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I heard about a family that was vacationing on an island when the Tsunami came.  The father and the son were on the seventh floor of the hotel, so they were safe.  The mother and her daughter were on the beach, but they somehow managed to survive.  After the Tsunami came, they quickly drove five minutes away to a safe distance.  An hour after the Tsunami they found themselves sitting by the pool in a posh, five-star hotel drinking lemonade.  
A five minute drive is the distance between prosperity and destruction.  It is a tale of two cities.  What does this story mean?  What can it say to us?
Our Torah reading this morning is also filled with the theme of prosperity and destruction existing in close proximity to each other.

To begin with we have the Children of Israel.  They are enslaved to their Egyptian taskmasters.  They are living a life of destruction, while their masters prosper.  
Then again, there is also the reverse.  As the plagues hit the Egyptians, the Israelites living amongst them enjoy prosperity.  There is a Midrash that discusses the plague of blood that afflicted the Egyptians.  It didn’t just afflict them; it also benefited the Israelites.

Says the Midrash: Mi-makat dam he-eshiru yisrael, from the plague of the blood, the Israelites grew rich.    Keitzad, ha-mitzri ve-yisrael be-bayit echat, the Egyptian and the Israelite would be in one home, and the well would be full of water.  When the Egyptian would draw from the well it would turn to blood, when the Israelite drew it would turn to water.  So the Egyptian would buy the water from the Israelite, and then it would turn to blood after he bought it and before he could drink it. Finally, the Egyptian said to the Israelite, “Let’s drink from the same cup, nishte ani ve-atah mi-kearah achat.”  And the Egyptian would drink blood, while the Israelite would drink water.
That is prosperity and destruction living right next to each other—even drinking from the same cup.

In the movie the Pianist, there is a scene where the star plays the piano with his fingers overlooking the ghetto from a safe distance as the Warsaw ghetto burns.  That is destruction and prosperity right next to each other.

We don’t have to look that far away.  We don’t have to look to the Tsunami or to Egypt or to the Warsaw ghetto, because it’s right here in our own country.  The White House is just minutes away from some of the worst neighborhoods in America, from some of the poorest places in our country.  It’s all around us every single day.
How do we continue to live in a world which has these dichotomies?

One approach is to realize that God is in both places.  God exists in the place where there is destruction and where there is prosperity.  Our challenge is to not let the circumstance define who we are.  Our challenge is to not become a slave to our circumstances.
Rashi teaches (Exodus 5:4), “Melechet shibud mitzrayim lo haytah al shivto shel levi, the tribe of Levi was not enslaved in the land of Egypt.”  The rabbis teach that the Levites were involved in Torah study all day and therefore were not enslaved. 

The idea here is not that the Egyptians did not physically enslave the Levites.  How would that be possible?  A slave master would never excuse his slave from work because the slave had to study Torah.  Instead, the idea is that through their Torah study the Levites conquered their slavery.  They rose above their physical slavery and connected to God.

That’s the challenge of our lives.  It can be on a massive level proportionally…like the Tsunami. Or, it can be smaller proportionally…like flippantly walking past a beggar on the street.  The challenge is not to allow our material existence to define who we are.  The challenge is not to allow our physical situation to define us.  

We must be like the Levites who ignored their physical slavery and conquered it. 
The physical situation in Southeast Asia is horrific.  Thousands upon thousands are dead.  The situation is a nightmare.  But listen to these words written by the Chabad rabbi in Thailand:

The Thai government has been incredibly helpful and organized. Now that people have been able to travel here to help, we have been joined by dozens of volunteers who've flown in from Israel. We're all working together, round the clock. No one has yet
digested the magnitude of what has happened. Right now, there's too much to do to 
even pause for moment to contemplate it.  The unity amongst all the workers is incredible. I was moved to tears when I saw the Israeli media and news reporters
join us to help locate and identify the injured and dead. They were no longer looking 
at the situation through the camera, but through their tear-filled eyes, as they worked alongside the rabbis, government officials and volunteers.
 
On a larger scale, this disaster has joined every race, creed and religion together. There are no divisions in suffering. There are no barriers. Rich, poor, young, old, male, female,
were all the same in the eyes of the waves. And now, once again are all the same when it 
comes to offering aid, support and love.  
These people are saying: “We are not our physical situation.”  Whatever situation we are in, we can transcend.  We can act God like where ever we are.
The greatest challenge is not to realize that we have to transcend our situation when faced with a disaster like the Tsunami.  The greater challenge is to transcend it when we are living in a place where the majority of the world assumes we have success.  The greater challenge for those media members and other volunteers is to transcend their situations as they leave the disaster scene and return to “normal life.”
What were the Israelites thinking as they drank the water and the Egyptians drank the blood?  What were they thinking as they had light and the Egyptians were engulfed by the plague of darkness?  Did they realize that they had they had to transcend their situation just like when they were afflicted as slaves?

In the aftermath of the Tsunami, let that be one challenge we should always place before ourselves.  Our destiny and values must always guide us beyond our physical reality.  Otherwise, we are still slaves in Egypt.
