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To our family and friends,
 who have attended our Seders for many years
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INTRODUCTIONS

Did Elijah Come to Your House?

BY STEVE ROBERTS



Don’t worry. We didn’t have a Seder when I was growing up, either.

Yes, I was Jewish, quite Jewish, really. But for my family, Judaism was more a cultural concept than a religious one. I’ve run Seders for more than forty years now, yet I have no traditions or memories to draw on. My parents never taught me how to celebrate Passover because they didn’t know. My grandparents didn’t know, either. I taught myself (although my Catholic wife feels her constant kibitzing was an invaluable part of my education). If I can do it, you can, too.

Back in Europe, we were Jewish, because history defined us as Jews and our neighbors treated us as Jews. That is, badly. My grandparents were all born between 1881 and 1892 in the Pale of Settlement, a vast area on the western edge of the Russian empire where Jews were allowed to live. But anti-Semitism was still deeply rooted in the local culture. My mother’s father, Harry Schanbam, was a stringently secular man who would walk through the streets of his hometown of Grodno (now in western Belarus) on Saturday, the Jewish Sabbath, smoking cigarettes to show his disdain for religious rituals. Like many Jews of his time and place, politics became his religion, and as a “flaming socialist” (my uncle’s description) he earned the enmity of the local Cossacks, a paramilitary force with a fondness for beating up Jews. As he used to tell me, he finally left for America after the Cossacks rode through his mother’s house for the third time looking for him. My father’s father, Avram Rogowsky, grew up in Bialystok (now in eastern Poland), where a vicious pogrom killed dozens of Jews in 1906. He, too, was a political radical, but his real religion was Zionism, and a year later he fled to Palestine and worked on some of the first roads built in Tel Aviv. The dream did not last and Abe, as he came to be known in America, eventually settled in Bayonne, the town in northern New Jersey where I was born in 1943.

I knew my grandparents very well—Harry lived with us (my grandmother Sadie died before I was born), and Abe and Grandma Miriam were three blocks away. Neither grandfather had a bar mitzvah. I recall no religious symbols in their homes, no holidays, no devotions. My father and my uncles never had bar mitzvahs, and when my parents got married they followed that same secular tradition. Left-wing politics was their passion, not organized religion, and my father was at times uneasy with his ethnic background. On my birth certificate I’m Steven Rogow (the “sky” was long gone), but Dad changed it to Roberts when I was two. More American, less obviously Jewish. Growing up, I was oblivious to my sanitized name (it’s Welsh, actually—lovely people, but not my people). I knew I was Jewish. Most of my neighbors and classmates were Jewish, after all. So were the local shopkeepers and my parents’ friends. We ate pastrami from Botwinick’s deli, gefilte fish from Levine’s market, and cheesecake from Mortman’s bakery. I joined the Cub Scouts and played basketball at the Jewish Community Center. My grandfathers read Yiddish newspapers. But from Seders we knew bupkis (a colorful Yiddish expression meaning “absolutely nothing”).

At about age twelve, I became interested in organized Judaism. My twin brother, Marc, and I actually asked our parents if we could have bar mitzvahs. I’m sure the main reason was peer pressure. All the other Jewish boys were having them, and we weren’t. The presents were pretty great, too. But perhaps I was also looking for some deeper form of identity. Unlike my ancestors, I didn’t feel Jewish because of history or oppression. The Cossacks (or the Nazis) were not a big threat in New Jersey. But reconnecting with organized Judaism was tricky. In Bayonne, most Jews attended the large Conservative congregation or several small shuls (Orthodox synagogues), and my parents would have felt wildly uncomfortable in any of them. A group of young professionals had recently organized a Reform temple in town, however, and that was a better fit. So my folks reluctantly joined up and enrolled us in Hebrew school. The common story is that immigrant families stray from their Old World traditions as they become more American. In a sense I was reversing that pattern, reconnecting to my Jewish roots, to the name Rogow, which was on my birth certificate, rather than the homogenized version my father had chosen.

After my bar mitzvah I stayed active in a statewide group called JFTY, the Jersey Federation of Temple Youth (I have a tattered old JFTY sweatshirt framed on my wall as I write this, thanks to my aforementioned Catholic wife). Yes, I liked meeting new girls from other towns (I took Myrna Goldblatt to my senior prom), but I also enjoyed the intelligent talk about religious questions that threaded through our weekend meetings. It was my first hint of college life, of late-night bull sessions with smart people who made you think about basic issues. (One of my pals, Peter Knobel, became a rabbi, and another, Alan Kors, a history professor.) Once I got to Harvard, most of my roommates were Jewish, as were my friends at the Crimson, the student newspaper, but the connections we shared were more tribal than religious. When one of my roommates got married after graduation and asked Harvard’s rabbi to perform the ceremony, it was an embarrassing moment. None of us had ever met the guy.

But by then my view of religion was starting to change. I had met a girl named Cokie Boggs, a student at Wellesley, and she was an observant Roman Catholic. Cokie had attended religious schools all her life and stayed in touch with the nuns who taught her. She went to Mass regularly and one of our first dates, during spring vacation of junior year, took place in New York. We went to a movie and then stayed up all night talking. As dawn broke she went off to church, and I caught a bus back to Bayonne. My grandfather Harry was already up when I arrived home and he gave me a stern, silent look. Pop, I thought, if you only knew—I’ve been with a Catholic girl who’s now praying in church.

Our relationship matured slowly. I was a typical guy, petrified of commitment of any sort. More seriously, the religious issue was never far from our minds. My parents were adamantly against the match and I had always been a good son: loyal, loving, headed for a life in journalism, which they encouraged and admired. Defying them was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. So that meant many long talks with Cokie, many tears, many times we thought this relationship could never work. But gradually an understanding started to develop, a possible future began to take shape. We realized, eventually, that the values uniting us were far stronger than the theology dividing us. When we talked about how we wanted to live our lives, day by day, year by year—as a couple, as parents, even as grandparents—we found a common ground, a high ground, where we could build a family together. I knew it would work out when my father said to me at one point, “It would be a lot easier to oppose this marriage if it wasn’t so obvious she’s the perfect girl for you.”

Having an understanding and working it out in practice are two different things. Mixed religious couples can essentially choose one of three paths: they can practice no religion, pick one or the other, or do both. Different patterns work for different partners; there’s no one-size-fits-all answer, but we really had only one choice. Cokie was far too observant to consider the first option. I was not nearly as devout as she was, but I was more a Rogow than a Roberts, I was on a journey that had started with my bar mitzvah years before. I could not give up my religion, and Cokie didn’t want me to. In fact, part of the attraction between us was a shared devotion to our traditions, families, histories. In that sense we were both Old World and old-fashioned. So we agreed. We’d do both. We’d practice both faiths and our wedding became a test case. Instead of a church, we got married in the garden of Cokie’s home (where we’ve now lived for more than thirty-three years). We couldn’t find a rabbi to join Cokie’s uncle, a Jesuit priest, in performing the actual ceremony. So we asked Arthur Goldberg, a close friend of Cokie’s parents, to give a talk on Jewish teachings about marriage. We had a chuppah, a Jewish wedding canopy, and I broke a glass, the traditional close of any Jewish ceremony. My parents and their friends felt embraced and respected. It was a good start, but only a start.

Cokie was more committed to our agreement than I was. I came to realize that if you’re a person of faith, you take all religions seriously, and she shouldered the task of making Judaism a part of our lives together. I was happy to go along but she was the driving force. We now joke that she is the best Jew in the family; she replies there’s never been much competition for the title. When we wrote a book some years ago about our mixed heritage, From This Day Forward, Cokie explained her feelings this way: “We realized that we had to create religious rituals for ourselves. Back home Steve knew that he was Jewish because it was simply part of the culture. Now, if Judaism was going to be part of our marriage, we had to deal consciously and conscientiously with the religion itself. That was particularly true for me. I couldn’t make any cultural claims to Judaism, so the religious rituals became terribly important to me.” She was right about that. She didn’t grow up with a Yiddish-speaking grandfather or matzo ball soup (not a big loss, since she was from New Orleans and raised on shrimp rémoulade and crawfish étouffée). On our first Hanukkah together, a few months after our wedding in 1966, we happily lit the candles and left them untended when we went to bed. Bad idea. We almost burned the apartment down. But we were not deterred. The next holiday we tackled was Passover.

My mother maintained that the first Seder she ever attended was organized by her Catholic daughter-in-law. Jewish couples tend to have Seders automatically, out of custom and habit (although my twin brother married a Jewish woman and never had one). Mixed couples like us have to make a deliberate choice. And while that can be an inspiring process, it can also be intimidating. We know. We’ve been there. The whole point of this little book is to say, you can do it, you are not alone, here’s what we’ve learned.

The word haggadah literally means “the telling” and comes directly from the biblical command to “tell your children” the story of the Jews’ liberation from Egypt. The Haggadah you are now reading is essentially the same one Cokie cobbled together in 1970, and her efforts to revise and refurbish “the telling” of this story follow an ancient tradition. The first Haggadahs emerged in the period between 170 CE and 500 CE, when the rabbis of Judea started writing the Talmud, a vast collection of commentaries and analysis that still shapes Jewish law and practice. The basic Haggadah we use today was first written down by Amram bar Sheshna, or Amram Gaon, who headed a famous yeshiva in Babylon during the ninth century CE, and the first printed Haggadah was published in Soncino, Italy, in 1486. There are now more than three thousand versions, making the Haggadah “the most popular Jewish book of all time,” according to Karen G. R. Roekard, editor of The Santa Cruz Haggadah.

So why write yet another one? For one thing, we’ve been approached many times by interfaith couples who are hungry for role models and rituals that reflect their lives and choices. For another, Our Haggadah has acquired a deep meaning for us, and our friends. It has been sanctified by years of use by the loud, loving, and occasionally sloppy crowd that attends our Seders. Each copy of the physical document has been folded and fondled, read from and spilled on by many dear friends and family members. That’s the point of Passover, and we learned that very young. When I was made the New York Times bureau chief in Los Angeles, and we relocated to California, we left behind our entire social network. We needed to meet new people and build new connections, and most of the friends we made were from other places as well. We were all seeking the same sense of community we had left behind in North Carolina and South Dakota, Kansas City and New York City, and at our Passover Seders we forged a special bond—strangers together, perched a bit precariously on the western edge of the country, saying ancient prayers and sharing Cokie’s lamb and zucchini on our
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