STORYTELLING AROUND THE PASSOVER TABLE

By Peninnah Schram

It all begins in childhood – the sense of wonder and imagination, the sense of inquiry, and the intuitive narrative form. We continually need to nourish our children through stories that we tell “face to face”. As Jews, we have built into our Jewish calendars many occasions to do this, especially at the Passover Seder. After all, the Passover story could not be told without a child asking the four questions. I deeply believe that there is no substitute for the human voice of the parent or teacher in telling a story that, in turn, creates memories for life. Stories told in the oral tradition are part of the Jewish way of teaching and learning.

One of the questions that is most frequently asked during my programs and workshops is how did I become a storyteller. My response is that I became a storyteller when, as a child, I listened to my parents telling me stories. All through my growing years, my mother taught me through folk tales. Her stories taught me wisdom about how to act as a woman and as a Jew, as a mensch. My father’s stories, mostly from the sacred texts of Torah and Talmud, along with many midrashim, were the ones that filled me with wonder and awe. He told me Elijah the Prophet stories, not only at Passover. How could you not respond with excitement and wonder when you hear about that Master of Miracles and about his adventures. Together, my parents’ stories gave me, not only the sense of wonder and much needed life-wisdom, but also the sense of belonging to the Jewish people, an emotional attachment to the Land of Israel, and knowledge of Jewish tradition, faith, history, holidays and values. The stories, because they combined entertaining, aesthetic, and educational components, taught me perspective, hope and resourcefulness while they transformed my life into a Jewish life. It was these stories that assured the continuity of the Jewish people down through the centuries. For Jews, stories have been a treasured heritage (morasha) handed down from generation to generation through the oral tradition.

Stories in the narrative format put the morals or lessons to be learned into a meaningful sequence. A goal of teaching is for the student to remember and apply or transfer the knowledge learned. Since stories engage the imagination with their unusual characters, improbable plots, poetic language, such as metaphors, etc., then they would remain longer in the memory, in other words, in the well of wisdom and knowledge to be used when needed later on. As Roger C. Shank writes: “We need to tell someone else a story that describes our experiences because the process of creating the story also creates the memory structure that will contain the gist of the story for the rest of our lives. Talking is remembering” (Tell Me a Story: A New Look at Real and Artificial Memory, 1990, p. 115). 

At Passover, when family and friends gather, there is a specific order for the story and the rituals of the Haggadah to be incorporated into the Seder (Hebrew for “order”). After all, a Seder is not just a dinner but a complete order-filled ceremony with special foods. Since there are also opportunities at various points to add stories, when you invite the people to the Seder, ask them to bring with them a story to share, either personal, family or a folktale. People around the table can recount memories of other Passover Seders and the people who had been present. There are also many stories that would complete this sentence with what actually happened to them: “We opened the door for Elijah the Prophet and who should be standing there but…”  In addition to “real” stories, there are many folktales that could be told or read at the Seder about Elijah the Prophet or focusing on the themes of the holiday, such as miracles, hope, thankfulness, etc. (See bibliography at end.)  Just as we “invite” in the ushpizen as guests into the Sukkah, why not go around the Seder table and ask the people who they would invite to the Seder. (These people could be biblical, historical or family figures, or people whom they would love to meet or whom they miss, whether still living or not.) Since Passover is a time for questions, another trigger question for a story from each person would be to ask, “Since we were all slaves and we decided to leave Egypt and go out with Moses, what one precious thing would we take with us and why, just as Miriam chose to take her tambourine.”

In summary, the oral tradition, which fuses the stories by the telling and listening, is the ethical guide that serves as the inspiration and the link to the cultural and religious heritage and the values of the Jewish people. In Judaism, the telling of tales is a celebration that continues to form and inform our lives in the present. The Sefer HaChinuch counts as the tenth mitzvah to tell the story of Exodus. As one is commanded to tell, the stress is having the story told aloud. When the heart (the seat of intellect, feelings, understanding, and intention along with memory) is aroused, the storyteller/listener internalizes the values and acts on them. This also helps in moral development. That experience of sharing a story creates a bond between the storyteller and the listener and can have greater impact throughout life. 
ADDITIONAL QUESTIONS FOR THE SEDER
1. What blessings do you know from your culture or can create and share?

2. People can tell a story about something that happened 

when they were in trouble and helped in a mysterious way. Ask the children if someone helped them from a fall or when they lost something or were helped at other times by a “stranger”. Could it have been Elijah the Prophet in the guise of a friend?

3. Discuss the word “slave”. Does it mean only physical      

restraints? Can you be a “slave” to your fears? Or desires? Try to have stories shared about some forms of slavery, for example, when you are not free to express certain thoughts or opinions.

4. Discuss the word “freedom”. Does it mean to be free to do 

anything you want to do? Can a person be free even though in a “prison” (not just in an actual prison)? How does a person achieve “freedom”? Share stories. 

Note: You may wish to limit the sharing of stories to a specified time limit (perhaps 2 or 3 minutes) to allow for more people to share.
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