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Preparing for Pesach Abroad
Have a question for Rivkie? Email AskRivkie@kolhabirah.com.

Dear Rivkie,

I am going to a Pesach hotel for the 
first time ever! I am very excited, but am 
not sure about a couple of things: 

First, how do I maintain my spiritual 
connection to Pesach when I am at a 
place where I don’t really have to en-
gage in activities related to the holiday 
the whole time (i.e., cleaning, preparing, 
then cooking and cleaning up, on in-
finite repeat). 

Second, on a more practical level, 
how do I know what to pack for the trip 
and hotel stay? 

Thanks for your help!
Excited Elana

Dear Elana,

You are right to think about how to 
prepare for this experience both spirit-
ually and physically, as Pesach hotels are 
little worlds unto themselves. I am very 
lucky to be married to someone who 
gets us trips to these hotels by dint of his 
expertise on topics of interest to Pesach 
hotel guests (apparently), so I have gone 
to several programs in the past few years. 
We always enjoy ourselves, and have fig-

ured out a few tricks along the way.
First, see if you can find out the hash-

kafa (worldview) of the program — not 
just religiously, but culturally. For exam-
ple, mental preparation for a program 
full of people from regions of the country 
and/or world where shoving a 10-year-old 
child aside for a post-Pesach pizza pie is, 
say, de rigeur, is different from a program 
where the participants are largely Mid-
westerners, if you catch my drift. (The piz-
za story is true, by the way.) If you don’t 
know anyone who has participated in the 
program and can pass along this info, call 
the program coordinators and ask some 
pointed questions about how many peo-
ple are expected this year and where most 
of them will be coming from. 

Second, look into logistics. Ask about 
locations of the dining room(s) relative to 
camp rooms, hotel rooms, and tea rooms. 
We went to a program once where you 
had to walk a good 15 minutes to get to 
meat meals, which were in a large ball-
room near the shul and far from the guest 
rooms. The dairy breakfasts and lunch-
es were on the opposite side of the re-
sort. Keep this in mind if travelling with 
grandparents or small children. Make 
sure you have adequate strollers/wheel-
chairs/helpers to navigate the landscape.

Third, bring a few important items 
like liquid soap for Shabbos and Yom 
Tov, new toothbrushes, Pesach snacks 
(for the trip and the hotel), Haggadahs 
(especially the ones your kids made!), 
family song sheets, games, toys, books, 
and your copy of Kol HaBirah. Of course, 
clothing can be challenging. I usually 
make one list for my husband, one for 
my girls, and one for my boys; I distrib-
ute them accordingly and have each per-
son gather as much clothing from their 
list as they can. I then figure out appro-
priate luggage and have people pack by 
who they are rooming with. 

Luggage is also different according to 
whether you are flying or driving. Don’t 
take too much luggage on the plane, and 
don’t go crazy on outfits! There will al-
ways be people better dressed than you, 
especially if they are from a certain part 
of the country that rhymes with “Jew 
Fork.” Do what you normally do. What-
ever you are comfortable with — go with 
that. (And, by the way, I have found that 
the closer your Pesach destination is to 
the equator, the less formal you need to 
be. Good to know!)

Fourth, look at the Pesach pro-
gram’s schedule before you arrive, if 
possible, and certainly when you get 

there, and circle the things of interest 
to you and your family. Because most 
of these programs have kids’ activities 
and/or babysitting day and night, you 
can actually go to stuff. Here is where 
you will find the spiritual content on 
your trip. Pick out the shiurim (Torah 
classes) you want to go to, mark them, 
and remind yourself every morning of 
times and locations of those lectures. 
Don’t fall asleep after munching at the 
buffet! Go hear the speaker, and then 
take a rest. Try to attend one lecture 
the day you arrive, if you get there ear-
ly enough, and share the thoughts at 
your Seders. 

When I first started going to Pe-
sach programs, it felt really weird not 
to go into Pesach having cleaned and 
scrubbed and cooked for weeks. There 
is a lot of satisfaction in doing those 
things, of course. There is also some-
thing nice about having Seders at home 
and, frankly, kind of lonely about hotel 
Seders, if you are there without your ex-
tended family. All in all, though, Pesach 
is special no matter where you are, and 
Pesach hotels are awesome. Bring your 
own special sense of Pesach to your ho-
tel, and the tea room won’t distract you 
from the spiritual beauty of the Yom Tov. 
Enjoy, and report back!

All the best,
Rivkie

Escaping Your Educational Comfort Zone
By Nikkee Porcaro

I’d resisted it for months. I’d turned my 
nose up in disdain upon hearing the title. 
Why would I want any insight into the 
embodiment of “white trash” stereotypes?

Finally, however, going against my 
own stubbornness, I picked up J.D. 
Vance’s bestseller “Hillbilly Elegy,” a book 
that was eye-opening not just for its con-
tent, but also for its broader application 
to educational pedagogy as a whole.

Vance grew up in a dysfunctional, 
self-proclaimed hillbilly family, with an 
addict mother and grandparents who 
were no strangers to solving their prob-
lems with fists or guns. “Hillbilly Elegy” 
doesn’t defend or advocate for so-called 
rednecks, just as it does not castigate or 
judge. Vance writes in a way that lets 
the reader come to his or her own con-
clusions on the policy, culture, and en-
trenched beliefs of the Appalachian re-
gion of the United States.

This isn’t a book review, but rather 
a short retelling of how leaving my lit-
erary comfort zone was actually bene-
ficial. You see, as I read on, I started to 
fidget awkwardly as I saw certain paral-

lels to the way I had grown up. Though 
it wasn’t in Appalachia, my upbringing in 
rural western New Jersey — an area unfa-
miliar to many, though it sits less than an 
hour outside Manhattan — seemed to 
share many of the charac-
teristics Vance described. 
Parents whose educa-
tions stopped with high 
school. (Check.) Becoming 
the first child in the fam-
ily to attain a college de-
gree. (Check.) Domestic 
violence, and a motto of: 
“You don’t start fights, but 
you end them.” (Check.) 
Blue-collar jobs and a cul-
turally-specific honor sys-
tem. (Check.) How was 
I, a summa-cum-laude- 
graduating, master’s-degree-holding,  
business-owning lady relating to this ... 
hillbilly?

But, ultimately, once I got past my in-
itial discomfort, it reminded me of the 
importance of seeking out viewpoints, 
classes, and educational opportunities 
different from our own internal, estab-
lished cultural paradigm.

In college, I remember facing deri-
sion from some in my life for signing 
up for a class on LGBTQ issues because 
I didn’t identify on that spectrum. “Why 
would you want to take a class on some-

thing that has nothing to 
do with you?” they ques-
tioned, wrinkling their 
noses. Having grown up in 
possibly the most homo-
geneous and the least cul-
turally, religiously, or ra-
cially-diverse community 
on the planet, something 
just snapped inside of me. 
I desired to know more 
about people who were 
considered less.

The class was eye-open-
ing. I learned about Stone-

wall and the 1970s civil rights movement 
and the intersectionality of feminism and 
LGBTQ rights. It led me to actually change 
my minor to sociology, which worked 
well in conjunction with my journalism 
degree. How can you write about people 
without first understanding them?

As acceptance letters roll in for this 
year’s senior class, I chose to write about 

the importance of expanding your ed-
ucational horizons, because it’s al-
most time to start registering for class-
es. Yes, there are requirements to meet, 
but many schools have lists of options 
to meet those requirements. Consid-
er classes that focus on a different re-
ligion, gender, orientation, or lifestyle 
than the one you’re most familiar with. 
Go crazy and sign up for Cyborg Anthro-
pology (University of Southern Califor-
nia), Tightwaddery: The Good Life on a 
Dollar a Day (Alfred University), or The 
Textual Appeal of Tupac Shakur (Uni-
versity of Washington). Consider online 
options, or at the very least, dare your-
self to read a book from a different per-
spective than yours. You’ll develop criti-
cal thinking skills, empathy, and above 
all, a love of education for the sake of 
education.

You may even realize you have more 
in common with a formerly alien group 
than you think. In today’s divisive times, 
that can only bode well for our future.

Nikkee Porcaro is the founder and president of No 
Anxiety Prep International, a Greater Washington 
area-based educational consulting firm that as-
sists students with their educational goals. Email 
Nikkee at nikkee@noanxietyprep.com.
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