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The America@250 Seder

Developed by Rabbi Charles E. Savenor,
Civic Spirit Executive Director

As America approaches its 250th anniversary this July, this resource offers a reflective
guide to commemorate this major milestone through a meaningful Declaration Shabbat
experience. Centered around the United States Declaration of Independence, it weaves
together Jewish ritual and American civic ideals to remember the nation’s founding,
celebrate the great democratic experiment, and renew commitment to its core
principles.

Through Shabbat traditions, historical texts, and guided reflection, the resource
creates space for thoughtful engagement with themes of freedom, responsibility, and
identity, inviting participants to connect Jewish values with active citizenship. We
invite your feedback and are excited to learn how you incorporate these texts and
guiding questions to cultivate a meaningful experience with family and friends on our

upcoming Semiquincentennial.
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The America@250 Seder
July 3-4, 2026
Developed by Rabbi Charles E. Savenor, Civic Spirit Executive Director

On this Declaration Shabbat, we gather to

e Remember the birth of the United States 250 years ago,

e Celebrate the longest functioning democracy in history,

e and Renew our commitment to its ideals, virtues and aspirations of forming “a more perfect
union.”
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On July 4, 1776, representatives of thirteen colonies declared that a new nation would be born.

“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by
their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit
of Happiness.”.

- The Declaration of Independence
Shabbat Candles
As we light the Sabbath candles, we recall the words of Benjamin Franklin:

“The sun of liberty is set; you must light up the candle of industry and economy. ...Instead of cursing
the darkness, light a candle.”
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Blessed are You, Lord our G-d, Ruler of the universe, who has sanctified us with G-d’s
commandments, and commanded us to kindle the Sabbath light.

=
~— Reflection Question: How does the United States add light and meaning to your life?
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Shalom Aleichem

On Friday evening, there is a spiritual belief that angels grace our homes with their presence and
share their blessings with us. As we recite Shalom Aleichem (Peace Upon You), we reflect on the
blessings that fill our fill lives, communities, and nation.
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Peace upon you, angels of G-d's service, angels of the Most High, from the King of kings-of-kings, the
Holy One, blessed is G-d.
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Come in peace, angels of peace, angels of the Most High, from the King of kings-of-kings the Holy One,
blessed is G-d.
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Bless me with peace, angels of peace, angels of the Most High from the King of kings-of-kings the Holy
One, blessed is G-d.
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Go in peace, angels of peace, angels of the Most High from the King of kings-of-kings the Holy One,
blessed is G-d.

“The establishment of Civil and Religious Liberty was the Motive which induced me to the Field -
the object is attained - and it now remains to be my earnest wish and prayer, that the Citizens of
the United States could make a wise and virtuous use of the blessings placed before them.” -
George Washington

The Government
of the United
States ... ‘
gives to bigotry

no sanction, to
persecution no
assistance,”

GEORGE WASHINGTON, 1790
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Blessing the Children

On Friday night parents traditionally bless their children. Placing both hands upon a child's head
symbolizes that the blessing is given with a full heart.

For boys:
NYINJ| DNPKD D'i77X AN'Y!
May G-d make you like Ephraim and Menashe.
For girls:
INX7) 70 NP MWD DTN AN
May G-d make you like Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel and Leah.

For all children:

May the Almighty bless you and keep you. May G-d shine G-d’s countenance upon you and be gracious
unto you. May G-d turn G-d’s countenance toward you and grant you peace.

Independence gives us a rank among the nations of the earth, ... It opens to us a free
communication with all the world, not only for the improvement of commerce, and the
acquisition of wealth, but also for the cultivation of the most useful knowledge. ... Neither piety,
virtue, or liberty can long flourish in a community, where education of youth is neglected.

- Dr. Samuel Cooper, 1780

=
~— Reflection Question: In addition to peace, what blessing would you want for all Americans to
share? (Ideas include health, wisdom, prosperity, safety, community)

Eshet Chayil
Some communities and families recite Proverbs 31:10-31, a 22-verse alphabetical acrostic poem that

honors the Jewish woman's role in the home and in our lives.

=
~ Reflection Question: What women role models have shaped your life as well as those who have
impacted the United States of America over the last 250 years?
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Shabbat Kiddush

On Friday evening and Shabbat afternoon, we recite a blessing over wine/ grape juice to sanctify the
moment. The kiddush remembers the act of creation as well as the Exodus from Egypt. The Sabbath
provides us with the opportunity to reflect on our lives, community, and humanity.

S~

In this image provided by NASA, the Artemis Il crew captured this view
as the Earth sets behind the Moon during a lunar flyby, Monday. April 6,
2026. UNCREDITED/ASSOCIATED PRESS

I will insist the Hebrews have done more to civilize men than any other nation. If | was an atheist
and believed in blind eternal fate, I should still believe that fate had ordained the Jews to be the
most essential instrument for civilizing the nations. ... I should believe that chance had ordered
the Jews to preserve and propagate all mankind the doctrine of a supreme, intelligent, wise,
almighty sovereign of the universe, which I believe to be the great essential principle of all
morality, and consequently of all civilization. ... They have given religion to three-quarters of the
globe and have influenced the affairs of mankind more and more happily than any other nation,
ancient or modern.

- President John Adams

=
~ Reflection Question: Which Jewish values inform your American identity?

Ideas include:

e Tzedek - Justice e Shalom Bayit - Peace in the Home

e Kavod - Respect e Al Tifrosh Min Hatzibur - Solidarity
e Kehillah - Community e Machloket L'shem Shamayim -

e (Chesed - Loving Kindness Arguments For the Sake of Heaven

e FEmet - Honesty

Civicspirit.org



Semiquincentennial Celebration Suggestions
The Four Declarations of American Freedom

We gather not only to remember the birth of the United States, but to reflect on what it asks of us. The
American story is not only something we inherit. It is something we must understand, practice, and
carry forward.

As George Washington wrote in 1790, “The preservation of the sacred fire of liberty... is finally staked
on the experiment entrusted to the hands of the American people.” Tonight, we take our place in that
experiment.

The First Declaration: Freedom and Responsibility

On all other nights, we embrace our American rights and freedoms.

On this night, we declare that responsibilities come with liberty and self-
government.

The Second Declaration: The Power of Civic Engagement
On all other nights, we drink all kinds of beverages. On this night, we set aside tea to remember the
encroachment of tyranny.

The Third Declaration: The Importance of Listening
On all other nights, we often listen only to opinions with which we agree. On this night, we practice
listening across differences and engage patiently with other perspectives.

The Fourth Declaration: Memory and Momentum
On all other nights, we remember history as something that happened long ago. On this night, we
remember the American story as something we are still responsible for shaping.

Tonight, we remember that the American story is not only about ideals, but also about the courage to
act when those ideals are threatened.

The work of democracy is never complete. Each generation must decide whether it will be a
spectator, or a steward. We are inspired by these words:
e John Jay (1809): “To see things as they, to estimate them alright, and to act accordingly, is to be
wise.”
¢ John F Kennedy, Inauguration Speech (1961): Ask not what your country can do for you—ask
what you can do for your country.”

Tonight is not only a commemoration It is an invitation. May we leave this table with not only

gratitude for what we have inherited, but also a renewed commitment to what we must build.

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks asserts:
Freedom cannot be conferred by an outside force, not even by G-d himself. It can be achieved only
by collective, collaborative effort on the part of the people themselves. .. A people is made by
making. A nation is built by building.

=
~ Reflection Question: What must we build today to strengthen our nation by the time America
reaches 2757
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The Jeffersonian Dinner: A Civic Conversation
A Structured Dialogue for Reflection and Responsibility

From the earliest days of the American experiment, leaders understood that democracy depends not
only on ideas, but on the ability of citizens to engage one another with honesty, humility, and respect.

As George Washington wrote, “The preservation of the sacred fire of liberty... is finally staked on the
experiment entrusted to the hands of the American people.”

Tonight, we take our place in that experiment.

Facilitator Framing (Read Aloud)

We are about to enter a different kind of conversation.
This is not a debate. It is not about winning an argument or persuading others.
Instead, this is a space for reflection, listening, and shared exploration.

Each of us brings our own experiences and perspectives. Our goal is not to agree on everything, but to
better understand one another and the responsibilities we share.

Self-government depends on our willingness to listen, to speak thoughtfully, and to make room for
others.

Conversation Agreements
e Speak for yourself, from your own experience
e Listen to understand, not to respond
¢ Be curious about differences
e Share the time, so every voice can be heard
e Assume good intentions

The Core Question (Choose ONE)

e What does freedom require of us today?
(Recommended)
OR

e What responsibility comes with being an American
citizen?
OR

e What does it mean to belong to a country still being
built?

Round One: Opening Reflections

We will begin with a short opening round. Each person will
have about 30-60 seconds to respond.

There is no need for a perfect answer. Simply share what
comes to mind.

(Go around the table, no interruptions.)
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Round Two: Open Conversation
We now open the conversation. You may respond to others, share your perspective, or ask a question.

Let’s stay grounded in the core question and in our shared responsibility to listen and learn.

Midpoint Reflection (Insert halfway through)
If we take this conversation seriously, what would it look like to act on what we are saying? What
does responsibility look like in practice?

Closing the Conversation
Let’s go around one more time: “One idea I'm taking with me is...”

Transition Back to Ritual
Tonight, we have not only remembered the American story, we have taken part in it.

The work of democracy is carried forward in conversations like this, in the choices we make, and in
the responsibilities we accept.

We now return to our shared ritual with a deeper sense of what freedom asks of us.

“The Declaration of Independence” (1817) by John Trumbull
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The Ten Grievances: A Ritual of Protest Reminiscent of the Boston Tea Party

On Passover, we diminish our cup for each of the 10 plagues, recognizing that freedom came at a cost.
On Independence Day, we remember that liberty emerged from protest, debate, and action. The
colonists believed their rights had been violated.

To remember the revolutionaries’ bravery, we place a cup of iced tea or water before each participant.
As each grievance is read, dip a finger into the cup and let a drop fall onto a plate. These drops remind
us of the Boston Tea Party when the people protested against taxation without representation.

The Declaration of Independence lists 27 grievances against King George III. Today we remember ten
of them today:

Such has been the patient sufferance of these Colonies; and such is now the necessity which constrains
them to alter their former Systems of Government. The history of the present King of Great Britain is a
history of repeated injuries and usurpations, all having in direct object the establishment of an absolute
Tyranny over these States. To prove this, let Facts be submitted to a candid world.

1. He has refused his Assent to Laws, the most wholesome and necessary for the public good.

He has forbidden his Governors to pass Laws of immediate and pressing importance, unless
suspended in their operation till his Assent should be obtained; and when so suspended, he has
utterly neglected to attend to them.

3. He has called together legislative bodies at places unusual, uncomfortable, and distant from the
depository of their public Records, for the sole purpose of fatiguing them into compliance with
his measures.

4. He has endeavoured to prevent the population of these States; for that purpose obstructing the
Laws for Naturalization of Foreigners; refusing to pass others to encourage their migrations
hither, and raising the conditions of new
Appropriations of Lands.

5. He has made Judges dependent on his Will alone, for
the tenure of their offices, and the amount and
payment of their salaries.

6. He has kept among us, in times of peace, Standing

Armies without the Consent of our legislatures.

For cutting off our Trade with all parts of the world:

For imposing Taxes on us without our Consent:

® N

9. For taking away our Charters, abolishing our most
valuable Laws, and altering fundamentally the Forms of our Governments:

10. He has plundered our seas, ravaged our Coasts, burnt our towns, and destroyed the lives of our
people.

L=
— Reflection Question: What issues today call for moral courage in the public square? What
institutions protect our liberty, and how do we strengthen them?

8
Civicspirit.org



The Civic Responsibility: Our Paul Revere Moment:

On the night of April 18, 1775, Paul Revere rode through Massachusetts warning that British troops
were on the move. The start of the American Revolution in Lexington and Concord, Massachusetts, on
April 19, 1775, was also Passover.

“The shot heard 'round the world” ignited a struggle for independence that would ultimately shape
the modern world. For the colonists who took up arms that day, the American Revolutionary War was
not only a political battle but also a spiritual journey—one that echoed the ancient Israelite Exodus
from Egypt.

Paul Revere’s ride did not create the desire for freedom. He carried it. Liberty spreads when someone
is willing to speak.

Discussion questions:

e One freedom I am grateful for is:

e Who helped shape your American identity?

e  Which civic responsibility interests and inspires you most? (examples include voting,
volunteering, jury duty, learning, or engaging across difference)

== Reflection Question: As heirs to America’s story, with whom do you need to speak with about
the value of America today?
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“G-d Bless America”
Irving Berlin

The famous composer and songwriter, Irving Berlin - born Israel Isidore Beilin — was an American Jew,
originally from Russia. He wrote an estimated 1,500 songs, which include Broadway shows and
Hollywood films. He wrote “G-d Bless America” when he served in the US Army during WWI. The song
was first published in 1918 and then revised with new lyrics for peace in response to the Nazi Germany
in 1938.

G-d bless America, land that I love.
Stand beside her, and guide her

Thru the night with a light from above.

From the mountains, to the prairies,
To the oceans, white with foam
G-d bless America, My home sweet home,

G-d bless America, My home sweet home.

Additional lyrics introduced in 1938
While the storm clouds gather far across the sea,
Let us swear allegiance to a land that's free,
Let us all be grateful for a land so fair,
As we raise our voices in a solemn prayer
G-d bless America, my home, sweet home.

G-d bless America, my home, sweet home.

Other song suggestions include

e “America the Beautiful”
e “This Land Is Your Land”
e “The Star-Spangled Banner”

=
~ Reflection Question: What is your favorite American song?
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Menu

Every nation tells its story through ritual, and in the United States, one of our most enduring civic
rituals is the shared meal. The foods that appear on our tables are symbolic, as they reflect our
history, our values, and the ongoing experiment of building a society from many into one. To

recognize the Semiquincentennial, you may want to serve:

e Turkey, e Hotdogs,
e Stuffing, e BBQ
e Cranberry sauce, e and Apple Pie

e Corn (Maize),

The phrases “as American as apple pie” and “For Mom and apple pie.” became popular during
World War II. This dessert symbolizes the sweetness of the American home and communal

belonging.

=
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FREEDOM FROM WANT

From George Washington, Farewell Address (1796): “Of all the dispositions and habits which lead to

political prosperity, religion and morality are indispensable supports.”

=
~— Reflection Question: What is your favorite American dish?
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Looking Ahead
Independence Day is not only about 1776. It is also about today.

As we celebrate 250 years of American independence, may we be worthy heirs and courageous
stewards of the great experiment.

“Liberty is a jewel of inestimable value; but it is a jewel that must be guarded with the utmost
care. It is not to be secured without vigilance, nor preserved without exertion. The same spirit
which at first obtained it, must be maintained, or it will be lost.”

e Reverend Samuel Cooke (1777)

“Freedom is never more than one generation away from extinction. It has to be fought for and
defended by each generation.”

e Ronald Reagan

May we use our freedom wisely. May we strengthen our democracy. May we widen the circle of
liberty. May the United States continue striving toward justice, liberty, and dignity for all.

Civic Spirit
3080 Broadway, B208
New York, NY 10027
917-209-2211

WWWw.cCivicspirit.org
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