Some Pre-Passover Suggestions

I was standing in front of the Wilf Building at NYU carrying an American flag.  I stood not two feet away from a crowd of loud and emotional student demonstrators who were protesting the war in Iraq.  There were tens of media members present.  A speaker representing the Palestinian cause was introduced.  She rose and told of how the Israelis were poisoning the wells of Gaza in order to kill as many Palestinians as possible.  She told of how Israelis were massacring babies and children.  As her lies grew so did the cheering.  People were applauding and supporting her.  

Here I was in the center of one of the most Jewish, sophisticated, and prestigious Universities in the world and I was witnessing a reincarnation of medieval libels.  In the Middle Ages especially before Passover Jews used to be worried that they would be accused of terrible crimes including poisoning the wells of Christians.  And here we were in the post enlightenment period and this same charge was being given life in the heart of a University.  

I felt sick.  I had read about these types of moments in the past, but to actually hear these lies disturbed me tremendously.  In times of war every emotion is magnified. The mob’s willingness to absorb the lies, to conflate different causes, to promote anti-Semitism scares me a great deal.  I shudder to think about what might happen if the war drags  and the anti-war movement becomes more popular.

The month of Nissan and the holiday of Passover are traditionally the time of the year where we focus on redemption.  We celebrate our freedom and our growth.  But this year as we begin Nissan and look towards Passover it is hard to see the redemption.  Instead, we see a growing anti-Semitism.  We see it in some of the anti-war demonstrators.  We see it growing on the campuses and we see it in increasing numbers in the intelligentsia.  This year we will celebrate Passover in the middle of a war in the Middle East against a backdrop of a growing world cultural war.  So what can the month of Nissan and the holiday of Passover teach us this year?

I’d like to offer three teachings, which are also three suggestions.  These teachings and suggestions come from three central elements of the Passover holiday.  First, when we think of Passover, we think above all of matzah.  Second, we’ll look at the part of the Haggadah that everyone knows best, the center of the haggadah—the dayyenu. And third the way Passover is known to everyone—then name Pesach.

First--Matzah.  There is a teaching from the Belzer rebbe.  Matzah is referred to as lechem oni.  Lechem oni can mean the bread of poor people.  Poor does not only mean monetarily poor.  It means anyone who is lacking; anyone who is in distress.  But lechem oni can also mean, oneh, prayers.  The symbolism of the matzah is that when we are in distress we should find comfort in prayer.  

The teaching is even more than simply finding comfort in prayers.  The concept is that prayning from the depths, praying in distress is a liberating act.  The way to achieve true freedom is to recognize our incompleteness and to pray from the depths.  The matzah is teaching that prayer gives us a sense of freedom.  Our incompleteness will be mended by the power of prayer. 

So the first teaching is: When faced with a sense of uneasiness turn to prayer.  The matzah is the prayer of the person who lacks.  But it is one who recognizes that he lacks who prays the best.  The matzah is the symbol of the answering of those prayers.  The suggestion is that in these times of uneasiness one thing we can do is pray with greater urgency and sensitivity.

A second teaching/suggestion—from the Haggadah.  Rabbi David Silber points out that the central motif of the Haggadah is the theme of gratitude.  We see this most clearly in Dayyenu.  What is Dayennu about but the notion of gratitude.  Even if things aren’t perfect, even if things don’t follow our original plan, we must show gratitude.  As dayyenu teaches, ilu kervanu lifnei har sinai ve-lo natan lanu et hatorah, even if went to Sinai and didn’t get the Torah, we must show gratitude.  Nothing is more disappointing than going to Sinai and not receiving the Torah.  It doesn’t make sense, why go to Sinai and not receive the Torah.  Yet, the point is that there are times in which we must be grateful regardless of the end result.

This is the second teaching. We must show gratitude.  We might have thought that someone who is free has no need to express gratitude.  After all, “I’m free.  I did it on my own. I have no need to thank anyone.”  Teaches the Haggadah that only one who is free is able to express gratitude.  True gratitude cannot be expressed by slaves, only by the liberated. 

The suggestion in these difficult times is that in preparation for Passover we show gratitude towards the American government, the American soldiers, and the American people.  We show gratitude by waving the American flag, by writing letters of support to soldiers, by going to prayer vigils on behalf of soldiers, by tying yellow ribbons, and by supporting the American government.  This doesn’t mean that we don’t voice our opinion against policies of the government that we don’t like.  But these are primarily the times to show gratitude.    

There is a third teaching.  The holiday of Pssover is known as Pesach.  Pesach refers to the Paschal lamb that was slaughtered on the eve of the Exodus, the fourteenth day of the month.  What was the symbolism of this act?  R. Yitzhack Arama (Spain, 15th c.—as quoted by Nechama Leibowitz) suggests: The lamb was considered by the Egyptian astrologers to be one of the most favorable signs of the zodiac, under which the Egyptian people lived. So on the 14th day of the lunar month which was at the height of its zodiacal strength, it would be destroyed.

According to R. Yitzhack Arama the Korban Pesach was not just another sacrificial offering.  It was an act of defiance intended to disprove the illegitimacy of the lies that were part and parcel of Egyptian society.  As Benei Yisrael prepared for their freedom before they could destroy the Egyptians physically they had to destroy them ideologically.  The first step was to confront the lies and expose them as falsehoods.  And so, they slaughtered the lamb at the height of its power and destroyed Egyptian ideology.  

This is the third teaching.  Before an enemy can be physically defeated it must be ideologically defeated.  

This is the third suggestion.  We must attack the ideology of those anti-Semites who hate us.  There are many heroes who are brave and are physically fighting the war.  But for many of us that is not an option.  And so our role becomes to attack repeatedly the ideology of the anti-Semites; to attack repeatedly the ideology of radical Islam; to attack repeatedly the ideology of supporters of terrorism; to attack repeatedly the hypocrisy of many European and Arab countries.  When we see Jew bashing and lies shouted at demonstrations our role becomes to expose the falsehood of the movement.

These are three teachings of the holiday of Pssover: Matzah symbolizes the idea that our prayers for freedom are most effective when we feel down and incomplete.  The dayyenu teaches that a key aspect of freedom is the concept of gratitude.  And the Pesach teaches that freedom will come only after our enemy is ideologically destroyed.

In our times of uneasiness these are three suggestions.  Now is the time to turn to prayer; now is the time to express our gratitude to America; and now is the time to destroy our enemy ideologically.
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