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EXPLORING THE SANTA CRUZ
HAGGADAH: A UNIQUE
PASSOVER TRADITION

Passover is a time of reflection,
storytelling, and community. For many
Jewish families around the world, the
Haggadah serves as the script for the
Seder, guiding participants through the
ancient narrative of the Exodus. But not
all Haggadot are created equal. In recent
decades, a wave of innovative, localized

versions has emerged, blending tradition
with contemporary values. Among the
most compelling is the Santa Cruz
Haggadah, a distinctive edition that
captures the spirit of California’s coastal
town while honoring the timeless story of
liberation. This article dives deep into
what makes the Santa Cruz Haggadah a
treasure for both locals and Jews
everywhere, examining its origins,
unique features, and the way it weaves
together ecology, social justice, and
community.
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CRUZ HAGGADAH

The Santa Cruz Haggadah was born out
of a desire to make the Passover Seder
not only meaningful but also deeply
relevant to the lives of those gathered
around the table. Santa Cruz, California,
is known for its progressive culture,
redwood forests, and ocean views—a
place where environmental activism and
spirituality often intersect. It is no
surprise that a Haggadah produced here
would reflect these values.

First published in the early 2000s by a
collective of local rabbis, educators, and
artists, the Santa Cruz Haggadah was
initially intended for use within the small
but vibrant Jewish community of Santa
Cruz County. Over time, its appeal

spread farThHy ORIGINS @FoTHE/BWYNTA

Because it offers something rare: a
Seder guide that honors traditional
Hebrew blessings and the full Exodus
story while incorporating modern
interpretations, inclusive language, and
a strong focus on tikkun olam
(repairing the world).

A Community-
Driven Project

Unlike mass-produced Haggadot from
major publishers, the Santa Cruz
Haggadah was created by the
community, for the community.
Designing a Haggadah is a deeply
collaborative process. The creators held
meetings, collected feedback, and
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revised rituals to ensure they resonated
with participants of all
backgrounds—interfaith families, secular
Jews, and the deeply observant. This
collective authorship gives the
Haggadah a warm, personal feel. It reads
less like a rigid script and more like a
conversation among friends.

Many local families still use the original
editions, passing them down alongside
cherished Seder plates. The Santa Cruz
Haggadah has also become a staple in
local synagogues and Jewish community
centers, especially for communal Seders
where diverse groups come together to
celebrate freedom.

KEY FEATURES OF THE SANTA
CRUZ HAGGADAH

What sets the Santa Cruz Haggadah

apart from traditional versions? Several
thoughtful elements distinguish it,
making it both a practical guide and a
source of inspiration.

Inclusive and
Gender-Neutral
Language

Most mainstream Haggadot use
masculine pronouns for God and
traditional gendered roles. The Santa
Cruz Haggadah deliberately shifts
toward inclusive language. For example,
the Shehecheyanu blessing is rendered
in a way that honors all genders, and the
Four Questions are written to be recited



by anyone at the table. This choice
reflects the progressive ethos of Santa
Cruz and acknowledges the diversity of
modern Jewish households.

Environmental
Themes and Eco-
Kashrut

Santa Cruz has long been a hub of
environmentalism, and that influence is
evident throughout the Haggadah. The
text includes special readings that
connect the plagues of ancient Egypt to
contemporary environmental crises—for
instance, drawing parallels between the
plague of darkness and pollution, or the

plague of frogs and biodiversity loss. The
Haggadah encourages participants to
consider their own ecological footprint
and includes a section on eco-kashrut,
a concept that links ethical eating with
sustainable practices. This makes the
Seder not just a historical reenactment
but a call to action.

Art and
lllustrations by
Local Artists

Visual beauty is another hallmark. The
Santa Cruz Haggadah features original
artwork from local Santa Cruz painters
and graphic artists. Instead of the typical

4 Santa Cruz Haggadah

2023-11-22



Santa Cruz Haggadah 5

medieval-style illustrations found in
classic Haggadot, these images depict
redwood trees, the Santa Cruz
boardwalk, the Monterey Bay coastline,
and local wildlife. The art creates a
powerful sense of place, reminding
participants that they are part of a
specific land and community even as
they retell an ancient story.

Contemporary
Social Justice
Readings

Every Seder includes the declaration,
“Let all who are hungry come and eat.”
The Santa Cruz Haggadah expands this

invitation by integrating modern social
justice themes. There are passages
about immigration, racial justice, and
economic inequality, written by local
activists. One famous section draws a
direct line from the Israelites’ slavery in
Egypt to the struggles of farmworkers in
California. By grounding these issues in
local context, the Haggadah makes the
seder feel urgent and relevant.

HOW THE SANTA CRUZ
HAGGADAH ENHANCES THE
SEDER EXPERIENCE

Whether you are a seasoned seder
leader or a first-time participant, using
the Santa Cruz Haggadah can transform
the evening. Its structure is easy to
follow, with clear Hebrew transliterations
and English translations side by side. But



beyond practicality, it encourages
deeper engagement.

Building
Community
Through Shared
Stories

The Haggadah includes discussion
prompts and interactive elements. For
example, after recounting the Ten
Plagues, there is a space for participants
to name modern-day “plagues” that
afflict our world—such as poverty,
racism, or climate change. This turns the
seder into a collaborative dialogue, not a

passive recitation. In Santa Cruz, many
families have tradition of lighting candles
for each modern plague they name,
creating a visual representation of hope
and action.

Adapting
Traditions for
Interfaith
Families

Santa Cruz is home to many interfaith
families, and the Haggadah was
designed with them in mind. It offers
optional readings from other spiritual
traditions that complement the Exodus
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story. For instance, there is a reflection
on liberation from the writings of Thich
Nhat Hanh. The tone is respectful and
inclusive, allowing every guest to feel
welcome regardless of their background.

A Connection to
Nature

One of the most touching elements is
the incorporation of nature blessings.
Before the meal, the Haggadah suggests
a short blessing for the trees visible from
the dining room window. Some versions
even include a song about the redwoods.
This deepens the sense of gratitude for
Earth’s abundance and alignes Passover
with the spring season—a connection
that is sometimes lost in urban Seders.

WHY THE SANTA CRUZ
HAGGADAH STANDS OUT AMONG
MODERN HAGGADOT

There are many progressive Haggadot
available today, from The Velveteen
Rabbi’s Haggadah to A Night of
Questions. So what makes the Santa
Cruz Haggadah special? Its intimate
scale and strong sense of place. While
other Haggadot aim for a universal
audience, this one unabashedly roots
itself in a specific locale. That locality
becomes a lens through which universal
themes are examined.

e Local flavor: The inclusion of
Santa Cruz landmarks and history
makes it feel like a love letter to
the community.

e Intergenerational appeal: The



language is accessible to children
but still profound for adults.

e Practical size: It is shorter than
many traditional Haggadot,
making it ideal for longer Seders
that include a big meal.

e Open source spirit: The creators
have encouraged others to adapt
and remix the text, leading to
many “Santa Cruz-style” Haggadot
in other communities.

HOW TO OBTAIN AND USE THE
SANTA CRUZ HAGGADAH

If you are interested in experiencing this
unique Haggadah, there are a few ways
to access it. Some local Jewish
bookstores in Santa Cruz carry printed
copies, and it is also available as a
downloadable PDF from the website of

the Santa Cruz Jewish Community. Many
families print their own copies before
Passover, allowing them to customize
page order and add personal notes.

Using it for the first time? Here are a few
tips:

1. Read through it before the
Seder. Familiarize yourself with
the alternative readings so you
can decide which ones to include.

2. Assign discussion prompts to
different guests. This ensures
everyone participates.

3. Pair it with traditional songs.
The Haggadah includes lyrics for
some tunes but you may want to
supplement with your family’s
favorites.

4. Encourage children to draw or
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write. The pages have ample
margin space for notes.

PRESERVING AND PASSING
DOWN THE TRADITION

The Santa Cruz Haggadah is more than
just a book; it is a living document. Every
year, families add their own
commentary, sticky notes, and
photographs. In this way, it becomes a
family heirloom that grows richer with
time. Local rabbis also update the
Haggadah periodically to reflect new
social movements, such as Black Lives
Matter or climate justice rallies. This
ensures it remains a relevant tool for
speaking truth to power.

For Jews who live far from Santa Cruz,
this Haggadah can serve as a window

into a different way of practicing
Judaism—one that is deeply
interconnected with place, nature, and
activism. It reminds us that while the
story of Passover is thousands of years
old, its message of freedom must be
renewed in every generation, in every
community.

CONCLUSION

The Santa Cruz Haggadah is a
remarkable example of how Jewish
tradition can be adapted to fit a modern,
progressive worldview without losing its
core meaning. By blending ancient
rituals with contemporary
concerns—especially environmental
stewardship and social justice—it offers
a Seder experience that is both reverent
and revolutionary. Whether you are a



lifelong resident of Santa Cruz or simply
someone seeking a Haggadah that
speaks to the heart of our times, this
version is worth exploring. It proves that
a Haggadah can be local and universal,
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deeply traditional and boldly innovative,
all at once. As you gather around your
seder table next Passover, consider
letting the spirit of Santa Cruz guide your
journey from slavery to freedom.
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