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On my left hand I am wearing a bracelet that says, “Changed Forever.”  The bracelet is a gift from our neighbor Michel Martin who got the bracelet while attending the tenth anniversary of the bombing of Federal Building in Oklahoma City, which took place on April 19.

“Changed Forever,” Michel taught me, “Isn’t that the message of Passover?” 

If it were only so!  If we only allowed ourselves to be changed even just a little bit, even for a moment by the bombing in Oklahoma City!  How many of us even thought about the anniversary of that bombing for more than a minute?

The essential teaching of the Exodus story is to be changed forever by events like the Oklahoma City bombing.  Let’s remember that the Exodus story isn’t just the story of our redemption; it’s the story of our enslavement and then our redemption.  Isn’t the story of Pesach to remember—as we sit here today and live in the lap of luxury--that we were once slaves; that we once had pain and that we cannot forget that pain?  The pain that we felt in Egypt was supposed to change us forever, to sensitize us to the plight of others—of the “broken people” in our own community and all around us in the world.
Now that we have gone through Pesach, how many of us really feel changed?  Do we feel the pain of “slaves” around us any more than before Pesach?  Has the holiday really affected us?  Aren’t we just the same?  Be honest with yourself—who really thinks about the Exodus every day?  I doubt any of us really feel like we were just liberated from slavery.  So, what is this holiday all about?
We are told in a passage in the Haggadah: 

Rabbi Eliezer ben Azaryah said: I am like a 70 year old man but I was not privileged to see the story of the Exodus from Egypt mentioned every night, until Ben Zoma explained the verse, ‘leman tizkor et yom tzeytkhah me-eretz mitzrayim kol yemei chayekhah, in order that you may remember the day you left Egypt all the days of your life.’  ‘The days of your life,’ would mean that we should mention the Exodus only during the day; the additional word “all” includes the night as well.  But the sages say that ‘the days of your life’ would mean only the present world; the addition of ‘all’ includes the Messianic era.”
Ben Zomah is saying that we must remember the Exodus every single moment—day and night.  It has to always be in our consciousness.  In an unredeemed world, this makes sense.  We must always remember what it was like to be enslaved in Egypt.  As we await the messianic redemption, we should recall the greatness of God in bringing about our redemption from Egypt.
But why should we bother to remember the Exodus in the Messianic era, whenever it will come?  After all, in the Messianic era we will have had an even greater redemption.  We will have had the full redemption.  We will have achieved our goal.  Why keep remembering the redemption from Egypt during the Messianic era?  The Egyptian redemption will be replaced like we replace a used car.  Who talks about their old car once they get a new car?  

In fact the Talmud in Berakhot (12b) asks this very question: Ve-khi mazkirin yetziat mitzrayim be-yemot ha-mashiach?  Will we really bother to recall the Exodus from Egypt when we are enjoying the redemption of the messianic world?  

A friend living with cancer answered this question for me.  He explained that when he was sick in his hospital bed during the darkest days of his cancer, ironically, that is when he felt closest to God.  It was in those very dark moments that he finally had clarity about the important things in life.  He saw the endless distractions that occupy our lives for what they were: mere distractions that prevent us from uniting with God.  During those moments, he finally achieved a deep relationship with God.

Those moments, when my friend lay in his hospital bed, were almost like his messianic era.  As Maimonides explains, the Messianic era is marked by recognition of truth and understanding of God.  In the hospital bed, my friend had the truth—he had a Messianic epiphany.

However, when this same friend was able to get out of the hospital and resume his life, he lost that deep connection to God.  He was once again, like we all are, swept up with mundane activities of life and the focus and appreciation and connection to God was lost.

This is the challenge of the Exodus story.  When we are in the middle our struggle—the middle of our slavery, the middle of our pain, the middle of our grief for a loved one—we can sometimes see God much more clearly and powerfully.  
But as we move on how do we retain that connection?  How do we stay connected to God once we have been redeemed; when have cleared our hurdle, how do we continue to see God?  How do we stay forever changed by our early struggles, when we no longer have struggles?
On the one hand we must mention it every single day and night.  But that won’t be enough.  It will become rote.  There is another necessary step.

The Talmud answers its own question.  We will recall the Exodus story even during the messianic era: shibbud malchiyot ikkar ve-yetziat mitzrayim tafel.  The pain of Egypt will not be forgotten, but it will no longer be as prominent.  Center stage will be held by our more recent hurdles.  As Jeremiah states (chapter 23): hineh yamim baim neum hashem ve-lo yomru od chai hashem asher he-elah et benei yisrael me-eretz mitzrayim ki im chai hashem asher he-elah…beit yisrael me-eretz tzafunah. The day will come when we no longer bless the God who redeemed us from Egypt rather, we will bless the God who redeemed us from bondage to the other nations.

When we leave a situation of pain and redemption our task is then to seek another challenge.  Sometimes the struggles and challenges of life find people and then the world views those people as unlucky.  (But who knows, maybe those are the lucky ones because they are cognizant of their struggle.)  But that specific struggle never lasts forever.  

Our challenge is to continue to seek out new struggles—a new personal Egypt, a new personal Babylon--so that we can have even greater redemptions.  Our challenge is to prevent ourselves from resting on our laurels; instead, we must take the take the experience of our past struggles and use them as a guide to help us discover more direct paths to God.

As Ramchal explains: (Moshe Hayyim Luzzatto, 18th c., chapter 4 of Mesilat Yesharim—as shown to me by my friend Y. Reznitsky) people always push themselves financially, professionally, and materialistically to be like people who have more wealth or a better job or a nicer house; so too we must always push ourselves spiritually to be like people who we view as more spiritual or closer to God.  We do this by never being satisfied with our spiritual life; by always seeking out new and greater challenges.

The early Chasidim understood this best.  Whenever they got too comfortable with their lives, they used to wander around in a self-imposed exile.  We must always seek the challenge.

We will not be able to guard the sacred experience of our present struggles forever.  We will not always be able to feel its raw emotion in our daily lives.  But we can take it with us to our next challenge in life.  And we can continue using it as we climb towards God. 

This week we will once again be observing Yom Hashoah.  For those of us who were not in the Shoah, the challenge of the Shoah is to never lose the pain that we felt when we first learned about the Shoah.  Unfortunately, that pain will of course dim, and we will live our daily lives not even cognizant of the Shoah.  And so then our challenge becomes to transfer that pain forward—to continue seeking out the challenges that surround us every day.  That is how the memory of the Shoah will never dim within each of us, only by continuing to search out for new challenges in life.
This is lesson of Yizkor.  We remember our loved ones who are no longer here.  We think about the pain we felt on the day they left this world.  We think about how in the midst of that pain we felt a connection to God like no other connection in our lives.  We try to recapture that connection—we can do it only by seeking out new challenges.
Only by continuing to seek out new challenges in life; only by pushing ourselves to come even closer to God; only then can we retain the message of being enslaved in Egypt, the memory of the martyrs in the Shoah, and the essence of Yizkor.  Only then can we truly be changed forever.

