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A Passover Toast to a Rabbi Known for Social Activism, And for Kosher Coca-Cola

By Samuel G. Freedman
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Rabbi Tuvia Geffen, of blessed memory, was born in Lithuania in 1870 and educated in the renowned Slobodka yeshiva. In the wake of a pogrom, he immigrated to New York in 1903, and seven years later he moved to Atlanta to become the rabbi of Shearith Israel, a tiny and struggling Orthodox congregation meeting in the battered remnant of a Methodist church.


During his early decades at Shearith Israel, Rabbi Geffen established Atlanta’s first Hebrew school and oversaw its ritual bath. He stood by Leo Frank, the Jewish man falsely accused of murdering a young Christian girl, and after Frank’s lynching in 1915, the rabbi urged his congregants not to flee the South in fear.


At Passover in 1925, he spoke eloquently and presciently against Congress for passing immigration restrictions that “have slammed shut the gates of the country before the wanderers, the strangers, and those who walk in darkness from place to place.” As early as 1933, he warned about the Nazi regime in Germany. Long before feminism, he advocated for Orthodox women who were being denied religious divorce decrees by vindictive husbands.


But all those achievements are not why we invoke the name and memory of Rabbi Geffen today, more than 40 years after his death. No, we come to honor his least likely yet most enduring contribution to the Jewish people and his adopted nation: kosher-for-Passover Coca-Cola.


Yes, observant Jews of today, searching supermarket counters for those bottles with the telltale yellow cap bearing the Orthodox Union’s certification, and yes, Coke die-hards of any or no religion who seek out those same bottles for the throwback flavor of cane-sugar Coke, you owe it all to Rabbi Tuvia Geffen.


He of the long beard and wire-rim glasses and Yiddish-inflected English, a man by all outward appearances belonging to the Old World, he was the person who by geographical coincidence and unexpected perspicacity adapted Coca-Cola’s secret formula to make the iconic soft drink kosher in one version for Passover and in another for the rest of the year. To this day, his 1935 rabbinical ruling, known in Hebrew as a teshuva, remains the standard.


That ruling, in turn, did much more than solve a dietary problem. A generation after Frank’s lynching, a decade after Congress barred the Golden Door, amid the early stages of Hitler’s genocide, kosher Coke formed a powerful symbol of American Jewry’s place in the mainstream.


“Rabbi Geffen really got the importance of it,” said Marcie Cohen Ferris, a professor of American studies at the University of North Carolina, who specializes in Jewish life in the South. “You couldn’t live in any better place than the South to get it. To not drink Coca-Cola was certainly to be considered un-American.”


Or look at the interplay of Jews and America from another angle. Rabbi Geffen’s solution to the Coke problem was not to forget the kosher rules and melt into the melting pot. But neither was it to decry the spiritual pollution of modernity in the form of a fizzy drink. A half-century before the era of cultural pluralism, his answer was to have the majority address the distinct needs of a minority.


As a contemporary Orthodox rabbi, Adam Mintz, has written in an essay on Geffen and Coke: “Struggling to find their place in a land that was often hostile to their religion, American Jews respected and appreciated rabbis who sought to include them within the Orthodox camp rather than simply condemn them as sinners. Of course his approach would not have been possible had he not felt confident in his powers of persuasion.”


We can safely say, however, that this issue chose Rabbi Geffen rather than the other way around. As early as 1925, as the Orthodox authority in Coke’s home city, he was receiving inquiries from other rabbis about the drink’s kosher status. A few other rabbis had already given certification, without knowing the secret formula. And multitudes of American Jews were drinking Coke regardless.


“Because it has become an insurmountable problem to induce the great majority of Jews to refrain from partaking of this drink,” Rabbi Geffen wrote in his teshuva, “I have tried earnestly to find a method of permitting its usage. With the help of G-d, I have been able to uncover a pragmatic solution.”


Putting aside G-d’s props for a moment, we should note that Rabbi Geffen had some significant earthly help in the person of Harold Hirsch, a Jewish Atlantan who was Coca-Cola’s corporate lawyer. Through Hirsch, Rabbi Geffen was permitted to enter that industry’s Holy of Holies and receive Coke’s secret formula.


With it, the rabbi was able to identify the elements that rendered Coke non-kosher during the bulk of the year (oil of glycerine derived from beef tallow) and specifically during Passover (a corn derivative). Hiding the exact ingredients behind Hebrew euphemisms in his teshuva, Rabbi Geffen explained the needed corrections. Glycerine could be replaced by coconut or cottonseed oils, and the corn derivative by cane or beet sugars.


Kosher-for-Passover Coke is now produced under rabbinic supervision at bottling plants serving Jewish population centers in New York, Florida, Southern California and Houston, among other areas. A number of other major brands have followed Coke into the Passover market: Dannon, Lipton, Pepsi and Tropicana. There are tequila and blintzes made without forbidden grains.


“It used to be that for Pesach you were limited to matza and hard-boiled eggs,” said Rabbi Menachem Genack, the head of the Orthodox Union’s kosher-certification program. “Now, I’ve got to tell you, I love those cheese blintzes.”


And, whether devout or debauched, Coke fans anticipate Passover for their own cultish reason: the usual sweetener, high-fructose corn syrup, is replaced by cane or beet sugar.


Moshe Feder, an editor of science-fiction and fantasy books, traveled to six supermarkets from his home in Queens before finding four two-liter bottles of Passover Coke. The subject of his quest happened to come up at a seder the other night. The host, a Jewish man, had never heard about the difference between Coke and Passover Coke. But two Roman Catholic guests, Mr. Feder reported, “knew all about it.”


Rabbi Geffen, of blessed memory, who’d have guessed you were so ecumenical?

Reprinted from The New York Times. A version of this article appears in print on April 23, 2011, on Page A15 of the New York edition with the headline: A Toast to a Kosher-Product Innovator. Order Reprints| Today's Paper|Subscribe
They Never Made it to

Their Family’s Seder...

By Yochanan Butman
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It was the morning before Passover, 2016, and preparations were in high gear. The G. family, residents of a small town in Israel’s north, planned to spend the holiday with relatives in Modiin, a city located between Jerusalemand Tel Aviv.


Helped by her oldest son, Mrs. G. bustled around theTraffic crawled along at a snail's pace kitchen, cooking up a storm for the extended family who would be joining them in Modiin. They would be 35 people in total.


Meanwhile, Mr. G. piled the rest of the children into the car and set out to Modiin with the family’s luggage in the trunk, under the children’s feet, and anywhere else it would fit.


It was already late in the afternoon when the cooking was finished, and mother and son finally left for Modiin in the family’s second vehicle.


To their consternation, there had been an accident on the road, and traffic crawled along at a snail’s pace. The sun was about to set, and they were still almost 100 kilometers away from their destination. With no choice, they pulled off the road and entered the nearest city, which happened to be Hadera, a city that hugs Israel’s Mediterranean coast.


At first they considered spending the holiday camped out in their car. Even if they were alone, they had plenty to eat. But they soon realized that such a plan would be impractical.


Instead they decided to see if they could find a family who would be able to host them for the holiday.


“Excuse me,” said Mrs. G to a boy sitting in the courtyard of a nearby building. “Is there a family in this building that is celebrating this Passover in the traditional way?”


Sure enough, the boy indicated that there was such a family who lived on the first floor of the complex, the D. family.


Mrs. G. knocked on the door with her heart in her throat, hoping that she and her son would at least have a place to sleep for the holiday.


“Hi,” she said nervously to the woman who opened the door with a surprised look on her face. “My son and I got stuck in traffic and it’s almost Passover. Would you perhaps be able to put us up for the holiday?”


“Um ... sure ... I guess so ... I mean, let me ask my husband,” replied Mrs. D., and then disappeared down the hall.


Moments later she returned to say, “You’re welcome to come stay with us. It will be a bit tight, but we’ll be happy to have you. I just need to warn you that our family is on a very strict vegetarian diet, so you may find our food somewhat different from what you are used to.”


“Food?” exclaimed Mrs. G. “I have enough food in the car to feed 35 people. Come, let me bring the pans inside, so we can at least get them into the refrigerator before everything spoils in the car.”


The D. Family watched in amazement as a seemingly endless parade of fish, meat, salad and chicken soup made its way into their humble home.


After the soup had been placed on the stove, the pans stacked on the hot plate, and the holiday candles lit, the women began chatting.


“I want you to know,” revealed Mrs. D., “that a miracle just took place in our home.


“I wasn’t exactly truthful before. We aren’t really vegetarians. We’re just very poor. My husband and I have both been out of work for some time, and we are under tremendous financial pressure. In order to explain to the kids why pita and hummus has become our meal for breakfast, lunch and supper, we decided to tell them that we were experimenting with a new vegetarian diet.


“We have nothing at all for Passover, and we’re not the kind to stick our hands out and beg. We decided to have our Seder over at Chabad, where we knew we would not be expected to give a donation, but we had no idea what we would do for the rest of the holiday.


“As the days passed, and the pantry remained stubbornly bare, I asked my husband, ‘What will we do for Passover?’ He looked at me G‑d sent you with a car full of delicious Passover food calmly and just said, ‘Don’t worry, G‑d can help us within the blink of an eye.’ I cannot say that I was comforted, but what choice did I have?


“This morning I asked him again, and he just said that he had faith in G‑d and that he was sure that everything would work out.


“This afternoon, I broke down crying. ‘Even if we miraculously get ingredients, there’s not even enough time to cook them,’ I sobbed in the safety of our room, where the children would not see me. ‘If G‑d wants to send us Passover food—and I am sure He will—he can make sure it is cooked and warm,’ was his response. On one hand, I was touched by his faith, but it was also maddening. Was he making fun of me, or was he just naive?


“Now just minutes before candle-lighting, G‑d sent you with a car full of delicious Passover food, enough for us to celebrate just like we had in years past.”

Postscript: This story—which was told by Rabbi Yochanan Butman of Chabad of Hadera—did not end there. Mrs. G. made it her personal business to discreetly help the D. family, and they’ve made substantial progress on the road to financial stability.
Reprinted from the Pesach website of Chabad.Org

Another Angle to Pesach

By Rabbi Moshe Meir Weiss
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Preparations bombard us as we head towards Pesach.  Scouring the house to eradicate chometz, taking down the dishes, selling the chometz to the Rav, buying dresses and suits for the family; these all converge upon us at the same time.  However, another aspect of Pesach preparation is also greatly important, yet we give it only fleeting attention at best.  I refer to the mitzvah of Kimcha D’pischa, better known as Maos Chittin, providing matzah (and food) for the needy on Pesach.


The Sefer Hatodaah relates that on Motzei Shabbos Parshas HaChodesh (the Shabbos when we bentch Rosh Chodesh Nissin), the Rav and the City Council met to divide all of the inhabitants of the town into two categories: those who can give and those who need to receive.  (Even Talmidei Chachomim were required to give to this mitzvah although the Gemora in Baba Basra teaches that sages are exempt from most taxes.)


 On the very next day, they themselves went out to collect from the first group.  Anytime a well-to-do person would shirk his duty saying, for example, “I’m tight,” or, “I’m all given out currently,” they would sternly reply that if he wouldn’t give, he would be placed on the list to receive.  From embarrassment, he would give.


The Sefer Hatodaah continues that this is not regular tzedaka, for tzedaka is a normal requirement throughout the year.  Rather, he explains, we are ensuring that when we say to our families at the Seder table, “Kol dichfin yeisei v’yeichol – All who are hungry, let them come and eat,” the statement should not be a falsehood. 


Furthermore, Pesach is the holiday of freedom and redemption.  When we celebrate that we are a kingdom of priestly people, we behave at the Seder with a royal air.  However, we cannot feel completely royal and free if our neighbors suffer from need and want.


One might wonder why there is so much emphasis on Kimcha D’pischa, Flour for Pesach.  Furthermore, why is it called Maos Chittin, Money for Wheat?  Why don’t we say ‘Money for Pesach’?  After all, there are many other needs during this time of year like wine, meat, and other elegant items for the Seder Table.  I believe the name ‘Maos Chittin – Money for Wheat’ stems from an event dating back to the time the first matzah was baked.  This was when the Angels came to visit Abraham’s house.


Remember!  Avraham said to Sarah, “Lushi v’asi ugos – Knead and bake wafers.”  The Sefer Tamei Minhogim queries why it was necessary to tell the ninety year-old, model balebustah, Sarah, to knead bread.  Naturally, she was already well versed in this.  But in this instance, Avraham was saying knead it consistently “L’sheim Matzas Mitzvahs!” so that it wouldn’t become chometz, for the Angels came on the first day of Pesach.


This is the source of using three matzos on the night of Pesach.  The Tzadik of Zhititchov asks, “Why is it that everything is four,” i.e., four parshios in tefillin, four tzitzis, four species of lulav, four questions, four kosos (cups) of wine, but only three Matzas?


His Rebbe cleverly answered that when the middle matzah is broken, there are four here also.  But why do we start with three?  The reason is because of the three soh, a Biblical dry measure, of flour that Sarah Imenu prepared for the Angels.  And when we think about it in this light, we realize that the very first matzos were specially baked to be given to the needy!


The Medrash says that when Avraham was preparing the cattle to feed to the Angels, one separated from the herd and bolted.  Miraculously, it sprinted all the way to the Moras HaMachpelah which, at this very moment, was revealed to Avraham as his final resting place.  One must wonder why Hashem chose this very busy instant to show Avraham his burial plot.  In the preceding hours he had broken off Hashem’s convalescence visit, and left the three hungry Angels waiting at his home to be served their meal.


Is this the proper time to inspect a future-resting place?  I believe that Hashem was connecting themes, teaching Avraham (and us) that what we serve to guests, and give to others, is exactly what we are able to take with us to our graves.  Perhaps this is one of the allusions to why we wear the kittel, our future shroud, on Pesach night.


Many people do not realize that on Pesach, we are judged on our tevuah, our produce, which is directly related to our parnasa.  Thus, sharing with others at this season is the best way to ensure that Hashem gives us a good judgment.  Consistent with this theme is the fact that the word ‘matzos’ is occasionally written defectively in the Torah; missing the letter ‘vav.’  Plus, the Mem-Suf-TZadee is an abbreviation for TZedaka Tatzil Mimaves, charity saves us from death.  In the same vein, if you take out the tzadi from MaTZoS, you’re left with the word MeiS, to teach us that without tzedaka, there is only death.


The word MaTZaH also stands for, “Mikol TZara Hatzileini – From every pain, You will save me.”  Thus, we find that Avraham was healed from the pain of his circumcision when he arose and began serving the Angels.  Likewise, Lot and some of his family was saved when he served matzos to the Angels in Sodom.

The Zohar calls matzah, Michlah d’asvasa, Food of healing.  Indeed, the Tamei Minhogim relates that even gentiles once purchased matzos in order to cure themselves of headaches.


Thus, we see giving Kimcha D’pischa promises to help us in many beneficial ways:  Toward a bountiful judgment upon our produce; to keep us healthy; to save us from danger; and to propel us to success in the world to come.  Therefore, it behooves us to give more attention to helping others before Pesach.  Let’s create a legacy by directing our families’ attention to this great mitzvah.


A good way to accomplish this is, when we go to the Rav or Rosh Yeshiva, we can ask him if there is a family that can be helped with matzah and wine, and perhaps even with pairs of shoes for the children.  Perhaps, the Rav would want to give it to the family in your stead, so that embarrassment can be avoided.  Nevertheless, you will see how much richer you’ll feel, and what a great lesson for the family this is!


In this merit, many we be zoche always to have the ability to give, and never need to take, and may we all merit the coming of the Moshiach speedily in our days.


Please learn and daven for the refuah sheleima of Miriam Liba bas Devorah, b’soch shaar cholei Yisroel. 

Reprinted from the March 22, 2017 website of The Vues.
A Pesach Miracle in Alsace

By Rabbi Tuvia Bolton


The year was 1848. The spirit of revolution in Europe brought confusion and disorder everywhere and the thin distinction between freedom fighters and bandits dissolved. Gangs of armed hoodlums, hungry for blood and loot were on highways everywhere robbing and pillaging and the ones that especially suffered were who else? - the Jews.

They were rarely armed, were never protected by the police or army and were considered by all the warring sides as siding with the enemy.

Passover was approaching but in the Jewish quarter in the area of Alsace there was fear and weeping.

It seems that a caravan of Jewish wagons, on their way there to spend the Holiday at home with their families had been robbed by an army of two hundred bandits who first stole all their belongings and were about to kill them all until they discovered the wine.

It seems that as well as money their wagons were laden with all the necessities of Passover: presents for the family, food and matzoth for the festive meal and, most important, fifty barrels of fine wine for the ceremonial cups of redemption.

When the bandits realized what a treasure they had stumbled upon they went berserk and immediately began fulfilling their life's goal; getting drunk! And as soon as the wine started taking effect they decided to have some fun, untied their prisoners and scoffing out loud told them to run home saying,

"In any case we're going to take over your entire miserable town tomorrow and you don't stand a chance. So go kiss your families good bye!! Ha Ha Haaaa!!"

So when the Jews made it to their homes the next morning and told everyone what had happened there was mourning and wailing. Passover would begin in nine hours, Jews would be celebrating the Holiday of Freedom all over the world - but not them. Their lives were in danger!

The first instinct was to runâ€¦ but where? The bandits were sure to catch them. Maybe they could pay them off; somehow appease them? But that was also out of the question, their intention was to steal everything. Indeed, the Rabbi pointed out that trying to appease them would only show weakness.

They decided that the only chance they had was to fight.

The richest man in the community, a born leader by the name of Shmuel Leib took command.

"Listen, everyone run home, hide your valuables, arm yourselves with anything that can be used as a weapon and come to my house with your families. If we're together we have a chance! Bring knives, meat cleavers, anything metal. My house is the second one after the gate and they have to pass it to get into the town. We'll put the women and children in the basement and give them a fight they'll never forget."

"What about the first house? The house of Aaron the butcher?" Someone asked.

"I'm sure that my house will attract them." Shmuel answered. "His is first, but it's small and what they are after is money. When they see no one is there they will pass it up. Here is where they will attack first. I'm sure of it! And here we'll surprise them. The butcher and his family will come to my house with everyone else.”

In no time all the men ran home and just hours before nightfall they were all gathered in Shmuel's mansion making plans and preparing their makeshift weapons. They even sent out a few boys dressed in dark clothes to spy on the enemy and report back.

The sun set and the eerie full moon made the dark empty streets glow ominously. The air in Shmuel's house was tense with fear. Their kitchen knives were no match against swords and battle axes. They sat in darkness and waited. As soon as the enemy came near they would attack from all the doors of the house and hope for a miracle.

Suddenly they heard a pre-arranged knock on the door and opened up; it was the boys out of breath.


"They're coming! They're almost at the gate. But Aaron the butcher, he's in his home - he said he’s not coming here!"

"What do you mean?" Shmuel whispered as loud as possible "He isn't coming?! What's he doing at home? Has he gone crazy!? He doesn't stand a chance!"

"He said that tonight is Pesach" the boy answered. "He said it's the night when G-d protects us and that he's not afraid. So he's going to make the Passover 'Seder' and trust in HaShem!"

Someone in Shmuel's house lifted up a window shade and sure enoughâ€¦ there was Aaron the butcher's house lit up as bright as a torch.

"They're coming!" Another of the boys entered and whispered almost hysterically.

The band of thieves silently entered the gate of the Jewish quarter like a pack of human wolves with their weapons in hand and headed toward the lights coming from Aaron's home, overjoyed that the Jews seemingly weren't even expecting them!

Their leader told them to wait and signaled two of his men to accompany him to the back of the house where he told them to lift him so he could see if it was a trap.

Two of his men lifted him and he peaked into the window.

He was shocked! It was the butcher! He recognized him! The butcher bought a cow from him once. But now he looked like a king! And his wife like a queen! And the children like little angels! The entire house was brightly lit and the family was sitting around a festive table with silver vessels on it glistening in the light of the candles and they were smiling and â€¦. Singing! He couldn't believe his eyes! The entire family was glowing!"

He motioned for his men to let him down and hastened back to the impatient group who were straining like hungry dogs at the leash for the word to attack.

"We're getting out of here! NOW!" He said in a loud urgent voice. "These Jews are doing witchcraft! magicians!! I knew it!! They have some sort of secret weapon. They aren’t  even afraid!! It’s a trap!! If we don't get out of here now we'll be destroyed forever!!!"

The words had an immediate effect. The robbers ran in terror as fast as their legs would take them and in minutes the streets were empty.

From Shmuel's house the men saw the miracle, they released their families from the cellar and in just moments everyone streamed to Aaron's door to bless and thank him and to get fire in order to cook their Holiday meals and illuminate their homes.

But the butcher was as surprised as they were. He had been so involved in doing what G-d wants that he and his family were totally unaware of the miracle.

"I just did what Jews have been doing for over 3,000 years. Made the Passover Seder and let G-d do the rest." (Adapted from  (Sichot L'noar Nissan 5766)
Reprinted from the Parshas Ki Sisa 5777 email of Yeshiva Ohr Tmimim in Kfar Chabad, Israel.

Despite Ongoing Trials of History, Ukraine Matzah Bakery Continues Its Unique Legacy

By Dovid Margolin

A Century of Struggle to Make and Consume ‘the Symbol of Passover’
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Harvesting shmura, “guarded” wheat from fields surrounding Dnepropetrovsk to be ground into flour for matzah. Rabbi Mordechai Shmuel Ashkenazi, the longtime chief rabbi of Kfar Chabad who passed away in January, is on the far right. Rabbi Shmuel Kaminezki, the chief rabbi of Dnepropetrovsk, walks ahead of him. (Photo: DJC.com.ua)


At the state-of-the-art Tiferes Hamatzos bakery in Dnepropetrovsk, Ukraine, matzahs are hand-rolled and baked under strict rabbinical supervision. In this eastern Ukrainian city—the country’s fourth-largest, and historically one of its most Jewish—the crisp, round matzahs are carefully packaged and then shipped throughout Ukraine. But Dnepropetrovsk’s matzah output goes far beyond Ukraine’s redrawn borders; the bakery annually produces more than 70 tons of the crunchy unleavened bread, much of which is sent abroad and made available to consumers in Europe, the Americas and even Israel.


For generations, matzah-baking in the Soviet Union was a hidden, secretive affair. Despite its constantly shifting legal status, with matzah production deemed a crime in some years and legal during others, baking matzah and celebrating Passover was never exactly safe.
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Workers distributing matzah baked in Kharkov, Ukraine, circa 1923. In the early 1920s, the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee subsidized the purchase of kosher flour for the baking of matzahs throughout the Soviet Union. (Photo: JDC Archives)


Nevertheless, from the onset of Communist rule in the early 1920s to that regime’s demise in 1991, matzah remained a staple for millions of Jews in the Soviet Union. Whether baked in the relative privacy of home or purchased at the local synagogue in exchange for government rations, matzah remained one of the last connections to Jewish life for a people who were otherwise all but cut off from their spiritual heritage.


During Soviet times, Jews living in smaller cities and settlements were unable to bake their own matzahs, and therefore had to receive shipments from bigger cities such as Moscow, Leningrad and Kiev. After the breakdown of the Soviet Union and the independence of its republics, these shipments continued; Dnepropetrovsk, Ukraine, for years received its matzah from Moscow. When Dnepropetrovsk began baking its own matzahs in 2002, it naturally exported them to Russia for sale.


Today, that is no longer possible.


Matzah production may not have been affected by the ongoing war between Ukraine and rebel forces a few hundred kilometers to the east, but there has been a breakdown in trade relations between Russia and Ukraine as a result of Russia’s purported support for the rebels. That means that while Ukrainian matzahs are shipped around the world, this year they will not be available for Passover use just across the border in Russia.
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Ashkenazi reviews the bags of shmurah flour. (Photo: DJC.com.ua)


By the early 1920s, the new Bolshevik regime began consolidating its control over Russia, going on the offensive against organized religion. It wasn’t only Judaism that they attacked; all religions were targeted. But the members of the Yevsektzia—the Jewish section of the Communist Party—went after their own people with a special gusto. (Anti-Semitism and anti-Jewish actions remained central to the Soviet apparatus long after the Yevsektzia’s disbandment in 1930 and Stalin’s purging of its ranks later that decade.)


Private religious practice was legal according to the Soviet constitution, but that did not mean the Yevsektzia would make it easy. It was through their efforts that synagogues in cities from Vitebsk to Minsk and all the way south to Odessa were snatched from the Jewish communities that had built them; they were then transformed into workers’ clubs. 
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Baking matzahs … those who work the ovens need great skill, as in the other production processes, and are particularly careful around such extreme heat.


The months leading up to a Jewish holiday saw the launch of vicious anti-religious campaigns with a special emphasis placed on mocking Passover and all of its rituals. Yiddish-language Communist papers such as Moscow’s Emes and Kharkov’s Der Shtern would opine viciously, calling on the government to ban matzah. They also encouraged readers to hold “Red Seders” (state-sponsored gatherings where the Passover story was rewritten as the struggle of the proletariat against the bourgeoisie) in opposition to what they called “foolish” religious ones.


Punishment for Communist Party members who were discovered to have procured matzah was swift. In 1923, the Jewish Telegraph Agency reported that 20 Jewish Communists were facing trial for having baked matzah in secret. The next year, a Jewish Bolshevik in Gomel with the surname of Lew was kicked out of the party for having acquired matzah for himself and his family, and for running a seder. A 1928 report said that the Komsomol—the Communist youth organization—specifically warned its members not to help their parents prepare for Passover, attend a seder or eat matzah.

Baking matzahs … those who work the ovens need great skill, as in the other production processes, and are particularly careful around such extreme heat.


Yet despite the pressures they faced, Jews of all observance levels risked their futures and careers to obtain matzah for their families.
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Rabbi Levi Yitzchak Schneersohn, of righteous memory, the Rebbe’s father and the chief rabbi of Yekatrinoslav, which was renamed Dnepropetrovsk after the establishment of the Soviet Union. (Photo: Kehot Publication Society)


“Those early years were terrible times. When I was growing up, I remember going together with my father to the shul to buy matzah,” recounts Shmuel Lazerovich, 94, who was raised in the small central Ukrainian town of Uman. “In the big cities it was easier, but in the small towns it was hidden because everyone can see you. You had to hide from the party members and the Komsomol and the young Communist pioneers. It was legal, but we were very quiet about it.”


Matzah became harder to find as years of Soviet rule continued. Following the arrest and subsequent exile of the sixth Lubavitcher Rebbe—Rabbi Yosef Yitzchak Schneersohn, of righteous memory—from the Soviet Union in 1927, he worked assiduously on behalf of his struggling brethren behind the Iron Curtain.


Under the Rebbe’s direction, large amounts of money were raised to buy matzah to send into Russia, with the Rebbe himself issuing appeals to Jewish communities around the world to help carry the financial burdens of the massive undertaking.


“When the matzoth reach Russia, they will be distributed in different cities, with the permission of the Soviet government” the Rebbe said in a statement to JTA’s Berlin correspondent in 1929. “If we do not succeed in supplying Russian Jews with matzoth they will be compelled to suffer for eight days.”


The urgent appeals sent out by the Rebbe were answered by the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, and by private and communal donations from Jews in America and around the world.
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Mikhail Kalinin, chairman of the presidium of the Supreme Soviet of the Soviet Union, a position that made him the country’s head of state.


They were matched with outrage by the Communist press, who urged Jews living in the worker’s paradise to return any packages received from abroad. Jews in Russia involved with accepting shipments of matzah for distribution or with baking matzah themselves were often charged with financial crimes such as speculation. For suggesting that the Jews of Russia could possibly be lacking something and need help from foreigners, they could also be accused with the more general allegation of counter-revolutionary activities. That same year, in 1929, 11 elderly leaders of the Leningrad Kehillah were sentenced to hard labor for, among other crimes, accepting 80,000 kilos of matzah from abroad.

Though the consequences for matzah-baking and its consumption kept getting harsher, the reality remained: Millions of Jews were doing whatever they could each year to get their hands on the unleavened bread—the bread of healing and of faith.
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A worker cleans one of the stainless-steel kneading stations at the Dnepropetrovsk matzah bakery.

The Battle of the Chief Rabbi

Surrounded by yellow fields of waving corn and wheat, Dnepropetrovsk is a significant source of flour for Ukraine, as it was for the Soviet Empire. In 1939, at the height of Stalin’s terror and in the midst of a severe flour shortage, the city’s chief rabbi—Rabbi Levi Yitzchak Schneersohn, of righteous memory—was approached and asked to give kosher certification to the Passover flour, which would then be sent to communities around the country for use in baking matzahs.


(The government’s official position on matzah-baking was opaque; in 1932, the government held protracted negotiations with Manischewitz to import millions of dollars’ worth of matzah to be sold in government stores, although the talks later broke down. In 1933, the government first refused and then gave permission for the Moscow Jewish community to operate a matzah bakery. Most prosecutions related to matzah used trumped-up financial crimes as the cudgel with which to beat the defendant.)


Rabbi Levi Yitzchak’s son, the Lubavitcher Rebbe—Rabbi Menachem M. Schneerson, of righteous memory—often repeated the story of his father’s resilience in the face of pressure. “Since it was needed for Passover, they wanted the certification of the chief rabbi that it was kosher for Passover,” the Rebbe told a group of children in 1984. “ ... My father answered that he would gladly take upon himself this responsibility, but with one condition which is self-understood: that if he gives his certification that the flour is kosher for Passover, he needs to be certain by appointing his own supervisors who will ensure that the wheat milled into flour is kosher, with no water, and that the whole milling process is also free of water.”
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Ashkenazi, left, and Kaminezki examine kernels to ensure none are already sprouted. (Photo: DJC.com.ua)


Since the extra kosher precautions Rabbi Levi Yitzchak insisted on would incur additional expenses by the government-owned mills, the city government accused the venerable rabbi of being a saboteur. The Rebbe explained that his father “answered them that in accordance with the [Soviet] constitution and in accordance with his conscience, and in accordance with the conscience of every normal person, if he gives his certification that something is kosher, he must be certain of it, and no one could force him to write that which is against his conscience.”


Hearing this, the officials suggested that if he wanted to make any changes, Rabbi Levi Yitzchak ought to take it up with the proper authorities in Moscow.


So the rabbi traveled to Moscow, where he succeeded in meeting with the Soviet Union’s head of state, Mikhail Kalinin. Through Kalinin’s intervention, Rabbi Levi Yitzchak’s kosher flour and matzah production took place unhindered that year.
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A worker mixes the dough as the former chief rabbi of Ukraine, Rabbi Azriel Chaikin, center, observes. To the right is Rabbi Mayer Stambler, a Chabad emissary in Dnepropetrovsk and director of the Federation of Jewish Communities of Ukraine.


Many Jews of the Soviet Union celebrated their people’s freedom from Egypt with kosher matzah thanks to Rabbi Levi Yitzchak, but his fate was different. Eight days before Passover, Rabbi Levi Yitzchak was arrested by the NKVD—the beginning of a saga that would end five years later, when he passed away ill and frail, exiled in faraway Kazakhstan.


Years later, Rebbetzin Chana Schneerson—Rabbi Levi Yitzchak’s wife and the Rebbe’s mother—wrote of the matzah story in a bittersweet voice: “It cost him much of his own health to ensure that other Jews would enjoy the festival. He himself, however, would experience no Passover Yom Tov joy of his own. By then, he was already under lock and key. For the eight days of Passover, he managed with just water and the small package of matzoh he had taken along with him.”


During a 3 a.m. interrogation at the hands of Stalin’s NKVD, the rabbi was asked how he had been able to carry out such a major matzah-baking operation for religious reasons during a flour and food shortage. Rebbetzin Chana recounted her husband’s answer. “My husband replied simply: ‘When I visited Kalinin, I bribed him, so he gave me a permit.’ The interrogator, may his name be erased, was speechless.”
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Workers at the Dnepropetrovsk matzah bakery rolling out traditional round matzahs. The Tiferes Hamatzos bakery employs 100 workers, among them exiles from the war-torn eastern regions of Donetsk and Lugansk.

 ‘More Than Just a Business’


The fact that Dnepropetrovsk has become among the world’s largest exporters of kosher matzah is an irony not lost on the city’s current chief rabbi, head Chabad emissary Rabbi Shmuel Kaminezki.


“It’s no doubt something which is unbelievable,” says Kaminezki. “We know kosher matzah was so important to Rabbi Levi Yitzchak, and today, we are going out to the same wheat fields as he did. As a Lubavitcher, it is very emotional to walk into the matzah bakery in Dnepropetrovsk, knowing how Rabbi Levi Yitzchak sacrificed his life for matzah specifically and religious observance in general.”


The Tiferes Hamatzos bakery was founded Dnepropetrovsk in 2002 by the late Rabbi Yaakov Stambler, who also owned the massive matzah bakery in Kfar Chabad, Israel. A Russian immigrant himself, Stambler was born in Tashkent, Soviet Uzbekistan, where his father operated a secret matzah bakery for the small Chassidic community that lived in Uzebekistan for decades after World War II.


“At 12 a.m., my grandparent’s apartment became a matzah bakery,” says Yaakov’s son, Rabbi Mayer Stambler, a Chabad emissary in Dnepropetrovsk and director of the Federation of Jewish Communities of Ukraine. “My father’s bed was on top of the oven. So for our family, matzah has always been more than just a business.”
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Months later, Rabbi Ashkenazi’s son and successor as chief rabbi of Kfar Chabad, Rabbi MeirAshkenazi, inspects the kernels as they’re milled into flour. (Photo: DJC.com.ua)


Stambler’s father emigrated from Russia in 1966, settling in Kfar Chabad in 1980, where he bought a small local matzah bakery that he transformed into a factory. Chabad outreach activities in Israel meant groups from all over came to tour the matzah bakery, and when the elder Stambler decided to build a new one, it was designed with tour groups in mind.


“The Rebbe gave special attention to the matzah bakery and asked how many people had visited that year,” says Stambler. “Ask any Israeli—most of them have probably toured the matzah bakery in Kfar Chabad.”


Back in Dnepropetrovsk, the bakery provides more than just matzah to locals: Some 100 Jews are employed at the year-round bakery, receiving a job and with it, the satisfaction no handout could provide. “A number of employees,” adds Stella Umanskaya, the bakery’s director, “are refugees from Donetsk and Lugansk.”

Defining the Difference


Umanskaya says growing up in Dnepropetrovsk, she remembers her grandmother making matzah by mixing regular flour, poking holes with a fork and then baking it in their own oven.
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Rabbi Chaikin looks at the finished product: a colorful box of high-standard shmurah matzah, baked in Dnepropetrovsk, Ukraine, and ready to be shipped to anywhere in the world.


Lazerovich, who grew up in Uman but settled in Leningrad after World War II, would present his flour rations at the central synagogue, pay a few extra rubles, and then receive matzah that had been baked in the synagogue’s basement. Similar setups existed throughout the Soviet Union, with all those purchasing matzah required to sign their name on a list that was turned over to the KGB.


Contrary to conventional wisdom, matzah actually became harder to purchase after 1957 and was banned outright in 1961. By 1965, international pressure forced the Soviet government to soften their stance somewhat and again allow some synagogues to bake matzahs.


“People would stand in line for hours with their ticket, which had their name on it, to pick up matzah,” explains Stambler. “In the smaller cities such as Dnepropetrovsk, where in post-war years they did not bake matzah, people had to sign up first, and the whole list had to be approved by the authorities. It could be that 4,000 kilos of matzah was requested, but the authorities only allowed for 3,000. Then a shipment would come from Moscow.”

Jews who were worried for their careers and social lives would often avoid placing their names on the communal lists, using an elderly grandparent’s name instead. Others, like 94-year-old Lazerovich, tipped the workers generously, and in return got matzah minus the documents. “The boys used to give me a big box which I would distribute to my whole family,” he recalls. “My parents couldn’t get it in Uman, so while they were alive I always sent some to them.”


“When I first came to Dnepropetrovsk in 1992,” says Stambler, “before Pesach we would get frantic phone calls from all sorts of Jews, ‘Will there be matzah? Are you baking matzah?’ It was everyone’s question here.”


What was it about matzah that gave it so essential a role in the lives of Soviet Jews?


“Matzah is the symbol of Passover,” says Lazerovich, “and Passover is when the Jewish people became free, became a nation. The Communists could not accept this; they said everyone was the same. Matzah meant we were different.”

Reprinted from the 2016 Pesach website of Chabad.Org

When A Goat Came to

The Seder Table (Dayenu!)

By Libi Astaire

By the time we sit down at the Seder table, many of us are bleary-eyed. But somehow, when it’s time to sing the traditional songs, we get a second wind and come back to life – which is perhaps why Dayenu, Chad Gadya and the other piyutim were added to theHaggadah shel Pesach many centuries ago.

A Work in Progress


Who knows 170? Or 860?


No, this isn’t a new version of Echad Mi Yodeya. But they are important dates along the way to creating the text of the haggadahthat we’re familiar with today. While some scholars think the earliest text was created during the time of the Second Beis Hamikdash, others speculate it was written between the years 170 and 500, the time of the Tannaim and Amoraim.




The earliest example of a still-existing text comes from the siddur of Rav Amram Gaon, who was a leader of the Jewish community of Sura, Babylonia, during the 9thcentury. The text fragment, which is thought to date to about 860, was found in the Cairo Geniza. Another fragment found in the Cairo Geniza was the haggadah included in the siddur of Rav Saadia Gaon, which was written several decades later.




It was only after the invention of the printing press in the 1480s that the text began to become standardized – a text that included the addition of several piyutim. When and why were certain songs included? That question is easier to ask than answer, as tracing the origins of the familiar piyutim found in our haggadot requires sleuthing skills similar to the ones needed to find the afikoman. But there are a few bread crumbs (or perhaps we should say matzahcrumbs) to lead us back in time. And if they aren’t plentiful, there are enough – which leads us to Dayenu.

 

Dayenu!


How many generations of Jewish children have enthusiastically sung out “Dayenu!” at the Seder table? All we can say for certain is, “A lot!”


Some scholars think the 15-stanza song of gratitude to Hashem dates back to before the Second Beis Hamikdash was destroyed because it ends on a triumphant note: the building of the Mikdash. If the poem had been penned soon after its destruction, surely it would have made note of that fact and looked forward to the time when the Beis Hamikdash would be rebuilt.


But there is no textual proof for such an early dating. So while the poem may have been written while the Temple still stood, the first time we find a written version of Dayenu is in Seder Rav Amram Gaon, another name for his siddur which was written in response to a request from a kehillah in Spain. Although the Rambam doesn’t mention Dayenu in his haggadah, Rashi does, and so we can assume the song was an integral part of the Seder in at least some communities by the 11th century.


What’s more, some kehillos have a special custom for Dayenu. If, for instance, you attend a Seder in Italy, you will likely find a green onion with a long stem placed by each person’s plate. When the chorus begins, each person picks up the onion and whips the wrist of the person sitting next to him or her. The Jews of Afghanistan, Iran and Iraq have a slightly different minhag: One person picks up a bunch of onions and whips his neighbor; the onions are then passed along until everyone at the table has had a chance to whip and be whipped.


What’s behind the ritual? Some say it’s to remind us of the miracle of being freed from the lash of oppression. Another explanation takes its cue from Bamidar 11:5, where the Israelites expressed a longing for the food they used to eat in Mitzrayim: fish, cucumbers, melons, leeks, garlic and, of course, onions. Beating each other with onions reminds us not to yearn for Mitzrayim or forget that we were slaves there.


If the custom sounds strange, remember, it could have been worse. A fish or melon might have been chosen instead.
 

Order or Out of Order?


While Dayenu appears within the text of the haggadah, the otherpiyutim were added at the end. Rav Zedekiah ben Avraham, a 13th-century rabbi from Italy known as the Shibolet Haleket, mentions that it was customary to recite piyutim after the fourth cup of wine. He doesn’t mention which piyutim were recited by his kehillah, but we do know that during the Middle Ages seven were added:


Chasal Seder Pesach: Written by Rav Yosef Tov-Elem (Bonfils) during the 11th century as one of the yotzros for Shabbos Hagadol, it was added to the haggadah later.
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Az Rov Nissim: Perhaps better known by its refrain Vayehi B’Chatzi Halaylah, it was written by the 7th-century payetan Yannai; it also appears in the yotzros for Shabbos Hagadol.


Ometz Gevurasecha: This is taken from apiyut written in the 7thcentury by Eliezer Hakalir, one of the most famous payetanim, for the second day ofPesach.


Ki Lo Naeh: The author and date are unknown, but it first appeared in the haggadah during the 13th century. One theory attributes it to the haggadah of Rav Yaakov of London, an English tosafist, and suggests he may have been the author.


Adir Hu: Again, the author is unknown. The first time it appears, that we know of, is the 14th-century Darmstadt Haggadah. By the 15th century it was appearing in many haggadot. The earliest existing music for Adir Hu is found in a 1644 translation of thehaggadah by Johann Stephan Rittangel.


Echad Mi Yodeya? and Chad Gadya were the latest additions, and will be discussed in more detail below.


Although today most people sing all these piyutim after the fourth cup, this wasn’t always so. Some kehillos had the minhag to reciteAz Rov Nissim, Ometz Gevurasecha, Ki Lo Naeh and Adir Hu before the fourth cup, as a continuation of Hallel. It was apparently theminhag of Rav Meir of Rothenburg to recite the first three of thesepiyutim before the fourth cup (either he didn’t know about Adir Huor it hadn’t been written yet). 


But Rav Shlomo Luria, a 16th-centuryrav living in Poland, was against postponing the fourth cup. He insisted that people shouldn’t follow what was written in thesiddurim and machzorim of his day and, instead, save the piyutimfor later. Despite his protests, there are some kehillos that still have the custom to recite Az Rov Nissim, Ometz Gevurasecha and Ki Lo Naeh before the fourth cup. After the fourth cup and its after-bracha, they continue with Chasal Seder Pesach and then go on toAdir Hu and the other songs.

 

Echad Mi Yodeya?


The piyut Echad Mi Yodeya is a cumulative counting song that takes the form of questions and answers. Because this type of song was popular in many medieval cultures, scholars have a few questions of their own. Was the song an original Jewish song, or was it adapted from the surrounding non-Jewish culture? If it was an original Jewish song, did it originate in the Ashkenazic countries of northern France and the Germanic countries or in Eastern Europe?


The first textual evidence we have for the song is a handwritten manuscript written in both Hebrew and Yiddish that was attached to a copy of an Ashkenazic haggadah printed in Prague in 1526-27, and which also included Chad Gadya. The first time the two songs were printed as part of the haggadah was the Prague Haggadah of 1590, and since then they have become part of the AshkenazicSeder. Was the handwritten manuscript written before 1590? Or was it written and attached to the earlier haggadah because the owner didn’t wish to purchase the new edition? We don’t know.


But there is at least one person who believed that the two songs were composed much earlier: Rav Yedidya Thia Weil, rav of Karlsruhe in the late 18th century and the son of Rav Nataniel Weil. In his commentary on the haggadah, Hamarbeh Lesaper, Rav Weil writes that he heard both songs were found in the beis medrash of Rav Eleazar Rokeach of Worms (c. 1185- c. 1230). This beis medrash burned down in 1349 and was rebuilt in the 1350s. Since we don’t know which beis medrash Rav Weil was referring to, we can’t say that the songs were written before 1350.


But Rav Weil mentions elsewhere that he used a siddur written in 1406 for reference while he wrote his commentary. So perhaps the songs were written in the 1300s – and thus their origins are Jewish and Ashkenazic. But since we no longer have this siddur that Rav Weil referred to, no one today knows for sure.

Chad Gadya


While Chad Gadya’s history in print is the same as Echad Mi Yodeya, its life before the Prague Haggadah of 1590 is better known. As most people have noticed, the song doesn’t have anything to do with Pesach. In fact, there were some scholars who thought the song was just the Jewish version of some popular German folk songs. One such song, “For the Youngsters of Our People,” appeared in the early 1800s in a three-volume collection of folk songs calledDas Knaben Wunderhorn. But since the German version printed in this book includes a “Shochet” and the “Malach Hammoves,” it appears it was the Jews who influenced the Germans and not the other way around.


In fact, it seems that Chad Gadya began as a popular folk song in Provence; a version appears in a 15th-century siddur written according to minhag Provence by a Sephardic Jew who was living there. Different versions appeared in Central-European kehillos. Therefore, one theory posits that when Jews were expelled from France during the 14th century they took the song with them.


The song only became popular with Sephardic and Mizrachi Jews much later, and it was eventually translated into Ladino, Arabic and other languages. But what is it doing in our haggadah?


Although it’s possible to see Chad Gadya as just a children’s song, our Sages found deep meaning in the song’s seemingly simple words. Rav Nasan Adler once used Chad Gadya to show the dangers of lashon hara (the dog shouldn’t have gotten involved in a quarrel that was none of its business, etc.). Rav Yaakov Emden and the Chida, Rav Chaim Yosef David Azoulai, saw a comparison between the small goat and the soul; the things that happen in the song have an effect upon the soul during its journey through life.


The Vilna Gaon saw allusions to events in Jewish history, the ups and downs as Yaakov does battle with Eisav. Rav Avraham Mordechai of Gur also saw the song as a parable of the history of Am Yisrael. While on the surface our history might seem like a series of chaotic and sometimes catastrophic events, this isn’t so. Hashem is ruling the world. Each event is actually a necessary step along the way to the Geulah Shleimah, the Final Redemption, may it come speedily in our days.

Reprinted from the April 22, 2016 email of The Jewish Press.
Shmerl's Seder

By Tuvia Bolton
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It was well past midnight on the first night of Passover, and the great Chassidic master Rabbi Levi Yitzchak of Berdichev had just concluded enacting the Passover Seder in the presence of his disciples. They had recited the Haggadah, recounting the story of the Exodus and discussing the deeper meanings implicit in each of its passages; they drank the four cups of wine, dipped the karpas in the salt water and the bitter herbs in charoset, ate the matzah, the korech and the afikoman, sang the psalms of praise and gratitude -- all in accordance with the letter of the Shulchan Aruch (Code of Jewish Law) and the esoteric principles found in the awesome mystical works of the saintly "Ari".


Rabbi Levi Yitzchak's disciples had participated in many of their Rebbe's seders in the past, but this one surpassed them all. The Rebbe and all those present felt transported into a different world, as though they had risen above their bodily limitations and into a world of pure G‑dliness.


Suddenly the room filled with the sound of a deep rumbling like thunder, and from within the thunder an awesome voice announced: "Levi Yitzchak's seder was pleasing to G‑d, but there is a Jew in Berdichev called Shmerl the Tailor whose seder reached even higher!"


The Rebbe looked around him. It was obvious that only he had heard the heavenly announcement.


"Has anyone heard of a tzaddik (righteous person) called Shmerl the Tailor?" he asked his Chassidim. No one had.


After several minutes of silence one of the elderly Chassidim offered: "There is one Shmerl here in Berdichev that I know of, and he used to be a tailor about thirty years ago, but he's certainly no tzaddik. In fact he's pretty far from that. They call him now 'Shmerl the Shikker' (drunkard) and he lives with his wife in a old large shipping on the edge of town."


But Rabbi Levi Yitchak was thinking to himself, "Ahah! this must be one of the hidden tzaddikim. And he lives right here, in Berdichev, while I knew nothing about him!"


It was two o'clock in the morning when the Rebbe stood at the door of old Shmerl's hovel.


An old Jewish woman answered his soft knock. "Good Yom Tov!" said Rabbi Levi Yitzchak quietly. "Please excuse me for the late hour. Is your husband Shmerl at home?" "Good Yom Tov," She answered. "Just wait one minute please, Rebbe, wait right here."


She disappeared into the house, and the unmistakable sound of a bucket being filled with water was heard from inside. Then a minute or two of silence and suddenly... SPLASH! She threw the bucket of water on her sleeping husband.


"Aaahh! Oyyy! Where am I? Ooiy vai!" he screamed, and then his wife was heard shouting, "Get up you drunk! The Rebbe has come to punish you! Wake up, you good-for-nothing!"


Poor Shmerl staggered, sopping wet, to the door. When he saw that it really was the Rebbe standing there at his door in the middle of the night, he fell at Rabbi Levi Yitzchak's feet and began weeping, "Please, Rebbe don't punish me. It's not my fault... I didn't know any better... Please, have mercy..."


The Rebbe of Berdichev was completely astounded at this bizarre scene. Could it be that this man's seder was loftier than his own?


He bent down, lifted poor Shmerl to his feet and said, "Listen, Shmerl, I didn't come to punish you. In fact I don't even know what you are talking about. Please let me in, let's sit down and talk. I only want to ask you something. Go put on a dry shirt and we'll talk."


Minutes later they sat facing each other over Shmerl's small table. The Rebbe looked at him kindly and said: "Shmerl, listen. I want you to tell me how you conducted your seder last night. Don't worry, I promise that I'm not going to punish you, I promise."


"Oy!" moaned Shmerl and began weeping again. "My seder! But Rebbe, I really didn't know any better... Oooy!"


Gradually he calmed down and began speaking. "Early this morning, that is... yesterday morning, I'm walking in the street and suddenly I notice that people are rushing about. This one has a broom over his shoulder, that one is carrying a box, the other one something else, everyone is scurrying about -- except me. 


"So I stopped someone I recognized and asked him, 'What is everyone rushing for? Where are they all going?'


"So he answers me, 'Oy Shmerl, are you so drunk that you forgot that tonight is Pesach? Tonight is Pesach! Do you remember what Pesach is?'


"I tried thinking but my mind wouldn't work. Pesach, Pesach, I... I can't remember. It sounds very important though; I remember something about Matzos... and Egypt. 'Please,' I begged the man, 'do me a favor and tell me what it is again.'


"The man looked at me in a strange way, and answered 'Listen, Shmerl, tonight you have to make a seder. You know, recite the Haggadah, eat three matzos, bitter herbs, four cups of wine. You'll enjoy the wine Shmerl,' he said with a sad smile, 'though I guess you won't enjoy abstaining from your foul vodka for eight days...'


"'Eight days!' I cried. 'Why? Why can't I drink for eight days?' I was trembling and beginning to remember a little.


"'Because that's the law!' he answered. 'For eight days, if you're a Jew, no chametz (leaven) passes your lips. Vodka is chametz. If you can't hold out for eight days, maybe go to Israel,' he laughed, 'there chametz is only forbidden seven days...'


"I was stunned. No vodka for eight days! I rushed home, took all the money I had, bought a big bottle of vodka, poured myself eight large cups one after the other, and drank them down... hoping that that would help me make it through the holiday.


"The next thing I remember is that I'm sleeping soundly in my bed when suddenly my wife throws a bucket of water on me -- you saw how she does it -- and starts screaming, 'Shmerl, you bum! You drunk! You good-for-nothing! All Jews all over the world are making the seder tonight, and you are lying there like a drunken ox. Wake up and make a seder!'


"So I staggered to my feet, put on some dry clothes and sat down at the beautifully set table.


"The candles were shining brightly and making the plates and silverware sparkle so nicely. Everything was new, clean. I felt so different, almost holy. The wine and the matzos were on the table, the Haggadah was open in front of me. My wife had even set up the seder plate with all its things like she remembered from her father. She herself was sitting in her place opposite me like a queen, and was even smiling. Everything was so beautiful.


"But then -- I looked around me and didn't know what to do. The vodka was still swirling in my head, but, to be honest, Rebbe, even sober I don't know how to make a seder.


"So I took a large bowl, and put everything in there. The three matzos, the bitter herbs, the dish of charoset, all those little items my wife had set up on the seder plate, I poured in the four cups of wine, and swirled it all together.


"Then I lifted up my seder bowl and started talking to G‑d. Just like I'm talking to you now. I started talking to G‑d and I said, 'G‑d, listen... I don't know You, but You know me. You know that after my father got killed I had to work all the time and I never had a chance to learn, right? So I don't know how to read this book, in fact I can't read anything! And I don't know what I'm supposed to do with all this stuff either. But one thing I do know... I know that a long time ago You sent Moses to take us out of Egypt, and I'm sure that you will send Moshiach to take us out of all our troubles now!'


"And then I gulped down the whole thing."

Reprinted from the Chabad.Org website.

Planning Your Family Seder

By Doron Kornbluth

Providing your children with the Seder experience you want them to have requires thinking ahead.


For kids, Passover is one of the highlights of the Jewish year. For parents, it is one of the greatest opportunities of the year. It is such a busy time -- cleaning the house, cooking the food, preparing for guests, reading up about the holiday, etc. It can also be an extremely emotional time, with family feelings rising to the fore, and a spiritual time, with the themes of freedom and redemption entering our daily lives.


How can we take advantage of this incredible opportunity to create lasting Jewish memories for our children?


I have divided my suggestions and ideas into three areas: goals, attitudes, and activities:

Goals


As adults, our goals may include learning something new, continuing family traditions, connecting more deeply to Jewish meaning, or, for many, simply surviving! Aside from these, what is your ‘Jewish parenting' goal for the Passover Seders? What do you want your children to gain?


The way I see it, the primary goals for our younger children are (a) to give them an exciting and fun Jewish experience, (b) to teach them the basics of the Passover story, and (c) to develop their appreciation of the value of freedom.


For older kids, our primary goals are (a) to include them in meaningful discussions they can relate to, (b) to give them the feeling of being an important part of the Jewish people and (c) to reinforce favorite family traditions that make the Seder memorable for everyone.


I encourage you to make your own short list of goals. The important thing is to plan realistic goals in advance so you can manage the Seder confidently and with focus.

Attitudes


Passover can seem to kids a highlight of the year -- but that depends on you. 

Think about the time leading up to Passover last year. What attitude towards the upcoming holiday do you think your children saw in you? Kids may or may not absorb the things we tell them, but they always sense our attitudes. Whether Passover will seem to your kids as a highlight of the year to look forward to or another Jewish ritual they have to uphold will depend on the attitudes they see in you. 


Make sure your children pick up messages of excitement, anticipation and Jewish pride rather than harried obligation, stress and anxiety. While it is important that the Passover cleaning is done properly, it is also important that the pre-holiday feeling in your home is one your children will want one day for their own homes. When things get hectic in the pre-Passover rush, it is important that children don't get yelled at ("Get back here with that bagel!").


How to best clean the house and get all the cooking done on time? The subject is beyond the scope of this article (and beyond most mere mortals), but avoiding the temptation to procrastinate can keep the stress down (so can a glass of wine or two, by the way). Also watch out for other causes of stress at holiday times such as high expectations, new clothes the kids have to keep clean and the recurring "challenges" visiting in-laws thoughtfully provide for the benefit of our personal growth.


During the year, Jewish life is often about making sacrifices, terrorism in Israel and community obligations. But not on Passover. This is the night that God Himself took us out of slavery and professed his love for us. This is a night we are all kings -- a night of hope and redemption, a night of appreciation and trust. If you can project these attitudes (even a little bit!), they will filter through to your children.

Activities


The enemy of Passover is passivity. The Rabbis who compiled the Haggadah purposely got the children involved, and so should we. Instead of one person reading the Haggadah while everyone else sits silently the entire evening, everyone should participate and enjoy.


How can we do this?


Ask lots of questions (and give prizes or treats as incentives). Examples are: How is this night different from other nights? Why are things different? Why do we eat only Matzah? What is freedom? Why do we eat Maror, the bitter herbs? Why do we dip our foods twice? Why do we lean? Let your children know there are answers to these questions and that your traditions are meaningful. 


If you don't know the answers to questions like these, take the opportunity this year to read up. There are some great Haggadahs available. There are classes you can attend in your area and, of course, there is always the internet. [Ed. Our favorite for Passover is the Holidays section of Aish.com.]


Even more important than asking your kids questions is encouraging and rewarding them when they ask good questions. That's what the Ma Nishtana is all about (see article on page 14). Educator Rebecca Rubinstein suggests going around the table and having everyone complete the following sentence without too much thinking: "Freedom is...." 


Many kids will answer typically: "Not having to go to school!" "Doing whatever I want!" "Staying up late." This is a good way to get to know your children, and get them to think about what freedom really is -- the ability to do what we really want to do, what's deeply important to us.

Fun Ideas for the Seder


One of the main things we should think about is to how to make the Seder fun for the kids. Here are a few ideas.


Tell parts of the story with mistakes (The King of Egypt was called "Philip") and have the kids listen carefully and correct them.


Prepare props for the plagues (plastic baseballs for hail, toy grasshoppers for locusts, sunglasses for darkness, etc).


During Had Gadya, have someone [or everyone!] do the animal effects -- the children will love it


Use a banana (or something similar) to pretend the phone is ringing and Pharaoh is calling. Conduct a conversation or have the children do so.


Have an ongoing quiz, with prizes for right answers.


Hand out prizes or treats to people who ask or answer good questions or who find references to freedom in the Haggadah (based on Shimon Apisdorf's Passover Survival Kit). Ahead of time, ask the older kids to prepare mock news reports that they can give a few times throughout the night about the ‘latest happenings' in the leaving of Egypt.


With a little planning, the Passover Seders can be the highlight of the Jewish year. Keep in mind that the main Jewish aim is to get the children involved in the Seder, asking questions and having fun. And don't forget that if you are relaxed, positive and happy, the kids will internalize those feelings as well.

This article originally appeared in American Jewish Spirit - the magazine for inspired Jewish living.

Reprinted from the Passover website of Aish.com
1 Million Pounds of Shmurah Matzah: How Passover Production Continues to Rise
By Dovid Margolin

[image: image23.jpg]



To meet a growing demand, matzah bakeries begin baking shmurah matzah as early as October, producing batches of the tasty discs for consumption the world over. Photo by Eliyahu Parypa/Chabad.org.


Passover is around the corner, and handmade shmurah matzah is starting to pop up on supermarket shelves. Before long, it’ll be everywhere – from Costco to the White House. Demand for the traditional, round matzah has grown at a rapid rate in the last 60 years, and in 2017, according to a survey conducted by Chabad.org, more than 1 million pounds of the handmade variety will be produced in the United States alone. To meet the growing demand, matzah bakeries around the world begin baking shmurah matzah as early as October, producing batches of the tasty, smoking discs.


It wasn’t always like that. Tzal Rotter, 81, who grew up in Brooklyn’s Brownsville neighborhood, recalls being among only a handful of Jewish children eating shmurah matzah. On the eve of Passover, Rotter’s father would close up his kosher butcher shop and the two of them would make the long trip to Manhattan’s Lower East Side to purchase the special matzah.


“I remember it being the only matzah bakery around,” says Rotter. “It was in a tiny house with a storefront, and the bakery was downstairs in the basement.” In 1954, the Rebbe – Rabbi Menachem M. Schneerson, of righteous memory – began talking about the importance of eating authentic shmurah matzah, encouraging his followers to distribute it to every Jew they met and to teach them about its significance. 


It was around that same time that he encouraged a recent Russian immigrant, Rabbi Yehoshua Korf, to open what became the Lubavitcher Matzah Bakery at 109 Broome St. on Manhattan’s Lower East Side. The Rebbe’s insistence that shmurah matzah be made available around the country went beyond words. In one notable example, he arranged that the Chabad-Lubavitch movement’s central educational organization, Merkos L’Inyonei Chinuch, pay for Korf’s shmurah matzah advertisements in Chicago through the Chabad emissary there at the time, Rabbi Shlomo Zalman Hecht. 


On the other side of the country, Chabad’s first representative in Los Angeles, Rabbi Shmuel Dovid Raichik, heeded the Rebbe’s call and became the sole distributor of handmade shmurah matzah on the West Coast. Despite the lack of demand within the Jewish community, each year before Passover, Raichik and his sons would go to UPS to pick up the boxes of round matzah sent to him by Korf.


One of Raichik’s primary focuses was delivering the matzah to Jewish day schools throughout Southern California. In this way, he ensured that generations of children would learn about the special matzah in school before taking it home and insisting that their parents eat it at the seder.


“My father would walk into principals’ offices and sell them on the idea,” recalls the late rabbi’s son Rabbi Shimon Raichik. “Then the kids had it at their seder.”

 ‘They Developed the Demand’


“What’s interesting about the emergence of shmurah matzah in American Jewish life is that for most, their immediate ancestors didn’t use it,” notes Jeffrey Gurock, professor of Jewish history at Yeshiva University and author of Jews in Gotham: New York Jews in a Changing City, and more recently, Jews of Harlem. “The Rebbe’s matzah campaign is very important in introducing it, and its authenticity resonated even among Jews who are not particularly observant.”


Yossi Frimerman has been a wholesaler of shmurah matzah since 1976, and is the man largely responsible for getting handmade matzah into the supermarket aisle. Demand had picked up by the time he got into the business, yet the price of American shmurah matzah was still too high for supermarkets.


Starting with the Pathmark chain in the New York area, Frimerman began stocking shelves in the New York area with lower-priced shmurah matzah imported from Israel, an effort that grew as he penetrated more markets further away from the tri-state area. Some markets expanded their offerings faster than others – something Frimerman unhesitatingly chalks up to the location of Chabad emissaries.


“The entire shmurah matzah market was able to develop first and foremost due to the shluchim,” attests Frimerman. “There was a time when they were the only ones distributing it, often for free and at a loss. They developed the demand.”


While adults received shmurah matzah from their local Chabad rabbis, their children were often learning about it through one of Chabad’s most popular yearly programs: the “Model Matzah Bakery” workshops. 


In the last few decades, hundreds of thousands of children have gotten the chance to make their own handmade matzah through this program conducted by Chabad at Chabad centers, Jewish community centers and other places around the world; in Toronto alone, some 3,000 children experience the program annually. While the matzah they make is for educational purposes and not kosher for Passover, each child also walks out with a small box of shmurah matzah.


Through seeing Chabad-supplied shmurah matzah at their family seders – soon after making their own from scratch – a generation of Jewish children has grown up with shmurah matzah, causing the demand to grow exponentially. When President Barack Obama hosted the White House’s first-ever seder in 2009, the round, handmade matzah was supplied by a young aide from Springfield, Mass., named Eric Lesser. Eric’s father, Dr. Martin Lesser, had been receiving the round matzah from Chabad of Springfield’s Rabbi Dovid Edelman for decades, and when it came time to making the White House seder, it was only natural for Eric to bring the real stuff.


As the production and consumption of shmurah matzah continues to grow each year, Gurock, a keen observer of American Jewish life, synopsizes the product’s dramatic half-century of growth: “The Rebbe’s dictum ends up at the White House. That’s amazing!”

Reprinted from the March 23, 2017 email of the AJOP (Association of Jewish Outreach Professionals) UPDATE. Courtesy Chabad.org/News
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