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W ithouta doubt,Pesach

Jew ish holidays:chan g in g dishes an d uten sils;scourin g surfaces

elim in atin g a ton of differen tfoodstuffs thatdon 't
the matzah- n ature'sin testin al ce
the eyes totear an d the n ose to run ;
thatcan be a cook 's n ig htm are

read atthe Seder - is filled w ith pra
dem an din g com m en tary, debate,
thin g s aboutall the tales an d historical tidbits is how truly m odern they are.

from a hagadahpublished in pre
m ilitary leaders. Theirdiscussion is n otov erthe

strateg ies forhow besttodefen d
bun k er. The "studen ts" are, in reality,
their leaders notto in form them thatthe tim e has com e to pray,butrather to
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Pesach(P assov er)can be the m ostrig orously dem an din g of all

Jew ish holidays:chan g in g dishes an d uten sils;scourin g surfaces

elim in atin g a ton of differen tfoodstuffs thatdon 'tpassm uster.
in testin al cem en t;the maror- herbs sobitterthatthey cause

tear an d the n ose to run ;an d of course,the Seder
can be a cook 's n ig htm are ...a storyteller'sdream . The hagadah

is filled w ith prayers,son g s,an d historical tidbits ...all
dem an din g com m en tary, debate,an d discussion . To m e, on e of the g reatest
thin g s aboutall the tales an d historical tidbits is how truly m odern they are.

Tak e buton e exam ple:early on in the ritual,there is
a parag raph detailin g the g atherin g of 5 v en erable
rabbis observ in g the Sederin w hatw e presum e
cav e in the tow n of B'nai Barak.

usthey "...spok e of the departure from Eg yptall
that n ig ht, un til their studen ts cam e, an d said:
'M asters,the tim e has arriv edtobeg in the recitation
of the m orn in g sh'ma' (the Jew ish declaration of

faith). This tale is susceptible to
com m en taries orin terpretation s.
the v arious in terpretation s is thatthey closely relate
to the tim e, place an d situation facin g the

v ariouscom m en tators. O n e of m y fav orites com es
published in pre-state Israel. The atten dees are n otrabbis,but

Theirdiscussion is n otov erthe Exodus from Eg y pt,butrather

strateg ies forhow besttodefen dP alestin e.The "cav e"is n ota cav e,butrathera
The "studen ts" are, in reality,com batsoldiers w ho hav e

to in form them thatthe tim e has com e to pray,butrather to
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im press upon them thatthe tim e for debate is ov er; the tim e for battle has
beg un .

To m y w ay of thin k in g ,Pesach's ov erarchin g lesson isbestsum m ed up in a
statem en tm ade shortly before the m eal is serv ed.Tow it:Inevery generationeach
individual is bound toregard him/herself as if he/she had gone personally forth from
Egypt. . . thatitwas notourancestors alone, whom theMostHoly redeemed, butalso

us." Thislesson of freedom -v ersus-slav ery is param oun t in an d for ev ery
g en eration -an dforpeople of v irtually ev ery tim e,place an drelig ion .It,lik e the
tale of the rabbis in thatcav e atB'nai Barak is m ean tto be far,far m ore than a

m ere story;itism ean ttobe both a rem in deran da m otiv ator.

S o w here does foreig n policy en ter in to all this? W ell,as m ostpeople k n ow ,
follow in g the Exodus from Eg ypt, the form er H ebrew slav es spen t40 y ears
w an derin g the desert,preparin g them selv es forthe day they w ouldatlasten ter
the lan dof Canaan-Israel. N ow ,accordin g rabbin iccom m en tary,God's orig in al

in ten tw as to hav e the m otley crew of ex-slav es tak e a m ere 7 w eek s - n ot40
y ears -from Eg yptian exodus toen terin g the P rom isedL an d. W hy the chan g e?
There are n um erousan sw ersg iv en acrossthe g en eration s,buton e lesson threads
its w ay throug h all of them : that it is far, far m ore difficult (thoug h

extraordin arily laudatory)to turn a slav e in toa free person than itis toturn a
free person in toa slav e. M y un derstan din g is thatGodw aitedun til there w ere
fully tw og en eration s born in freedom before en terin g in toCanaan. B y the tim e

of their crossin g ov er the Jordan ,there w ere buttw o people w ho w en tall the
w ay from slav ery tofreedom :JoshuabinNunan dCalevbenY'funeh. They w ould
actas the "in stitution al m em ory"-as those w hocouldbe reliedupon torem in d
people firsthan dof the horrors of slav ery,the joys of freedom ,an dhow hardit
istoachiev e the latter.

O v erthe pastg en eration ,A m erican foreig n policy hasbeen ledby a lotof people
w hoclaim tobe dev otely relig ious. A n d yet,they don 'tseem tohav e learn ed -
m uch lestg rasped -this truism :thatturn in g slav es in to free people is a v ery,
v ery difficultan d un believ ably slow process. In m odern parlan ce,this slav ery-

in to-freedom process is called"n ation buildin g ."W e trieditin Iraq,A fg han istan
an dL ibya w ith m iserable results. Justas turn in g a free person in toa slav e is far
easier than turn in g a slav e in toa free person ,sotoois w in n in g a w ar far easier
than w in n in g the peace.A n ation sim ply can n otcom m ititself -ev en alon g w ith a

g roup of allies -to oustin g a m odern -day P haraoh w ithoutfirsthav in g a w ell-
con ceiv edstrateg y in place forw hattodoon ce the w aris w on ;on ce the P haraoh
is deposed. W e are fin ally, fin ally, beg in n in g to hear from presiden tial
can didates on both sides of the aisle w ho seem to recog n ize this an cien ttruth.
Forsom e,itis a w ay toboth ration alize an dsupportisolation ism ;forothers itis
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a lesson thatthose w horefuse tolearn from pastm istak es are doom edtorepeat
them ov eran dov erag ain .

In deed,w e shouldn ev erstopin ourattem pttofree the slav es of the w orld. B ut
atthe sam e tim e, w e hav e to k eep upperm ostin our m in d thata people or

culture w hich hav e n ev er experien ced an ythin g butoppressiv e olig archy aren 't
g oin g tom ak e the sudden leap todem ocracy w ithin a m atter of w eek s,m on ths
oryears. A sw ith the Children of Israel,it'sg oin g totak e g en eration s.

Years ag o,there w as an ad cam paig n for a k osher ry e bread;their slog an w as
"You don 'thav e to be Jew ish to lov e L ev y's!" W ell,let's am en d itto say "You
don 'thav e tobe Jew ish tolearn the sin g le-m ostim portan tlesson of P assov er..."

A n d n ow ,hav in g g on e throug h this lesson ,m ay I offer you a plate of matzah,
som e g efilte fish,a dollopof khrain(horseradish)an da g lassof M an ischew itz?
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