It’s all about balance

After a series of plagues that
crush the country and subdue its
king, Pharaoh finally surrenders.
After mercilessly torturing,
abusing and murdering the
Hebrews for decades, they are
set free and on the fifteenth day
of the month of Nissan, the
Jewish people, at last, experience
a mass exodus from a genocidal
regime and a tyrannical
monarchy. They have embarked
on the path to freedom - the
essence of Pesach in a nutshell.

Over 3,000 years have passed since
that day - a long time. Yet the
children and grandchildren of the
slaves who left Egypt still
commemorate this event annually
and to this day, Pesach remains the
most widely observed and
celebrated Yom Tow Indeed, many
Jews who deem themselves as
remote as can be from their
Yidishkeit, still somehow feel
compelled to participate in some sort
of seder.

The significance of this cannot be
overstated. Of course, it is easy to
celebrate the miracle of freedom
when you are free, but if Pesach
represents the journey from slavery
to freedom, what became of it after
the Babylonian destruction of the
First Temple and lsrael's subsequent
exile? Indeed what happened to the
celebration of liberty during all our
subsequent periods of persecution
that led to the greatest exile in Jewish
history? How could Jews celebrate
emancipation under such oppressive
circumstances and declare, “We
were slaves to Pharach in Egyptand
G-d has liberated us?”

This question was raised by one of
the great |ewish thinkers of the |6th
century; himself subjected to
horrible persecutions from Christian
authorities:

Rabbi Yehuda Leow (1512-1607),
known as the Maharal, was Chief
Rabbi of Prague, and one of the maost
influential Jewish personalities of his
tirne,

Dwring his day, Jews suffered terribly
from the infamous blood-libels, being
accused of slaughtering Christian
children prior to Pesach in order to
use their blood for their matzah, and
legend has it that Rabbi Leow created
a Golem - a ‘man’ created through
Kabbalistic powers to combat the
blood libels afflicting the Jewish
COmImunity.

The Maharal asks how the Jewish
people could have celebrated their
freedom from Egypt during times
when they were plunged back into
the darkness of exile and
persecution? Could a 2nd century
Palestine Jew truly celebrate
Passover? How about an 8% century
Yemenite |ew? A l4th century
Spanish Jew? A | 7" century Polish
Jew? Or a German Jew in 19387 A
Russian Jew in the |960's?

Yet celebrate they did. For over
3,000 years, as Pesach came around,
a stubborn nation was determined to
re-experience freedom. Under the
watchful eye of the Inquisition, in
Stalin's Gulag Archipelago, even in
the Warsaw Ghetto, you could hear
the same guestion being asked each
year: “ Ma nishtana halayla hazeh
mikol haleilot ? “Why is this night
different than all other nights?™ And
the answer given: Because tonight
we were set free!

How did they manage to do this?
Were they irrational escapists,
oblivious to reality? Or, perhaps, the
Jewish people were celebrating
something very authentic that they
felt in their souls every Pesach,
despite the often unbearable
conditions from without?

The Maharal presents us with a
beautiful answer.

The Exodus of Egypt, he suggesis,
was not merely a political and
geographical event, in which slave
labourers were allowed to leave a
country and forge their own destiny.
It was also an existential mutation,
in which the gift of freedom was
“wired” into the very psyche of the
Jew. The exodus implanted within
the Jewish soul an inherent quest for
liberty and an innate repulsion
toward subjugation so that even if
subsequently conguered and
oppressed, targeted for abuse,
hunted down like animals, the Jew
would never cease to see himself
inherently as a free man. He would
never acquiesce emotionally to
persecution, and would never come
to terms with the reality of
subjugation.

This, the Maharal suggests, is what
|ews celebrated each year at their
Sedarim, notwithstanding their
deprived circumstances. They were
not living in cloud cuckoo land. They
knew very well they were exiled, yet
they thanked G-d for the Exodus of
old, because it implanted in themn for
eternity the awareness of freedom,
the yearning for freedom, and the
conviction that freedom is around
the corner.

Mow, let us apply this concept 2
contemporary education; our
children being the central focus of
our attention on Pesach.

If freedom is an intrinsic property of
the human soul, then we must be
extremely cautious to encourags,
rather than be threatened by, its full
and intense expression. If this is true
of every person, how much more so
with children and teenagers, who
have a particularly profound quest







