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Passover and Easter: 
Two Faiths' Celebrations of the Spring 

Sometimes it's a problem, some
times not. Depending on how 
the two religious calendars align 

themselves, Passover and Easter can 
overlap or be separated by as much as 
a month. This year in particular, 
when the first Passover seder is 
sandwiched between Good Friday 
and Easter Sunday, Jewish-Christian 
families are m i n d f u l of their common 
roots and their evident theological 
differences. 

As interfai th families know, 
where there's a complication, 
there's room for learning and 
g r o w t h . There are fascinating 
connections between the t w o 
holidays. Some New Testament 
interpretations of the Last Supper, 
w h i c h Jesus shared w i t h his dis
ciples near the end of his l i fe , 
portray it as a Passover seder r i tual . 

I n early Christ ianity, Passover 
became important for its metaphori
cal applications. The New Testa
ment is f u l l of Passover symbolism: 
Christ as the new paschal lamb, 
sacrificed for the sins of his fo l low
ers; Christians as the real unleav
ened bread, i n w h o m the leaven of 
sin was no longer at w o r k . 

As far as we can tell , the earliest 
fol lowers of Jesus celebrated the 
Passover i n what was then the 
tradit ional Jewish way. The celebra
t ion of the resurrection gradually 
evolved into the celebration of 
Easter and replaced any celebration 
of the tradi t ional Jewish Passover. 
The pivotal importance of this 
gradual separation of the two com-

" munities. Christian and Jewish, is 
explored i n this issue of D O V E T A I L 

by the Reverend Byron Bland, in an 
article which begins on page 8. 

Christians Celebrate \he 
Passover 

A growing number of Christian 
churches are incorporating aspects of 
the Passover meal into their worship 
experiences, mostly by designing 
Maundy Thursday "model seders" for 
their congregants. Often Christians 
try to combine a seder w i t h their o w n 
communion service, creating a hybrid 
that celebrates conm^on elements 
while minimizing or ignoring the 
uniqueness of both traditions. Church 
leaders hope that such "seders" w i l l 
help Christians gain a better apprecia
tion of Jesus' (and therefore all 
Christians') Jewish heritage. But 
many rabbis agree that the Passover 
seder as it is now observed is signifi
cantly different than the seder ob
served by Jews during Jesus' lifetime. 
Jewish leaders are concerned that it 
may be difficult to correct the impres
sion of church members that there are 
Christian overtones in the seder. Such 
concern is heightened when church 
leaders suggest that they are using the 
seder to enhance their congregants' 
Easter celebration. The Union of 
American Hebrew Congregations, the 
official body of Reform Judaism, 
states that " i t may sometimes be 
possible to run such a [seder] program 
successfully, especially when mem
bers of the church and synagogue 
have been involved in a long-term, 
sustained dialogue and each group is 
immersed in the history of the other. 
But that is usually not the case." 

Of course, interfaith families 
celebrate the Passover seder, too, and 
bring to their celebration Christian 
perspectives. Hopefully, our different 
perspectives can heighten, not d imin
ish, the experience. 

But What About Easter? 
Christians can easily and honestly 

join their Jewish partners in the 
celebration of Passover. The seder, as 
a home ritual, is easy to adapt and 
expand to incorporate a wider wor ld 
view. A n d the central tenet of the 
seder l i turgy—liberation f rom bond
age—is a universally appreciable goal. 

It is much more difficult , theologi
cally and culturally, for Jews to join in 
the celebration of Easter. First, it is a 
church-based holiday that often seems 
out of a couple's control. Second, the 
point of the celebration, the resurrec
tion of Jesus, is unequivocably outside 
the realm of Jewish belief and tradi
tion. When a Jewish partner agrees to 
accompany his or her Christian 
spouse to church on Easter, it is 
usually w i t h trepidation and guilt. 
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A n d these feehngs are often rein
forced in the sanctuary. Many an 
interfaith couple has a storv of a wel l -
intentioned tr ip to Easter Sunday 
services, only to be greeted w i t h 
sermons that blame Jews for Jesus' 
crucifixion or exclude from salvation 
anyone who does not believe in the 
actual physical resurrection of Jesus. 
Of course, for every such sermon 
there is also a message by a more 
liberal, inclusive pastor, who focuses 
on the potential for rebirth and 
resurrection in our o w n lives today. 
But many Jewish-Christian families 
have not found a church in which 
they can hear such an upl i f t ing Easter 
message. Hopefully, interfaith 
families who continue to search can 
f ind Christian communities which 
celebrate Holy Week in an open and 
aff irming way. 

In a theological sense, the "Spring 
T h i n g " far surpasses the "December 
Dilemma" in its diff iculty of reconcili
ation. A n d this is one tension in an 
interfaith relationship that cannot be 
ful ly resolved. Perhaps that is w h y 
several of the authors in this issue 
choose to focus on foods of the 
holidays rather than on the deeper 
questions. Perhaps, as Jewish^ 
Christian couples, having chosen to 
live together in two separate spheres, 
we w i l l have to accept that this is one 
of the times when our beliefs cannot 
overlap, when we can only accept and 
celebrate the deep emotions and 
expectations of our partners for the 
holidays of their traditions. Perhaps 
the best we can do is to use the 
tension we feel as fodder for growth 
and increased understanding. 

Of course, there are ways to make 
your interfaith family's Easter celebra
tion a positive one. Talk at home 
about your beUefs and questions. 
Focus on the universal theme of 
spring's new growth, and reflect on 

the possibilities for renewal in your 
o w n lives. Enjoy the Easter egg hunts 
and the fancy clothes, and share 
special traditions and recipes from 
vour childhood. You mav want to 
distinguish between traditions that 
are connected theologically to the 
holiday, such as Easter vigils, and 
those that have been attached by the 
secular w o r l d , like egg hunts and 
bunnies. This time of year as always, 
what Jewish-Christian families do in 
their homes, how they share ideas and 
create traditions, is the solid founda
tion on which two faiths can dovetail. 
Happy spring! T 
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Lighting the candles was the first 
unstressed act of a very long 
day. I Ut one slender, purple 

taper at the stove and used it to light 
the other at the table. The flames cast 
a warm glow on our nine faces as we 
sat around the long formica table in 
my kitchen. 1 took a deep breath and 
read the Kiddush prayer. Our Pass
over Seder had begun. 

Several weeks before, my fiance, 
John, had suggested that we have a 
Seder w i t h some friends. John would 
take care of the theological end, and I 
w o u l d be responsible for all culinary 
preparations. After all , I asked 
myself, how difficult could it be? 1 
bought a Jewish holiday cookbook 
and planned an old-fashioned menu, 
complete w i t h kugel and matzo ball 
soup. But as I wrote up what seemed 
to be a never-ending shopping list, I 
realized how complicated this meal 
w o u l d be. For a woman who spent 
her formative years taught by the 
Dominican Sisters of St. Mary of the 
Springs, a Seder became a daunting 
prospect. 

John and I are an example of a 
trend that is only now attracting the 
attention of sociologists and magazine 
journalists. We are an interfaith 
couple. John grew up in a predomi
nantly Jewish town on Long Island. I 
grew up in Manhattan, two blocks 
f rom my Catholic church and gram
mar school. I often imagine us as 
children, John learning Hebrew at the 
Reconstructionist Synagogue and me 
going to eight o'clock mass at St. 
Joseph's. 

For most single-religion couples, 
holidays and religious duties are, 
however joyful , also routine. Rituals 
are followed in a familiar way. For us 
each new event—be it putt ing up the 
Christmas tree or l ighting Hanukkah 
candles—is a learning experience, a 
time for us to share a part of our
selves. The first time I ever attended a 
Jewish service was w i t h John on Rosh 

Hoshanah. I w i l l never forget the 
feeling of warmth and spirituality that 
washed over me when, during a 
prayer, John put his tallis, the blue 
and white prayer shawl, around both 
of us. I felt as prayerful then as 1 do in 
my o w n church. \'ot only do 1 enjoy 
learning about Judaism, but I have 
also felt a resurgence of love for my 
o w n faith. The stories and lessons of 
my childhood are still dear to me, and 
maybe even more respected when I 
try to teach them to John. He agrees. 
It's as if in being teachers to each 
other, we have learned again to 
appreciate our o w n heritages. 

The reason we'd come 
together, the ancient 
prayers we were reciting 
and the friendship we 
shared were more 
Important than my potato 
terrine would ever b e . . . 
I realized that I was not 
excluded from the group; 
rather our actions were 
bringing us closer 
together. And maybe our 
example could bring 
Christians and Jews all 
over the world closer 
together. 

Not that everything has gone 
without a hitch. The first time John 
attended Mass w i t h me I could see 
h i m staring dubiously at the vaulted 
ceiling and ornate altar of St. Patrick's 
Cathedral. I should probably have 
taken h i m to a smaller, more human-
scaled church for his first visit. Most 
of his experience tiU that point had 
been accounts of the Inquisition and 
televangelists on Sunday morning 
cable shows. 

M y kneeling, which is anathema to 

Passover Essay 
by Lisa DiCerto Tischler 

Judaism, during certain prayers was 
difficult for h i m to accept. A n d when 
it came to "the kiss of peace," the part 
of the Mass when you shake hands 
and wish peace to ever\'one around 
you, John looked completely mysti
fied. However, he quickly caught on 
to this tradition and shook hands all 
around. Later he told me that he'd 
wanted to say "Shalom" to everyone. 
I thought to myself that it would have 
been the perfect symbol of our 
unusual relationship. A n d our 
unusual relationship is what 
prompted John to suggest the Seder. 
We had gone to his parents' home for 
the first night of Passover last year, 
and we would go again this time, but 
he wanted to have another Seder that 
would reflect our special concerns. 

We live in a wor ld that does not 
often look favorably on inter

faith couples. Too many people see 
us as a threat to organized religion, or 
as examples of a lax moral upbring
ing. Both of us consider ourselves to 
be very respectful and thoughtful on 
the subject of faith. I never thought 
about Catholicism as much as I have 
since I met John. His questions about 
my religion forced me to think 
through concepts I had accepted 
blindly before. 

We have found a lot of support, 
though, from our friends, some of 
w h o m are in our situation. So we 
invited people who were involved in 
interfaith relationships or were 
"halfsies" like John's roommate, 
Frank, who is half Jewish and half ' 
Dominican. We planned to explain all 
the prayers and the Seder plate of 
symbolic foods to our non-Jewish 
guests. It would be a night of ecu
menical joy and understanding. 

But as the day grew closer, all I 
could think about was the food. Why 
did I promise to make so many 
dishes? I love to cook, but a four-
course meal for 10 people was just too 
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much for this novice. I d idn ' t even 
have enough chairs to seat everyone. 
I decided to take two days off from 
work to accompUsh the impossible. 
Still, the night before I was up way 
past midnight putt ing the finishing 
touches on my apricot jelly rol l . 

The day of the Seder was a 12-hour 
marathon of chopping, blending, 
simmering and frying. It started w i t h 
a tr ip to the supermarket. There 1 
piled my selections into a cart. While 
shopping, an acute awkwardness 
came over me. I imagined all the 
women shopping for their Seders 
were watching me. Watching me 
inspect every carton and bottle for the 
"Kosher for Passover" symbol, 
turning them over and over unt i l I 
found it . They would automatically 
know which brands were kosher. 

I wanted to ask them questions, but 
I was afraid that they w o u l d ask me in 
turn , how could a grown Jewish 
woman not know how to make a 
Seder, or worse, w h y w o u l d a Catho
lic woman want to make one? I told 
myself I was being silly and paranoid. 
I reminded myself that all us 
"shiksas" must feel a k ind of isolation 
upon first venturing into the wor ld of 
Jewish traditions, in the name of love. 

It was a lot tougher 25 years ago for 
Frank's mother, who was raised i n the 
Dominican Republic. I can comfort 
myself w i t h statistically proven 
changes in attitude. According to a 
Gallup poll taken in 1968, 59 percent 
of Americans approved of marriages 
between Jews and Gentiles. Today it's 
over 75 percent. 

But all philosophical musings 
ceased when I was faced w i t h a much 
more immediate problem: "You have 
single-handedly ruined my Seder," I 
whimpered to the butcher who had 
sold all the kosher comish game hens 
including the five I had ordered days 
before. He was apologetic but still 
hen-less. The only solution was to 
trudge uptown five more blocks, get 

frozen kosher comish hens, and 
defrost them one by one in my tiny 
microwave. 

It took two hours. But the minutes 
were swift ly slipping away, and I 
soon found myself in the kitchen 
surrounded by half-cooked food. By 
the time John got to my apartment at 

—6:39^.m., fu l l -b lown panic had set in. 
" D i d you make the rice for the soup, 
honey?" John asked. Bad question to 
a woman who has been cooking for 
the past 10 hours. He saw murder in 
my eyes and quickly added, "That's 
O.K., I ' l l do i t . " First I screamed, then 
I burst into tears. " M y noodle p u d 
ding is burnt , " 1 cried, " m y hens are 
cold and we still don't have enough 
chairs for everyone." While 1 often 
get hysterical when things go down to 
the wire, John is unflappable. He 
gave me a big hug, sent me to the 
shower and found two more chairs 
somewhere i n the basement of my 
apartment bui lding. 

A n hour later, candles l i t , every
thing seemed to be under control. 
Still, as John began his introductory 
speech, I was uneasy. I kept thinking 
about my hens. Would they be 
undercooked? Or overcooked? 
Would my matzo balls be heavy 
enough? John likes the cannonball 
variety. I wasn't listening to-'ai w o r d 
he was saying. I d idn ' t feel like the 
hostess, I d idn ' t even feel like part of 
the group. I felt Hke a caterer. But 
then I noticed that everyone was 
smiling, so I tuned in . 

"Each of us shares a common 
experience," said John. "As Chris
tians and Jews we trace our religions 
back through an event called the 
Passover. For Jews it celebrates the 
emancipation of our people from 
oppression. For Christians it is the 
'Last Supper,' specifically chosen by 
Jesus to deliver his most important 
message to the w o r l d . " 

A n d I found myself smiling too. 
Smiling because I had found such a 

wise man who concentrated on our 
similarities and not our differences. 
Smiling because I had friends who 
would come together to celebrate 
unity. 

was ashamed of all my fretting, and 
a Bible story from my childhood 

came to mind. Jesus went to dinner at 
the house of his friend Lazarus and 
his sisters Martha and Mary. Mary 
was so enthralled with Jesus that she 
sat at his feet all night and listenedto 
his words. Martha, on the other hand, 
ran around cleaning and preparing 
the food. When she finally scolded 
her sister for not helping, Jesus told 
Martha: "You are anxious and troubled 
about many things, and yet only one 
thing is needful. Mary has chosen the 
best part and it w i l l not be taken away 
from her." Martha was me! 

The reason we'd come together, the 
ancient prayers we were reciting and 
the friendship we shared were more 
important than my potato terrine 
w o u l d ever be. 1 made up my mind to 
always try to be a "Mary , " not a 
"Martha." 1 realized that 1 was not 
excluded from the group; rather our 
actions were bringing us closer 
together. A n d maybe our example 
could bring Christians and Jews all 
over the wor ld closer together. 

A n d as for the women in the 
supermarket, the next day my friend 
Jeri, who was one of the participants, 
sent me a note that banished all my 
fears. "You were great," she wrote, 
" A real pro. I betcha most of the 
Jewish grandmothers on the Lower 
East Side couldn't make a better 
Seder." I hadn't felt that proud since I 
got an " A " in American History f rom 
Sister Mary Harrigan. • 

Reprinted with the permission of Lisa 
DiCertO'Tischler and America Press, Inc., 
106 W. 56th Street, New York, NY 10019. 
Originalli/ published in AMERICA'S 
April 6,1991, issue. 
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Stuffing Easter with Passover 
by the Rev. Donna E. Schaper 

What to Look For in 
Upcoming Issues of 
DOVETAIL: 

Coming of Age 
Rituafs for interfailti 

Teenagers 

Legal Questions for 
Interfaith Fanriilies: 
Adoption, Divorce, 
and Custody Issues 

Interfaitti Worstilp 
Resources: 

Celebrating Togettier 

We are currently looking for 
manuscripts dealing with 
the above issues. If you 
would like to write about 
your experiences with any of 
the issues listed, or with 
another topic of interest to 
Jewish-Christian families, 
please call Joan Hawxhurst, 
the editor of DOVETAIL, at 
(616)342-29{». Or drop us 
an electronic line at 
hawxhurst@aol.com. We 
look forward to hearing 
from you soon. 

had not meant to stuff the pork 
roast w i t h the charoses. It just 
happened. The charoses was left 

over from the Seder. My Jewish 
sister-in-law had made buckets of it. 
.A.5 the reminder of sweetness on the 
Passover plate, this mixture of apple, 
wine and nuts lasts and lasts. When I 
went to the grocery for Easter Sunday, 
I do what I always do. I inspect the 
refrigerator for leftovers. What do we 
ha\-e a lot of? There was no doubt that 
what we had a lot of was charoses. 

I have been stuffing my Christian 
children w i t h Jewish food every week 
on Wednesday afternoon when they 
go to Hebrew School. Vice versa also. 
Their cultural Jewishness has also 
been fed a good dose of Christianity. 
Decades of Sunday School. Which 
melody w i l l they sing when they are 
grown and it is time for them to 
determine which God they w i l l 

We all agreed that the 
mixture of meat and 
apple was superb. Not a 
Passover. Not a 
traditional Easter either. 
But something that we 
might want to remember 
for another season. 

worship? No doubt the common 
beliefs of their parents—with one 
dominant chord or another. 

A good preacher once said that it 
was his job "to catch God in the Act ." 
We are giving the children a religious 
education because we want them to 
know about God's activity in the 
w o r l d . Some of that action has been 
Christian—as in the supper Jesus 
shared wi th his disciples on Maundy 
Thursday, that brief, lovely stop he 
made on the way to the cross. It was a 
Passover meal, just like the one where 
M i n d y made too much ctiaroses. 
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Other 
actions of 
God have 
been 
Jewish, as 
when the 
Red Sea 
parted. 
God has 
acted in 
meals and 
milestones. 
We feed our 
children 
information about the action of God 
because we want to be sure that they 
are on the alert for the continuing 
action of God. 

We had invited another family for 
Easter dinner. The wife is also a 
Christian pastor; the husband a 
Jewish owner of a local delicatessen. 
Their children receive less religious 
training than ours, mostly because 
they live deep in the country, outside 
of town. But each plays a beautiful 
piano. A n d , as we discovered in the 
baseball game our familv played their 
family after dinner, they have pretty 
good arms, too. The score was 7-7, 
almost a religious numerology, and 
we all agreed that the mixture of meat 
and apple was superb. Not a Pass
over. Not a traditional Easter either. 
But something that we might want to 
remember for another season. When 
God could be caught in the act of 
hving w i t h us again. Very Immanuel. 
Which means "God w i t h us," a good 
slogan for whatever religion we call 
ours. If it needs a name. • 

Donna E. ScJmper is Associate Conference 
Minister for the Western Massachusetts 
Conference of the United Church of Christ. 
She IS married with three chihiren and lives in 
Amherst, Massachusetts. 
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