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Two: We were mired in idol-worship before Sinai—and God delivered us 
from that too. 
The lesson: We should regard ourselves as if we personally went forth 
from Egypt, and praise God for delivering our ancestors and us. God keeps 
promises—then, now, and in the future. 
That’s what the matzah and bitter herbs are meant to remind us of. That’s 
why we recite the ten plagues one by one, learn through midrash that there 
were actually 60 plagues, or 240, and sing Dayenu. And that’s why the 
rabbis built the entire Haggadah around the verses (Deut. 26:5-8) that 
ancient Israelites were meant to say when they brought first fruits to the 
Temple in the Land of Israel—an act that would witness to the fact that 
God had fulfilled God’s promises, and they had fulfilled theirs. 
In the Mishnah’s original outline of the seder, the key to the entire story is 
the double move, political and spiritual, from “degradation” to “praise.” The 
traditional Haggadah enlarges on that bare outline, but not by much. It 
does not try to give us detail, let alone history. If the Rabbis had opted for 
history, our fidelity to the holiday would have been held hostage to the 
latest archeological discoveries about what “really” happened. If they had 
given us detail instead of scaffolding, they might have turned the seder into 
the rote recitation of a script instead of lively discussion of what the Exodus 
means to us.  
And if the Haggadah had not included notes about how our ancestors 
observed the holiday—first in the Temple, then (after the Temple was 
destroyed) in Benai Berak—and made sure we follow in their footsteps by 
eating the same foods, placing the same symbols on the table, and saying 
the same key words—we would not have understood our responsibility to 
keep this tradition alive, and apply its lessons, in our generation. 
As a bridge to asking how we would tell the story, and what lessons we 
would draw from it, consider the three-fold takeaway proposed by 
philosopher Michael Walzer in his wonderful book Exodus and Revolution: 

[W]herever you live, it is probably Egypt; 
[...] there is a better place, a world more attractive, a 
promised land; 
[...] “the way to the land is through the wilderness.” There is 
no way to get from here to there except by joining together 
and marching. 

Walzer phrases those lessons in a way that maximizes their universality. His 
book argues that the Passover story has had greater influence than any other 
on liberation struggles throughout history and throughout the world. 
I would tell the Passover story in 2017, and formulate its lessons, this way: 
One: We were strangers in the Land of Egypt—a powerless minority of 
immigrants, persecuted to the point of enslavement—and we were freed with 
God’s help. That put us in a position to help the strangers in our midst, and 
assist their move toward redemption. 
Two: We were once devoted to false gods of our own devising—and we 
were delivered from that error with God’s help as well—brought to recognize 
that we are created in God’s image, and endowed with the ability and 
obligation to protect fellow-creatures and the Earth. 
In short: This year, we are slaves. Next year, we will be free, and if not next 
year, then the one after that.  
There are many ways to be enslaved, in body and in spirit. One sign that we 
are free, the very best proof available, is that we help others to break free 
from whatever is enslaving them. But the point of the Haggadah is not just to 
make us reflect on what it is to be enslaved or free, but to get us to focus on 
what the word we means. “This year we are slaves” means one thing if “we” 
includes only those gathered around the table, or the larger group of family 
and friends who could not be with us for the seder, or the local Jewish 
community, or even the Jewish people as a whole. Suppose our “we” also 
includes the neighbors we don’t really know, the people down the street or a 
few miles away, fellow-residents of the continent we inhabit, or fellow 
inhabitants (and stewards) of the planet. Once you and I have “them” in our 
sights and hear their call for help, it’s hard not to conclude that we, too, are 
slaves this year, and must work harder, together, to be free. 
You and I are indispensable to this effort. And so, in ways much harder to 
understand, is God. Our effort is absolutely necessary but, sadly, it will not 
be sufficient. The Passover story goes out of its way to stress that God took 
Israel out of Egypt “with a strong hand and an outstretched arm”—
demonstrably, directly, without intermediate agents or messengers. (Hence, 
perhaps, the absence of Moses from the telling.) But only a month before 
Passover, Jews celebrate Purim, and the character notably absent from the 
text read that day is God, Who appears nowhere in the Book of Esther and 
(unless God was active behind the scenes) plays no role in Israel’s salvation 


