Weekly Jewish Wisdom

A Housewife’s Prayer for Passover

By Dr. Erica Brown

Dear God,
 just as You protected Israel on this night long ago, please care for us so that nothing unfortunate will happen in my house….Accept favorably the great effort and expense to which we have gone in preparation for this festival – cleaning the house of chometz [leavened food] and bringing in all the [necessary] things for Passover…

T’khine

One of the richest bodies of literature for understanding the inner minds of common Jews of century’s past is the t’khines, prayers written predominantly by women in Yiddish between the 16th to 19th century. Women who were illiterate in Hebrew were often highly literate in Yiddish. Not finding a place within their synagogues or preferring to pray alone, many women prayed from collections of such prayers or wrote their own. Unlike standard prayer books which mark the ritual year, women also wrote of special struggles and milestones in own their lives: when they battled infertility, when a child developed a first tooth, or a prayer for deliverance from a bad neighbor. Daily life was sanctified in these first person meditations.

Many of these prayers have no known author, and our t’khine above is no different. A private prayer shared with others may have reached a more universal status because it captured the sentiments of the hour. In this case, the woman of this prayer petitions God to protect her home, much as the Jews were protected by God on the night they left Egypt, called lay’l shimurim, a night of watching. Because we took special measures and risks to display our Jewishness  and to leave Egypt in a bold fashion on the eve of Passover, God watched over us this night.

But our prayer, found in Norman Tarnor’s collection, A Book of Jewish Women’s Prayers, quickly moves from the historical to the present. This woman knows all that has gone into making this holiday special because that story is told in her hands, in the hard work she has done preparing for the holiday. She offers her holiday preparation as a sacrifice of sorts and asks God to accept the effort – physical and financial – that she has put into preparations. This framing changes the whole way in which she regards her hard work, and perhaps the way we need regard ours. It is not drudgery; it is a gift to God. Her prayer continues…

Help us clean out the yetzer ha-ra [evil inclination] that sours our hearts so that we not, heaven forbid, transgress the prohibition of hametz [leavened food] so that I shall not by foolish behavior steal, as it were, the afikoman from my husband throughout the year.
The Ma’aseh Alfes, a commentary on this and many other t’khines, writes that “every intelligent person will understand that the Passover Seder is not merely a Seder for Passover eve alone. It also teaches the Jew to live orderly and with seder (order) all the days and nights of the year.” On the above quote he understands that a woman metaphorically stealing the afikoman is one who takes away from her husband’s seder or orderliness by demanding too much or “shutting him off from the noble impulses…” This sentiment is another important feature of the t’khines. In them, women expressed the concerns they had about themselves within the relationships that they most treasured. Am I a good daughter? Am I a worthy wife? Am I raising my children well?

In this prayer literature, each Jewish holiday presented an opportunity for self-reflection, for reconnecting to the people most special to us and for intimacy with God. The simple, urgent language of these common prayers lets us into a simpler world of faith that is both charming and enviable. 

This prayer, in particular, helps us think of  Passover as a 17th century Jewish housewife may have: a time of God’s protection, an opportunity to sanctify one’s daily housework as a sacrifice to God, a season of mercy and a time to think metaphorically about the holiday’s symbols and what they mean to us as guides for self-improvement.

We are fortunate to have access to such prayers and to the inner minds of their authors. This t’khine is one of the afikoman presents of history.
Shabbat Shalom and Happy Passover.
