for Passover. 

Then: the third cup of wine. And we fill the fourth cup, and open the door for Elijah the 
Prophet to come in. Legend has it that Elijah the Prophet visits each home on Seder 
night, as a foreshadowing of his future arrival, when he’ll announce the beginning of a 
time of redemption and the creation of a world of love and justice for all.

HALLEL (הלל): 
The song of praise
Now we pour our fourth and final cup of wine.

Hallel gives us a chance to express gratitude to God for all the miracles and wonders 
we have experienced. The Passover Seder Hallel is unusual in several ways: 1) This is 
the only time we recite Hallel at night. 2) This Hallel is broken up, with parts sung in the 
maggid section before the meal. 3) This is also a longer version of Hallel than we usually 
say—because why wouldn’t we want this meal to be longer? 4) Hallel is usually recited 
while standing, but we recite this Hallel while seated at the table.

NIRTZAH (נרצה):
Conclusion
The Seder is concluded with the phrase, “L’Shana Ha’ba b’Yerushalayim—Next year in 
Jerusalem!” This is said even in Jerusalem, because it expresses a hope that redemption 
will come and we will all be in Jerusalem, living together in peace, next year. 

This is a good time for everyone to express their wishes and hopes for the coming year.

And then, we spend the rest of the night— even until the break of dawn in some 
homes!— singing Passover songs like, ‘Ḥad Gadya,’ or ‘Eḥad—Mi Yodea.’ Rabbi Brous and 
Hazzan Hillel insist that this is the best part of the Seder, but Rabbi Kasher is tired at 
this point, after four cups of wine, and ready to go to sleep.


