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For Lita and David Gottesman, who built the foundation of my life on love, humor, faith, and reason.

—MO

To Ozzy and Sharon Osbourne, for speaking up.
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Foreword

Find the crack in the matzah.

It was the game my sister, Jude, and I played, savoring the overly sweetened Manischewitz, chanting the Four Questions, searching for the afikomen, singing the Pesach songs from “Dayenu” to the saga of the solitary kid that Father bought for Zuzim. One kid, one kid.

When you break a piece of matzah and then realign the pieces, it becomes seamless. You have to look carefully to see where it was wrought asunder. Within a parable about contemporary music embodying a tradition that goes back three and a third millennia, it allows us to see the past as it becomes the future.

Freedom, as much a beginning as an ending. The Passover tale, each plague dripping its blood into our remembrance, is not a merry stroll through forty years of desert after the parting of the Red Sea but a tale of continual, prayerful trial and tribulation and hopeful transcendence. The battles of bygone centuries are still within us, the chronicles of Nineveh and Jericho and the rivers of Babylon as alive today as in the Old Testament. We try to abide by those Ten rock-hewn Commandments, but the golden calf ever beckons with its gilt allure. The ritual unfolding of the Seder provides comfort, like singing along to a song you’ve heard many a time.

Why we sing. My chosen calling happens to be rock ’n’ roll, both halves of that split in the matzah, hard to tell where the rock leaves off and the roll begins, its promise of liberation and illumination. I’ve spent a lifetime within its Psalms and Solomonic Songs, more than I’ve davened in shul; but then I’ve always aspired to be my own cantor, to recite the Torah of arcane artists and forgotten B-sides, amid all the ways humans express themselves in frequency response and rhythmic duration. To come into direct contact with the emotions of a ceremony that harmonizes our desire to be free, to divine our own judgment and path in life, and then perhaps, in contemplation, lean back and rest, for we are no longer slaves; to partake of the Passover plate, six stations of symbolism, surrounding the glass of wine awaiting the Prophet Elijah to take his sip.

It is my favorite moment of the Seder, after the home has been cleansed, the favored foods served—the gefilte fish, the lighter-than-air matzah balls, the chewy macaroon finale, though I’m sure that wasn’t the chosen repast back in the shtetl.

I’m five, and it’s my task to open the door for Elijah. I perform the sacred duty, to allow the divine presence entry into our home so he might lift a glass to the family within. When I open the door, there is my aunt Lillian preparing to knock. I knew then that she was an angel, sent to bless our home.

Another Passover, another family. I’m at Abbijane’s Seder, along with some vets of the New York rock scene, remembering what it was like to be in the audience at a New York Dolls show. From the synagogue across from her back garden, the sounds of song vibrate the air, not quite heard but imbued with the familiar minor keys and lamentations and hallelujahs and supplications and always gratitudes, accompanying our prayers, the sacred spirit within us all.

Next year: in the Universe. And chorus.

Lenny Kaye

New York City

2024/5785
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Introduction

When my friend Kay Miller asked if I’d like to collaborate on The Rock ’n’ Roll Haggadah, I was ecstatic. I thought about my family’s Seders and how many songs are interspersed throughout the evening as we go around the dining room table, reading passages on the exodus from Egypt. The rich aromas of Mom’s brisket and tzimmes in the oven tormented us during the hour or more we spent on the weighty liturgical, historical, and philosophical matters leading up to the shulchan orech (the festive meal). Passover is one of the heavier and more complex Jewish holidays, in the classic mode of “They tried to kill us, we escaped, then we ate.” To paraphrase the Who, Passover is meatier, beatier, bigger, and bouncier than other Jewish holidays because we’re supposed to feel as if we ourselves “have gone forth from Egypt.”

As my brother and I and our Seder-going friends got older, we began incorporating our own references into the story and the songs. We created instant mash-ups with bits of z’mirot (table songs), hymns we learned in shul, beatboxing that we learned in school, and rock, pop, punk, and reggae songs we loved. Recontextualizing the lore made us feel more connected to it, and the Seder is about connection—not only past to present but also with your family, friends, and far beyond.

That’s why I loved Kay’s idea of infusing a Haggadah with rock ’n’ roll. Like the story of Passover, rock is rooted in oppression but is ultimately about freedom. There would be no rock music without blues, and there’d be no blues (nor jazz, hip-hop, R&B, or country) without African American field hollers and gospel. This, too, was part of the discourse at our family table. We started to take a broader historical view of tyranny and appropriation. We even churned over possibilities for peace in the Middle East as each Seder ended with the chimera “Next year in Jerusalem.” These things seem possible over copious amounts of wine, brisket, and song. So, feel free to deliberate and discuss whatever moves you at your Seder. Or just bang your head to the tunes.

[image: Image]
On his record Exodus, reggae icon Bob Marley drew from biblical stories, political unrest in Jamaica, and his escape to London after surviving an assassination attempt. Time magazine named it “Best Album of the Twentieth Century.”



As rock ’n’ roll is the theme here, we intended for our book to be light of heart, but we take the holiday seriously. My parents saw to it that I never missed a Seder, a tradition my brother and I have continued as adults. When my dad was in the hospital with a terminal illness, we brought the Seder to him. During the COVID-19 pandemic, we helped my mom figure out Zoom so she could partake in our extended family’s virtual Seder.

Historically, Jews have gone to extraordinary lengths to observe Passover. Seders have been held all over the world for thousands of years, in countries that were hostile to us, during wartime, even during the Holocaust. And although it’s a Jewish holiday, it’s fundamentally about universal human rights. Liberty, freedom of worship, the right to hold our leaders accountable—these are things that people are still being killed for, things we can never take for granted. For me, Passover serves as a reminder of the liberties I’ve enjoyed as an American citizen. It reminds me of my luck that my ancestors escaped being murdered for the crime of being Jewish in central and eastern Europe. They arrived here as “strangers in a strange land” (my great-grandma, who already had kids of her own, attended kindergarten classes to learn English), where their roots grew into a family of doctors, lawyers, soldiers, teachers, writers, and more.

[image: Image]
While growing up in London, singer Amy Winehouse honed her vocals on Jewish hymns her parents taught her. She and producer Mark Ronson bonded over their shared Jewish identity.



Whether you’re a true believer who takes the fantastic story of the exodus literally, or you’re a skeptic who believes only the scientific evidence that aligns with some of it, I hope you’ll find meaning and entertainment in our Haggadah. Even if you doubt the miracles described ahead, consider the miracle that the Jewish people have managed to survive and thrive for thousands of years, despite relentless attempts to annihilate us. Our very existence is an astonishing tale, making the Passover Seder and its narrative arc of oppression and emancipation ever relevant.

—Meredith Ochs




A Few Notes About This Haggadah

The Rock ’n’ Roll Haggadah is unique. Standard Haggadahs tend to start abruptly, diving right into the formalities. We wanted ours to be expansive, a helpful guide for those celebrating Passover or hosting a Seder for the first time, an alternate approach for those looking to make their Seders more fun and inclusive, and a deeper dive into storytelling. Unlike most Haggadahs, ours begins with a section on preparing for the holiday and some of the lore involved, and our Seder itself includes more fascinating stories about the exodus, both biblical and historical. It’s a book you won’t want to file away after Pesach, but it’s also a real Haggadah with rituals and brachot (blessings). The sidebars about our “Honorable Menschen” bring additional knowledge and pop culture curios. Add whatever you’d like to elaborate on the basic observance in a way that is relevant to you and your guests.

Throughout the text, we’ve included song titles that tie into the narrative and/or Jewish traditions in one way or another. You’ll find these songs in the Rock ’n’ Roll Haggadah playlist at the end of the book, as well as our Spotify playlist of the same name. The songs are meant to spark inspiration as you prepare for the holiday and conversation at the table, or to be played at the table if you desire. For some observant Jews, singing and dancing at the Seder are customary; if you’re moved to borrow from that tradition, go for it. Passover has many practices built into the holiday to teach children and keep them engaged during the Seder, and this is another way to do that. If there are kids attending, put them in charge of playing the music at the appointed times; they’re probably the most technologically inclined people in the house anyway. We’ve added a visual key near certain songs—a treble clef [image: ]—to serve as a prompt, as well as highlighted other songs mentioned in the book, but play or sing or discuss as you wish.

[image: Image]

Like many texts, we use the words “Israelites,” “Jews,” and “Hebrews” interchangeably, as well as “Israel,” “Canaan,” and “the Promised Land.” Technically, Jewish people in Egypt (also called Mitzrayim, derived from the word for narrow straits or a narrow place) were Israelites. It wasn’t until after we left that we received the Torah, the books containing the basis of our laws and teachings. The land of Israel, where we’d lived pre and post our sojourn in Egypt, was called Canaan. It has been fought over and vanquished by empires and called other names between then and now.

We also make reference to God (Hashem, Adonai or Adonoi, Ruler or Sovereign of the Universe), the monotheistic, incorporeal Jewish deity. This doesn’t mean you must be devout, or even Jewish, to participate in the Seder. Part of the Seder—the Four Children—addresses varying levels of spiritual belief, including zero belief. Yes, this is a religious event, but it’s also about family, community, and tradition… plus food, wine, and music. We cover a lot of ground in this book with one fundamental missive: All are welcome.




Absolute Beginners: A Passover Newbie’s Guide


A Full Moon Festival

Unlike the Gregorian calendar, by which most of us schedule our lives, the Hebrew calendar is lunisolar. That’s why Jewish holidays fall on different dates from year to year, and that practice began with Passover.

In the Book of Exodus, just before the Tenth Plague is to be visited upon the Egyptians, God commands the soon-to-be-freed Israelites to start keeping a calendar based on the moon. It’s the first thing we’re told to do, as free people are in charge of their own time. It marks the departure from Egypt, a sun-worshipping, intransigent culture gripped by a caste system, both physically and ideologically. We were about to become “One Nation Under a Groove,” [image: ] independent, governed by a set of laws rather than a king, answering to one God.

Like Tom Petty going solo, Jewish people have had Full Moon Fever ever since. Our holy days commence at sundown. We celebrate the new moon each month with Rosh Chodesh, a holiday some say was created for the Jewish women at Mount Sinai who didn’t participate in the golden calf desert debacle (more on this later). Several of our holidays fall on the full moon, beginning with Passover, which is on the 15th of Nisan.

This is the date on which Pharaoh finally kicked us to the curb (though he soon changed his mind). It’s the first full moon of Aries, a fire sign (fire is a motif throughout the Haggadah, as well as in rock ’n’ roll) and a ram worshipped as a god by Egyptians. With Aries at its most ascendant, it’s a date on which Pharaoh would have believed he’d be at the height of his powers, yet he was “King Midas in Reverse.” [image: ]

Setting our holy days by the moon is also the reason Jews hold two Seders instead of one. That’s right: after a long, wine-filled night of complex rituals, we don’t sleep it off. Like Billy Preston, we do “The Same Thing Again” the following night. The tradition goes back to ancient Israel, when rabbis would certify the beginning of each month after two witnesses reported seeing the new moon. Messengers spread word throughout the land, but for Jews living outside Israel the delay was confusing, as they were uncertain which day to officially celebrate on. So, a yom tov sheni shel galuyot—a second Diaspora festival day—was declared. Within Israel, only one Seder is still the norm. Observant Jews celebrate Passover for eight days, the first two and last two of which are holy and filled with traditional practices and prayers. (In Israel, only the first and seventh days are considered holy.)



Tradition!

Explaining Judaism and our commandments (or mitzvot, though the word “mitzvah” is also slang for doing a good deed), customs, and practices makes us think of Avril Lavigne: it’s “Complicated.” There’s the OG tome: the Torah, also known as the Five Books of Moses. Then there’s the Talmud, which has two parts: the Mishnah, six books on Jewish law regarding everything from agriculture and settling civil disputes to how to comport ourselves in “Houses of the Holy,” [image: ] and the Gemara, which is a discussion of the Mishnah, combining legal jargon with narrative—history, philosophy, folklore, and much more.

The extraordinary thing about these texts is that they set a precedent for the vigorous debate at the heart of Judaism. Minority viewpoints are valued and a winning side is not always clear, leaving much open to interpretation. This is one reason Jewish traditions vary so widely.

Another reason is also the reason the Talmud exists at all—persecution. This stuff was not originally meant to be written down. It was the “Oral Torah.” After the destruction of both Holy Temples in Jerusalem, first by Babylonians (586 BCE), then by Romans (70 CE), and our expulsion from Israel, spiritual leaders figured that without a central governing body, it would be a good idea to start documenting their ways. Before Bob Dylan sang it, they could see that “The Times They Are A-Changin’ ” [image: ] and would continue to do so. As Jews moved through the Diaspora for centuries, we adapted to make our traditions work within the structures of our adopted countries. In the Middle Ages, rabbis and scholars continued to discuss and progress Jewish thought and halacha (“the way”—i.e., Jewish law) that informs many customs we still keep, including much of what we do during the celebration of Passover. We evolved, so we survived.



Honorable Menschen

Gene Simmons of KISS

[image: Image]
KISS’s “God Gave Rock and Roll to You II” is a remake of a song by the British band Argent.



He was born Chaim Witz and went by Gene Klein (his mother’s maiden name) before choosing his stage name—inspired by rockabilly singer Jumpin’ Gene Simmons and the 1964 hit “Haunted House.” The song’s farcical, schlock horror hinted at the New York rock band that Chaim would go on to found in 1973 with another nice Jewish boy, Stanley Eisen, aka Paul Stanley. The band, of course, is KISS.

Simmons was known to bring celebrity friends and flames to Passover Seders at the New York home of his mother, Florence, a Holocaust survivor. His guest list has included Diana Ross and her ex-husband Bob Ellis Silberstein (father of Tracee Ellis Ross), and Cher and her two kids. Even though Simmons would conduct the Seders, his mom freaked out a little at the prospect of his glamorous girlfriend (at the time) in her house. “I said, ‘Gene, you’re bringing Cher? She’s such a fancy-schmancy lady,’ ” Florence recalled. “And Gene said, ‘No, she’s just an ordinary, nice person.’ And Gene was right.” In the tradition of welcoming anyone with nowhere else to go, Florence made sure Gene’s chauffeur also had a seat at the Seder table. “I always invite him in,” she said. “What’s another plate?”







Seder Starter Kit

If this is your first rodeo, think of a Seder as a combination of ritual, reading, and dinner. Sure, you’ll arrive at “Meat City” (respects to John Lennon) or its veggie equivalent eventually, but there are a few things you’ll need for the rest of the festivities as well:


Go exponential on Emmylou Harris’s “Two More Bottles of Wine.” [image: ] Each guest is supposed to drink four full glasses over the course of the evening and a series of brachot. If you keep kosher, you’re inviting guests who do, or you’re going to a kosher home for the Seder, make sure the bottles sport a kosher for Passover endorsement. Otherwise, drink what you like. Pro tip: get at least a magnum or two of Manischewitz or Kedem Concord Grape wine for sacramental and sentimental purposes.

A separate cup of wine for Elijah the Prophet. This will not be consumed by mere mortals.

A cup of water designated as Miriam’s Cup to honor the women in the story.

Grape juice. This is for kids and teetotalers, so they can participate in the rituals as well.

Lots of matzah. For the Passover rituals, set three whole sheets of matzah on a separate plate and cover them with a large napkin or a designated cloth. Like all the ceremonial objects mentioned in this book, Judaica stores sell fancy Pesach matzah covers (some that will neatly tuck your stack of three into separate pockets) and trays if you want to be fancy; if you’ve inherited treasured ones from family, even better. Guess what—a regular plate and a large napkin works, too. You’ll need an extra cloth in which to wrap the afikomen (the half piece you’ll be hiding later). Keep more matzah on hand for folks to eat during the meal. If you’re forgoing leavened foods for the entire holiday, you’ll need enough to last your household a week.





Honorable Menschen

Jack Antonoff’s Jewish Perspective

A ten-time (and probably more by the time you read this) Grammy-winning musician, songwriter, and record producer, New Jersey native Jack Antonoff got his Hebrew education at the well-known private Solomon Schechter Day School. As a member of the band Fun, he made songs with soaring choruses and a dark underbelly, like their millennial anthem “We Are Young,” which won a Grammy for Song of the Year (2013), and “Carry On,” a paean to perseverance. Antonoff started the “side project” Bleachers in 2013, and he has collaborated with numerous pop stars, including Taylor Swift, one of his longtime besties, since her album 1989.

Growing up with Judaism has been a plus in his life as a producer and music maker. “I think there’s a Jewish perspective on life that’s rather unique, which I find fairly beautiful and some people find completely annoying,” he says. “It’s like a built-in skepticism. I’m also looking at scenarios from just about every angle and sometimes thinking about how things could go wrong.”






Scallions—optional. Persian and Afghan Jews have a fun tradition of








Stocking the Seder Plate

































Getting Rid of Chametz: Goodbye to You







Hide-and-Seek Chametz: Fun for the Whole Family!
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How to Host a Seder
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How Rock ’n’ Roll Is Your Seder?


















Traditional Foods: History, Geography








Kosher for Passover





Joyva: A Ukrainian Immigrant, a Generational Business, a Passover Tradition
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Matzah: Unleavened but Not Unloved
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Matzah Balls, Y’all
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