
Passover Resource Guide
With Background Information,  
Discussion Questions, and Activity Ideas

Prepared by Congregation Beth Adam and OurJewishCommunity.org 
With Support from the Jewish Foundation of Cincinnati



Welcome to our collection of Passover youth education materials! We’re thrilled that you’ve 
decided to learn more about the holiday – and that you’ve chosen OurJewishCommunity.org 
as your access point. Our philosophy is one that celebrates good historical scholarship, learning, 
questioning, challenging, and providing opportunities for individuals to connect to Judaism in 
the ways that are most meaningful to each of them. 

We have the opportunity to infuse our celebrations with new ideas and even new traditions. 
Passover, in particular, celebrates freedom including our freedom to be creative in fashioning a 
Passover experience. Enjoy, have fun, and be bold.

You can always learn more about our approach to Judaism by visiting our online congregation – 
OurJewishCommunity.org – or our bricks-and-mortar congregation – Congregation Beth Adam –  
which is located in Cincinnati, Ohio. If you’re in Cincinnati, we hope you’ll come by and meet 
us in person and attend some of our events and programs.

In this document, you will find four sections: 
1. A resource guide containing background information for the holiday
2. A list of experiential activities for families
3. A series of discussion questions for parents and children
4. A link to an online video to help you learn more about the holiday

If you value what you see here, please share it with friends on social media or in other venues. 
We hope you’ll follow us on Facebook and Twitter and be in touch via email to share your 
feedback. 

Warm wishes for a Happy Passover,

Robert B. Barr and Laura A. Baum, Rabbis

ONLINE CONGREGATION www.OurJewishCommunity.org FACEBOOK www.Facebook.com/OurJewishCommunity

Laura A. Baum, Rabbi        Robert B. Barr, Rabbi

10001 Loveland-Madeira Rd.   Loveland, OH 45140
TEL 513-985-0400 TOLL FREE 866-918-2326    
FAX 513-686-2672 EMAIL Rabbi@OurJewishCommunity.org

http://ourjewishcommunity.org/
http://bethadam.org/
https://www.facebook.com/OurJewishCommunity
https://twitter.com/jewsonline
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Resource Guide: The Story of Passover

The Torah, in the Book of Exodus, relates a familiar tale of oppression, in which a leader with absolute power 
fears those he does not understand. While the Israelites had previously had a good relationship with Egypt 
because of all Joseph had done for the Egyptians during the famine, a new Pharaoh arose in the beginning of 
the Book of Exodus “who knew not Joseph” and his services to Egypt. He feared that Joseph’s people, the 
Israelites, “were too numerous.” Pharaoh enslaved them and set taskmasters over them, embittering their lives 
with forced labor.

A young Hebrew boy, Moses, though raised by Pharaoh’s daughter and spared the taskmaster’s whip, could 
not help but feel the pain of his people’s suffering. He was to become the leader of the Israelites and go before 
Pharaoh and demand “let my people go.” In the Torah, it is written: “The Lord spoke to Moses… When 
Pharaoh does not heed you, I will lay My hand upon Egypt and deliver My ranks, My people the Israelites, 
from the land with extraordinary chastisements” (Exodus 7:4). But Pharaoh’s heart was unmoved, and tradition 
teaches that ten plagues were visited upon Pharaoh and his people. 

After the Jews had marked their doorposts and Death “passed over” their homes, only then did Pharaoh let our 
people go. Moses led the Israelites out of the House of Bondage.

Over time, the hostile nomadic life in the desert weakened their resolve to be free. Those who had known 
only the security of slavery now longed to return to Egypt. They had forgotten the sting of the whip and the 
humiliation of slavery. They only remembered the fish and cucumbers and melons they had eaten and the huts 
in which they had lived (Numbers 11:4-6). Some turned against Moses, preferring to return to slavery rather 
than continue their Exodus. 

Consequently, the Children of Israel were forced to wander in the desert for forty years until a new generation 
had arisen. This new generation was reared on challenge and strengthened by freedom. Only then were our 
people ready to enter a new land and begin a new life. 

Bibliography: 
Congregation Beth Adam. The Seder. Cincinnati: Congregation Beth Adam. 1996.
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Resource Guide: Historical Background

While today Passover is associated with the story of the Exodus from Egypt as told in the Book of Exodus in 
the Torah, the origins of the holiday actually have nothing to do with the Exodus story.

Originally, Passover was a nature festival, an observance of the coming of spring. When the Israelites were 
wandering in the desert, they pitched tents and grazed their flocks. In the month when the kids and lambs were 
born, the month that ushered in spring, they observed a festival at the full moon. That observance featured a 
sacrifice of a sheep or goat, which took place just before nighttime. After the sacrifice, the animal was roasted 
whole and the family members enjoyed a meal together.

Later, Jewish peasants who were living in Palestine had another spring festival. This one was related to the 
cutting of the grain – and was called the festival of unleavened bread (matzah). The Jews would get rid of their 
sour dough and any other bread they had – though it’s unclear why. The central part of the holiday had to do 
with the ceremony of the omer, the first sheaf of newly cut barley that was offered to the priest on the first day 
of the harvest as a sacrifice, as a gift to God. 

These two spring festivals later became associated with the Exodus from Egypt story – which is now 
the primary theme of Passover. Spring is a time of liberation for nature – so it made sense for a story of 
human liberation to be connected to this springtime holiday of Passover. There were new rituals and new 
interpretations – intended for a new generation for whom the old ceremonies lacked meaning. 

The holiday evolved yet again in the first century of the common era, when the Jews were suffering from the 
heavy oppression of the Romans. By this time, the rituals of the Passover holiday were different from how 
the shepherds used to observe the holiday. The Greco-Roman culture that surrounded the Jews led to their 
observing the holiday in a more luxurious fashion. Wine – and reclining on coaches – were part of the feast. 

Bibliography: 
Schauss, Hayyim. The Jewish Festivals: History & Observance. New York: Union of American Hebrew Congregations. 1974. Pages 39-47.
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Resource Guide: Passover Themes

Passover is associated with a lot of detailed traditions and stories. But, if we want to step back for a moment and 
look at some of the themes of the Passover holiday, here is a sampling:
• Passover commemorates the redemption from slavery that is written about in the Book of Exodus.
• The idea today is that each of us should feel as though we were personally freed from slavery.
• Passover provides an opportunity for us to appreciate our freedom and for us to recognize the responsibilities 

that freedom demands.
• Passover recognizes the creativity of our ancestors. We too can continue reshaping ancient holidays and 

traditions. Our ancestors’ creativity inspires us to follow in their footsteps and to infuse Passover with new 
ideas, traditions, and modes of celebrating.

• Passover is also a spring time holiday that has roots (pun intended!) as an agricultural festival. It’s an 
opportunity for us to celebrate the cycle of time and nature.
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Resource Guide: What Happens at a Passover Seder

A seder is a home-based service. The word “seder” means order. We use a book called a Haggadah to guide us 
through the steps. There are thousands of versions of Haggadahs. Congregation Beth Adam has written its own 
Haggadah, available here. This Haggadah brings together historical and mythological elements of Passover.

Picking the “right” Haggadah for your Passover seder is the first step in creating a meaningful experience. 
If your seder is going to include young children, pick a child-friendly Haggadah. If there will be people 
around your seder table who are interested in social justice, pick a Haggadah that emphasizes those themes. 
Alternatively, don’t use one Haggadah at all; instead, use multiple Haggadahs at the same seder. While this can 
be challenging and requires a bit of coordination, it allows for different voices and perspectives to be heard. 

Most important, no matter what Haggadah you ultimately pick, don’t be constrained by it. The Haggadah 
should be the jumping off point, a place to begin. 

A Passover seder traditionally has 14 steps. Yet, you should not feel constrained by the order – there is room for 
creativity and choices. Remember there will be nobody looking over your shoulder at the seder table, so feel 
free to create a seder experience that reflects who you are, the people (young and older) who may be joining 
you for the seder, and the values that you hold. 

Some Hebrew words are included below – but they are not essential to understanding the holiday. 

1. Kadesh (Sanctification)
• This begins the sanctification of the day; there is a blessing recited over a cup  

of wine.
• There will be a four glasses of wine during the seder meal, based on God’s four 

promises in Exodus 6:6-7: “I will bring you out, I will deliver you from their 
bondage, I will redeem you, and I will take you to Me for a people.”

2. Rachtzah (Washing of hands)
• It was once pretty standard to wash hands before performing rituals.
• Passover is the only Jewish festival with two hand washings (rather than one).

3. Karpas (Green vegetable)
• This can be any green vegetable, but is not to be confused with the 

bitter herb.
• It is dipped into salt water to remind us of the tears of slavery.

4. Yachatz (Breaking the middle matzah)
• We break to “create less” as a symbol of the poor who must put food 

aside to have enough later.
• There are traditionally two loaves of bread on Shabbat, but on Passover 

we use three pieces of matzah.

http://ourjewishcommunity.org/learn/holidays/passover/downloadable-haggadah-for-passover/
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5. Maggid (The telling of the story)
• Children ask four questions.
• There is a reading about four sons.
• The plagues from the Exodus story are recalled; sometimes people remove a drop of wine from their 

cup to symbolize each plague as it is recited.
• Three symbols are explained: matzah (unleavened bread), maror (bitter herbs), and pesach (paschal lamb).
• Second cup of wine.

6. Rachtzah (Second washing of hands)

7. Matzah (Unleavened bread)
• A blessing is said over the matzah.

8. Maror (Bitter herbs)
• One of the three Passover symbols.
• Represents the bitterness of slavery.
• Many Jews use horseradish root.

9. Korech (Charoset and Hillel Sandwich)
• Charoset is a mixture of apples and nuts with wine. It 

symbolizes brick and mortar that slaves had to use when 
building stuff in Egypt.

• After maror and matzah are eaten separately, we eat them together 
(charoset and maror between two pieces of matzah).

• The Hillel sandwich is named after Rabbi Hillel who lived around the year 0 CE.

10. Shulchan Orech (Meal)
• The meal traditionally does not include any leavened food. Matzah ball soup and gefilte fish are pretty 

popular for the first courses. Then a main course and dessert.

11. Tzafun (Hidden things) 
• Kids search for a hidden piece of matzah called the afikoman – 

and often receive a prize for finding it.

12. Barech (Blessing)
• Read Psalm 126, Grace after meal.
• Third cup of wine.
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 Elijah
• Elijah is the prophet who is supposedly going to usher 

in the messianic age.
• A cup of wine is added at many seders for Elijah, set 

on the table for him to “drink.”
• The door is opened for him. (In all likelihood, the 

tradition of opening the door at seders probably 
began in the Middle Ages as a way of showing 
Christian neighbors that nothing suspicious was 
happening inside the Jews’ homes).

• While some wait for a messianic age to come, others 
of us choose to see how we can all contribute to 
making the world a better place.

13. Hallel
• Psalm 113.
• Fourth cup of wine.

14. Neertzah (Conclusion)
• Concluding prayer.
• The wish is expressed “Next year in Jerusalem” – meaning a rebuilt 

temple. However some of us broaden it to mean that the hope is for 
peace in Jerusalem next year.
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Resource Guide: The Seder Plate

The Passover seder plate contains 5 (or 6) items:

1. Charoset: Typically, a mixture of apples, nuts, and wine. It is intended to remind us of the bricks and 
mortar which the Israelites made when they were slaves to Pharaoh in Egypt. Its taste is sweet, reminding 
us of the freedom of our ancestors and the freedom we enjoy today.

2. Egg: The egg serves as a symbol of life. Passover falls during springtime, when there is a rebirth in nature. 
Similarly, Passover commemorates the Jewish people’s transition from slavery to liberation. The egg also 
reminds us of the wholeness of the earth, and the cyclical nature of time.

3. Karpas (green vegetable): Parsley is often used, but lettuce or celery are also options. Karpas is a symbol of 
rebirth and new life. It reminds us of all things that grow, and encourages us to think about the potential 
we all have to grow. It is traditional to dip the karpas into salt water, to remind us of the tears of our 
ancestors as they struggled to be freed from slavery.

4. Maror (bitter herb): Horseradish is often used. The maror symbolizes the bitterness of slavery and the 
suffering of Jewish ancestors throughout the ages.

5. Shankbone (zeroah, in Hebrew): Our ancestors were shepherds, relying on sheep for their survival. There 
was a springtime feast to celebrate the birth of lambs, and the shankbone on our seder plates symbolizes 
that feast. It is also a symbol of the paschal sacrifices.

Some seder plates have an additional bitter herb, bringing the total to six items.
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Resource Guide: Audio and Video Resources

Passover Video Podcasts:
• Chocolate Seder 
• Three Minute Passover Seder 
• Uncle Jay Explains Passover 
• Why is this Night Different? 

Passover Audio Podcasts:
• “The Unconventional Seder” 
• “Is the Exodus True?” 
• “My Father Kept Kosher for Passover – Once!” 
• “The Passover Seder” 
• “Real History of Passover Part I” 
• “Real History of Passover Part II” 

http://ourjewishcommunity.org/learn/holidays/passover/chocolate-passover-seder-video-from-rabbi-baum/
http://ourjewishcommunity.org/learn/holidays/passover/a-three-minute-passover-seder-a-video-from-the-virtual-synagogue/
http://ourjewishcommunity.org/learn/holidays/passover/uncle-jay-explains-the-news-passover/
http://ourjewishcommunity.org/learn/holidays/passover/why-is-this-night-different-a-passover-video-rethinking-the-four-questions-under-3-minutes/
http://ourjewishcommunity.org/audiofiles/2009/passover/__121_The_Unconventional_Seder_04_07_09.mp3
http://ourjewishcommunity.org/audiofiles/2009/passover/__0120_Is_The_Exodus_True_03_31_09.mp3
http://ourjewishcommunity.org/audiofiles/2008/passover/_071_my_father_kept_kosher_for_passover_04_22_08.mp3
http://ourjewishcommunity.org/audiofiles/2009/passover/_017_passover_seder_04_03_07.mp3
http://ourjewishcommunity.org/audiofiles/2009/passover/_015_the_real_history_of_passover_part_1_03_20_07.mp3
http://ourjewishcommunity.org/audiofiles/2009/passover/_016_the_real_history_of_passover_part_2_03_27_07.mp3
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Activities

1. Tell stories, not just the Passover story. Passover is a communal event; we are told that in each 
generation we should feel as though we ourselves experienced the slavery of Egypt and then the freedom 
that came after. But liberation is a story without end. Imagine if the focus of Passover was on each person 
sharing his or her own story, relating the Exodus to one’s own life. Past becomes present as young and old 
join together and talk. Let’s not just tell stories, but also carefully listen to one another.

2. Get agitated about injustice in the world. The goal of Passover is not just for Jews to flee from what 
can seem like a harsh reality, but rather to be motivated to improve it. What is more empowering than the 
feeling that we can each do our small part to make the world a better place? To realize we must not yield 
to solutions of retreat, but instead act? Don’t wait for the legendary Elijah to show up to bring a messianic 
age - channel your inner Elijah. Find a social action project that your family can do together.

3. Remember the seder is only the beginning. After you’ve reclined and enjoyed a symbolic Passover 
meal, think about how reliving the mythic Exodus experience can translate directly into political behavior 
(overthrowing tyrants, freeing those in need of liberation), economic behavior (distributing land and/
or other basic needs to all), and legal behavior (justice for strangers, orphans, and others). Passover can be 
more than ritual, prohibited foods, required foods, bitter herbs, holy time, and prayer. Put the focus on 
repairing the world today. Get up and do something!

4. Make it experiential. What can feel more real than a holiday tasted in one’s mouth and felt through 
one’s actions? What young child wouldn’t love to start a holiday by marching around the house on a 
mission for crumbs of leaven with a flashlight and feather? How many of us fondly remember racing 
siblings to find the afikoman, the coveted hidden piece of matzah? We taste the ritual foods, and we open 
the door for Elijah; we spill wine from our cups to express our diminished joy. Include songs, games, and 
special activities that involve people across generations, dialogues, questions, and answers.

5. Move beyond the text. If your seder is long and boring, that’s your fault! It’s okay to skip parts of the 
Haggadah and instead have conversations about meaning and themes. Act out parts of the holiday rather 
than reading about them. Dress in costumes. Invite friends who can teach you their own traditions. 

6. Ask questions. And not just the traditional four questions about why this night is different from all other 
nights. The questions written by the ancient rabbis are examples of the kinds of questions to ask, but they 
are not the only questions. Move beyond them. Ask new questions, whether you can answer them or not.

7. Be whimsical. 
• Santa’s not the only one you can be followed around the world. Follow Elijah on his journey around 

the world during the week of Passover at www.ElijahTracker.com. 
• Build a Matzah Ball character at www.iMatzahBall.com on your iPhone or on your computer. 
• Join Jews from around the world at www.WorldSeder.com for an online global seder the second night 

of Passover. Sign up at that link to get more information.
• Are you a basketball fan? Download our Passover March Madness bracketology.

http://www.elijahtracker.com/
http://www.imatzahball.com/
http://ourjewishcommunity.org/matzah-man/
http://www.worldseder.com/
http://ourjewishcommunity.org/passoverbracket/
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8. Connect with people. You can do this either in person or via Skype or other technology. Think about all 
of the Passovers and other holiday experiences that you’ve had before and the people who were present – 
who helped make you the person you are today.

9. Shake up the Afikoman Search. In addition to looking for a piece of matzah after the meal, there are 
lots of art projects and activities you can do:
• Pharaoh coloring page (pdf)
• Seder plate coloring page (pdf)
• Make a Passover Paper Plague Frog
• Build a Passover Matzah House
• Write your own Passover Skit: The Seder that went Awry
• Passover Word Search
• Passover Crossword Puzzle

10. Cook together. We’ve got a fun selection of Passover recipes for you to try, including from different 
parts of the world!
• Matzah Bark (pdf)
• Sephardic Charoset
• Ashkenazic Charoset
• Italian Charoset
• Passover Pizza Recipe

 If there are young children present – let them make a simple charoset of chopped apples and nuts. Letting 
them get their hands dirty will be more memorable than just eating something others have made.

 For more Passover and other recipes, visit our cookbook.

11. Enjoy a wine tasting. For adults who are so inclined, turning the 4 cups of wine into a wine tasting can 
add a bit of fun and education to the seder.  

Bibliography: 
Baum, Laura. “Ten Ideas to Make Passover Meaningful.” Huffington Post. March 26, 2013.

http://ourjewishcommunity.org/wp-content/pdfs/pharoh.pdf
http://ourjewishcommunity.org/wp-content/pdfs/seder_plate.pdf
http://ourjewishcommunity.org/wp-content/pdfs/paper_plague_frogs.pdf
http://ourjewishcommunity.org/wp-content/pdfs/matzah_house.pdf
http://ourjewishcommunity.org/learn/holidays/passover/write-your-own-passover-seder-skit-the-seder-that-went-awry/
http://ourjewishcommunity.org/wp-content/pdfs/passover_wordsearch.pdf
http://ourjewishcommunity.org/wp-content/pdfs/passover_crossword.pdf
http://ourjewishcommunity.org/wp-content/pdfs/matzah_bark.pdf
http://ourjewishcommunity.org/sephardic-charoset-recipe-from-cookbook-author-zell-schulman/
http://ourjewishcommunity.org/ashkenazic-charoset-recipe-from-cookbook-author-zell-schulman/
http://ourjewishcommunity.org/italian-charoset-recipe/
http://ourjewishcommunity.org/passover-pizza-recipe-from-cookbook-author-zell-schulman/
http://ourjewishcommunity.org/learn/cookbook/
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Discussion Questions

Below is a variety of questions that can be adapted for conversations with any age group. Choose those that speak to you. 

1. Discuss heroes who can motivate. Recount the story about Pharaoh’s daughter finding and taking pity 
upon Moses, the baby in the basket. And Moses who grew up to stand for the children of his community, 
after he himself was saved from an untimely death as an infant. Who are your heroes? 

2. Throughout Jewish history, our people have known freedom and slavery, joy and pain, power and 
helplessness. Passover reflects these contrasts. The holiday celebrates freedom, while remembering the 
slavery of our ancestors and realizing that many people are not yet free. Today, there is still suffering in the 
world. There are people who do not know freedom. 

 The opportunities and the need to create a less violent, less oppressive world are enormous. But cruelty and 
apathy are still with us – across the ocean, across the border, across the street. It is up to each of us, each 
day, in small but profound ways, to move our world one step closer to its potential. 

 We remember Elijah as the prophet who denounced oppression, challenged injustice, and reached out to 
those in need. Legend teaches that Elijah never died and that he visits every seder and sips some wine from 
his cup. We welcome him by opening our door in the hope that his vision of peace and freedom will soon 
be realized.

 Where do you see suffering? And how do you think you can help combat it?

3. What’s your favorite memory from Passover in a previous year? Maybe the people you were with? 
Searching for the afikoman (hidden piece of matzah)? A favorite meal? Something funny that happened? 
Opening the door for Elijah?

4. Passover is associated with spring time. Our wandering ancestors gathered for a spring celebration when the 
sheep gave birth to their lambs. Theirs was a celebration of the continuity of life. Later, when our ancestors 
became farmers, they celebrated the arrival of spring in their own fashion. Eventually these ancient spring 
festivals merged with the story of the Exodus from Egypt and became a new celebration of life and 
freedom. 

 The search for understanding and truth continues in each generation. The answers of one age may not 
suffice for the next. What are we to do? Do we deny our need for answers? Do we simply accept that 
which others taught, pushing doubts and misgivings from our minds? The seder offers its own response –  
at its core is the asking of questions. While the four questions are the most familiar, asking, probing, 
and exploring are woven throughout the Haggadah. From this we learn that questioning is not a sign of 
disrespect for the past, but an act that affirms our freedom. We are no longer shackled by Pharaohs’ claims, 
nor are we limited by the answers that others have offered. We are free to explore – to ask the questions 
anew – to find our own answers. 

 If you were to write the Haggadah, what question do you think need to be asked?
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5. The seder concludes with the sharing of the afikoman. The “breaking of bread” together forms a bond 
of fellowship. Sharing the afikoman is a sign of our friendship with those at our table and our connection 
with Jews the world over. What makes you feel connected to Judaism? How do the people you celebrate 
with help you appreciate the holiday?

6. Do you prefer matzah balls that float or sink? And are you a fan of gefilte fish? And do you want to know 
what’s in it?!

7. Four children – The rabbis have taught that there are four children, all of whom ask about the Passover 
seder in their own way. And to each of them it is necessary to give an answer. 

 The first child asks “What is the meaning of the traditions and customs which we share this night? What  
is the meaning of our celebration?” This child is inquisitive and wants to learn and understand as much  
as possible. 

 The second child asks “What is the meaning of this celebration to you?” By saying “to you” and not “to 
me,” it is clear that this child feels distant and separate from the community. 

 The third child is unsure of what to ask.

 The fourth child asks “what are these rituals?” This child feels he doesn’t know the basics, and he wants  
to learn. 

 Which one do you see yourself as?

8. We can and should redefine slavery as it exists in our own lives today. Are we slaves to technology? To 
money? To vanity? Who is enslaved today? How can we reach out to help others feel/be liberated?
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Video

Check out our latest video, Passover: Fact or Fiction, on YouTube. It outlines 5 common myths about the 
holiday and then dispels them. It’s accessible and playful and will teach you things you probably never knew – 
and will make celebrating Passover more interesting and meaningful.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m9f4sE3utgY

