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have to have a huge army and spend all their energy on defence they cannot be a role model
for the world and they want to be a role model for the world. They want to be a spiritual
center for the world. Therefore, they are trying to force peace. This, of course, is a very
difficult problem. Are they making a mistake? Are they trying to be a role model so much,
like in the time of Rabbi Akiva? Rabbi Akiva knew that the Jews had to be a role model,
and perhaps the reason why Bar Kochba lost the revolt was that the Jewish people were not
ready at that time to assume that job. Maybe they were not worthy of it at that time. After
all, the students of Rabbi Akiva were always bickering a humiliating each other, so it was not
the right time, but maybe we also have to be careful now, too, that maybe we just have to
wait a little bit because it may be that by trying to be a role model at this particular time we
may even losc more than we can gain. This, of course, is a dilemma that we have now.
After all, everybody wants peace but it has to be a true peace, a correct peace and this is the

argument that is going on now, t0o.

Later on in the Haggadah we learn it says, "And the Egyptians did evil to us.” There are
three explanations the rabbis give for that. What does it mean, "And they did evil to us, the
Egyptians"? The word can mean evil; it can mean they befriended us. It has another
meaning besides these two. It means that they made us evil. How is it possible that all these
three explanations could be true because they seem to be contradictions? First they did evil

to us or they made us out to be evil or they befriended us.
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Of course, if we look at this situation today in Israel we will see that all these three things
are true simultaneously. The Arabs have adopted a very subtle and clever strategy. To us
they speak like they are friends but to their own people they try to make us out as evil. If
anyone has ever read the Egyptian press they will never find so much anti-Semitic garbage as
you find in the Egyptian press. In fact, they say that Israel killed the Egyptian war prisoners
so they could use their body parts for transplants. They say that Israel is the source of all
AIDS. They call us dogs and monkeys and pigs, and if you read the Hamas literature it
says, "Stone, point out the Jew so we can kill him. Salvation cannot come except if you kill
Jews.” Jordan is talking very nice to us as friends but Hamas headquarters are still in
Jordan. We know that not only are they talking evil about us and to our faces talking as
friendcs but they are still doing evil to us. The blockade has not been lifted. In the United
Nations Egypt is our relentless foe. It is a very difficult situation and we have to be very
careful about what is happening here at this particular time. We all know that we need
peace, and we all know that in order to be a role model for the world we need peace. In
fact, that is what Shimon Peres told us when we were there in January. He says that Israel
has to be a spiritual center of the world but it cannot do it unless it has peace. That may be
true that we may have to wait for the right time. We may have to agree with Benzoma and

not with the rabbis, it may not be time for the Mashiach.

Why is it then that the Haggdah is based on the declaration of the person who brings the first

fruit? Because when a person brought the first fruit at that time there was peace in Israel.
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The bringing of the first fruits was a symbol that they could leave their homes and their
borders would be unprotected and they did not have to fear. Therefore, at that particular
time not only were Jews free inside but they were free outside as well. We all hope and pray
that that will happen soon in our day, that we can, too, bring the Bikurim, that we can be
free inside and outside. Of course, this means that eventually there has to be peace in the
Middle East, but let's not try to force peace, as Rabbi Akiva and his colleagues did at the
time of Bar Kochba only that time it ended up in disaster. Maybe it is not time now for

Israel and the Jewish people to be an active role model.

1 am reminded of the story they tell about a rabbi who found a bottle and he rubbed the
bottle and out came a genie. The genie said, "Rabbi, I'll give you two wishes.” The rabbi
immediately took a map from his back pocket and said, "You see the Middle East. You see
Israel here and all the nations around it? I want you to make peace between Israel and all the
other nations.” The genic thought a moment and said, "What's your second wish?" The
rabbi said, "Well, my second wish is that the Jews should no longer be scapegoats in the
world." The genie then looked at the rabbi and said, "Can you show me that map again,
please?" We all hope that there will soon be peace in the world and that we can have
freedom inside and outside and fulfill our destiny as a spiritual role model to the world. Let
us all hope and pray that we will be worthy of it and that we will not try to force things too
fast, but that we will never harm ourselves by trying to gain inner freedom and outer freedom

and that by so doing the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.
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Last night we had our first seder and at the first seder we recounted the Exodus from Egypt,
but we did not use as the basis for our recounting census from the Book of Exodus, from the
Book of Shmos. Instead we took census from the Book of Devorim, Deuteronomy. We
cited the declaration of first fruits, which was uttered when a pilgrim went up to Jerusalem
every year bringing his first fruits. It scems strange that on the holiday of Pesach we use as
the basis for the Haggadah, which starts, "Come and learn”, about how Aramian tried to
destroy my father and he went down to Egypt and dwelt there few in number and he became
there a great nation mighty and numerous. Three and a half sentences are cited and after
every word of this sentence commentary is given. This is the real basis of the Haggadah.
What we learn before this is merely introduction, but the mitzvah of telling the Exodus from
Egypt is actually fulfilled by saying these three and a half verses. But why should these
verses form the basis of the Haggadah and not the verses of the Exodus, itself?

What's more, in the beginning of the Haggadah we learn about five sages, about Rabbi
Eliezer and Rabbi Akeeheoshua and Rabbi Elezar Ben Azaya and Rabbi Akiv and Rabbi
Tarvad who were reclining in Bnai Brak, and they were telling the story of the Exodus of
Egypt all that night until their students came and they said to them, "Rabbis, the time has
reached to say the Shma, the Shma of Shacharis.” The question can be asked, what are these
rabbis doing all together in Bnai Brak? Why aren't they home with their families? Why
aren't they at least conducting a seder for their disciples? Why are they congregated all

together to talk about the Exodus of Egypt? Why aren't they with their families?
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The rabbis comment that perhaps they were together because they were plotting the revolt of
Bar Kochba. This is a very interesting idea, but other rabbis comment that it highly seems
likely because although these rabbis were all contemporaneous they were of different ages,
and by the time the revolt of Bar Kochba would have taken place some of these rabbis would
have been dead. Therefore, it is very difficult to say that they were all together planning the
revolt of Bar Kochba. Others say that they had come to Rabbi Akiva because Rabbi Akiva
comforted them. Rabbi Akiva, we know, was a person, as we leamn at the end of Machus,
who believed wholeheartedly in G-d's words as, of course, did all the other rabbis, but he
believed that if the bad things happened in the Bible then certainly the good things that are
predicted will happen also. This is what happened at the end of Machos. He and a group of
rabbis came to the Temple mount and they saw that weasels and other animals were scurrying
about the Temple and they all started to cry but Rabbi Akiva laughed. They turned to Rabbi
Akiva and said, "Why are you laughing?" He said, "Well, if the prophecy has been fulfilled
that the Temple will be destroyed, then most certainly it will be fulfilled that it will be rebuilt
and, therefore, I am rejoicing.” The rabbis at a dark period of Jewish history came to see
Rabbi Akiva because they needed to be comforted, because at this particular time there was
confusion and the rabbis, themselves, needed the encouragement of Rabbi Akiva so they

could still teach their message of hope and optimism to their own students.

However, if we look at this passage carefully we will see that perhaps there is another

answer. The other answer is that all these people were either Kohanim or Leviim or, in the
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case of Rabbi Akiva, a convert, which, of course, teaches us something very important, that
converts should be very precious to us because Rabbi Akiva, who was the son of converts,
was perhaps the greatest rabbi of all. Why did they come together? They came together
because they were concerned about outer freedom. Pesach celebrates inner freedom and
outer freedom. It celebrates our freedom from physical slavery; that's why Shmuel says that
we have to start with the words, "We are slaves to Pharaoh”. That's why later on, too,
according to Rav we learn, "In the beginning our forefathers were idol worshippers.” The
defect of Egypt was not that it made us physically slaves. That was, of course, one of the
effects, but the worst effect was that it made us spiritually slaves. We thought that we
deserved the slavery that we got. In fact, that is one of the greatest problems with a slave
people and that is that after a while they believe that they should be slaves. They believe that
they are destined only to be slaves and that they do not have the capacity to be free. The
most important thing, and this, of course, is what we learn at other times, is to be free
inside. No matter what the oppressors do to you you know that you are more than your
match for them, that you deserve to be free. Throughout Jewish history Jews have always,
no matter what the outside circumstances, believed that they were free since the time of
Egypt. In those few periods of Jewish history where Jews have felt culturally inferior to the
people around them, even though they had great freedom, inside they felt terribly enslaved.

That, of course, is a terrible thing.

We know that even in Auschwitz there was a seder. How could there be a seder in
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Auschwitz? The people took the potatoes that they had and with the peelings they made a
drink that they called wine. They also smuggled out from the glue factories a little bit of
flour and they made some sort of matzah with it, and the potatoes, themselves, they dipped
into the salt water to signify the Karpas and it also stood for the Maror. They had a seder in
Auschwitz because they knew that no matter what the Nazis would do to them they were
free. Inside they were worthy to be G-d's partner in creation and no matter what the Nazis
did to them they knew they could not take away this divine image that they had of themselves

and of their task in the world.

So we all know that when it comes to freedom what counts is what is inside of you. If you
are free inside, then no matter what they do to you outside, nothing can faze you. It is not
pleasant physical slavery, but the most important thing is to be free inside. That, of course,
is what all the rabbis believe, and that is why the argument that they had later on between
Benzoma and the rabbis is what they were discussing that night of the seder. Should they
revolt against Rome now? Should they make a big protest, or should they be satisfied with
the condition in which they were? The rabbis who were mentioned never in their lives ever
felt that they were not free. In Egypt the Tribe of Levi always felt that they were free.

They did not fall for the tricks of the Egyptians. The Egyptians tricked the Jewish people by
a patriotic gesture by saying Egypt needed people to build bricks and the Jews volunteered
more than the Egyptians, and then when the Egyptians saw how many bricks they could build

they said from now on you are going to have to build these bricks every day and be our
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slaves. In another version of the story they paid the Jewish people for them on the first day
and then when they saw how much they could do with pay they then demanded the same
amount every day without pay. The Tribe of Levi was not interested in these types of things.
They were interested in Torah and mitzvahs and, therefore, they became the house servants in
Egypt. They were not enslaved hardly and they were the slaves who were always free inside
because they knew that they had a higher calling, that their message was a better message
than the message of the Egyptians. Many of the other Jews, though, had succumbed to
idolatry and had already begun to feel inferior inside, that maybe the Egyptians were right
when they made us into slaves, but the Tribe of Levi never felt this way, and, if course,
Rabbi Akiva came from a stock who was never enslaved and he always came to Judaism with
a free heart and he knew that Judaism liberated him and made him a better man. The
problem that he and the other rabbis had was, how could they serve as a model for Hashem
Mishporach, because the purpose of the Exodus was also to redeem the world and the
purpose of the Exodus was to make the Jewish into a role model for the world, and how
could they be a role model for the world when they were still under the thumb of the
Romans? They needed independence in order to be a role model for the world.

That's why they talk about Benzoma here. Rabbi Elezer Ben Azayer says, "I am like I am
70 years old and I was not worthy to understand why the Exodus from Egypt should be set at
night.” Night is a symbol of persecution. "Until Benzoma explained it to me, 'In order that

you should remember the day of your going out from Egypt all the days of your life'. The
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days of your life are the days and all the days of your life are the night'.” In other words,
Benzoma said, as long as you are going to be free, as long as you are free inside, even if you
are enslaved even though it is night, do not worry about it. That's why Elie Wiesel chose as
the name for his book about the Holocaust Night because night is a symbol of persecution.
As long as you are free inside it is okay. We will wait until G-d gives us the sign and then
we will become free again. We should not try to revolt against the Romans now. The rabbis
says, "The days of your life is this world and all the days of your life is to bring the
Mashiach.” We have to bring the Mashiach. That is the basis of Judaism. This is a debate
where you have to live by the laws of the Torah. You are not supposed to die by them.
Don't start a revolt where you will cause millions of Jewish casualties. On the other hand,
we know we are supposed to magnify G-d's name. Should we be active or we be passive?
This was the argument, Rabbi Akiva and the other rabbis who always were free inside said
that this is not enough. We must be a role mode! for the world, but Benzoma said, take it
easy. Don't be in such a hurry. It is very dangerous what you are going to do. Wait. Yes,
we will bring the Mashiach eventually but we have to wait. The rabbis said the days of your
life is this world, but we have to bring the days of the Mashiach. Yes, we are free inside but
we have to bring the days of the Mashiach. We have to make sure that we are able to be a

role model to the world, which means that we have to have independence.

When we look at what is happening in Israel today we can see a similar situation where the
Jews in Isracl are tired of being surrounded by enemies. They want peace. As long as they




