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THE ETERFhL CHALLE:KGE OF P SOVER 

By 
Dr. Hillel Silver 

t 
The Temple 

On 
Sunday mornin April 9 1944 



That there is some ~reat idea or et of ideas worth of tr nsmission from 

generation to gener·tion deservin . of .rofouna study and hich is useful to the 

pro•ress of mankind is indicated bJ the ~an admonitions of ours ::; s c:1.nd in the 

Bible -- to mc.. ... e sure t h t the story of he Exodus is told and retold time and 

again ... Thou shalt tell it to thy sons are t e i ·unctions of the Dible . The ·hole 

Seder Service, you ill recall, is built Ci,.round this idea of tellin he stor of 

the Exodus to the children for pedagogic .urposes . Tne oung ure encou:re ged to 

ask uestions . Certain special ceremonies s bols food,· re e part of the 

service to arouse the interest of 

hy the rn tzah? 

cup of ~lijah? 

hy the .aror? 

the young and to stimulate 

hy ~ cups of wine at the 

tneir interest . 

tt..ble? hy the 

It is a mitzvah to tell the story of lassover und he who tells the ost 

about it is most deserving of eace . An among our ancient bbis it was cuGtom~ry 

to devote the hole night, from sun do to sun up to recounti g the story of 

Pas over, its fascinating details, the story of th xodus of the Je\s . nd over 

and over again in the Bible \e are told, as you learned from the selections hich 

I read tnis morning : "Remember this d y ori hich e Vient forth from Eg_ pt from 

the house of bondage . " iany a moral law in the Dible carries t e exhortation 

"Remember thc:1.t ye ·, :.re slaves in the land of Eg. pt." This is i ven t..S a consi era. tion 

for the faithful observance of the la 1. 11 Do not pervert justice due to as rc;..nger 

or orpnan, for ye ~ere str·ngers in the Land of Eg~pt ... If a count 01 yours 

is sold to you, he is to work for six years for you but in the 7th .7e r :. ou must 

set him free ... and you must not send him av a em t -n· nded . " Your n.an-servant 

~nd your maid-servant should rest on the Sabbath Day along 1ith the members of 

your famil, for remember ou ·ere slaves in the Land of ~gypt nd you had 

no Sabbath day of rest . " "hen ou reup t e harvest in our field nd torget 

a sheaf, ou must not gob ck to get it, nor must you beat our olive rees 

and go over them a second tine . " The must be left for the str nger, the orphan 

nd the ido., for reffiamber you ere slaves, poor helples slav sin the l nd of Egypt. 
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"Thou shalt not vex a straQger nor o jpress him for you yourself were once st'angers 

in tl e l&nd of Eg:·pt." Al ays it tells, time and ag, in, the Bi le weaves back to 

the Story of t e Exodus . In fact the preamble to the en Co nandments, the 

basic religious code of Israel links up 'wit the uxodus "I am the Lord Thy 

God who brouo-ht thee out of the 1.and of ig pt and out of the house of bondage ." 

The three major festivals -- Passover S.rvuoth and Su coth all revolve 

round the story of the exodus from Eg pt . In fact this epic of four hundred 
bitter, black sl very 

di odd years of slavery, which our <,.Lncestors spent in Eg t ich culm • n· ted i 

a great revolutionar drama of e ~ncip. tion co stitutes the continuous background 

for all subse uent Je\ish history. Te Exodus determines everything in effect 

in Je ·ish life, f • r more t n the nmericQn Revolution arrected merican history 

in subse'-iuent years, or the French evolution, French life in su1·se uent .1ears. 

Th Exodus w~s the to tle Jes, the Dec ~r~tion of lnde_ence of '76 and the 

E ancipation Proclamation of 1 8'3 to the l .. merL.:an ~eo 1 . nerev~r and enever 

the name ig·pt ,as mentioned that as a cnallen e to the ear of ·the Je,, because 

it reminded him of the basic racial experience of his people . He ill never 

forget. 

thl:1.t. 

o rophet or each er of Israel will ever ermi t his ·)eople to forget 

nd it as fortun~te th~t it as so. And it s fortun te that so much 

stress ·.·~as laid on the tellinl? and re-telling because there ,rnre man su se"iuent 

Egypts in the Jewish history -- many of them. For the people as whole or 

im ortant segments of our people found t e selves strangers instr nge ands. 
at 

All through out history, as 1ate as 1944 rec...t sections of our people / n one 

time or another founr. t .ems elves in the cauldron of ire, un ~ er the lash of 

taskmasters persecuted • nd thre tened • i-th extermin· tion s in the d s of the 

Pharaohs, in the land of Egypt. hen such ex riences befell our eople 

they were able to recall the 'ga of Egypt. They ere ble to remember ho 

their ncestors suffered, ·ht sustained them ho· they survived, 

finally ere redeemed. 

nd ho, they 
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And so the were able to take heart a ter readin the H~ ggadah :e· r fter 

year . "This is the experience of our fc..the~s and of us t ut not on ~:::.!1 a one in 

the distant past rose to destroy us, but in ever · ener tion men aro~e to de~troy 

us. But the Holy One lessed Be He, elivered 1rom their hands. Therefore 

they ere t...ble to say in the ghettos of the D rk .h es in Europe in t he ghettos 

of modern Europe -- at all t· es ; en t e lifted the bred of affliction they 

were able to s~y : This the bread of affliction ;hich our foref~thers ate, which 

~e ure eating , but just as they ¥ere redeemed, so e too ·11 be redeemed. e 

are slaves tcxiuy . Next ear e snall be free. 

No ;hat is the gre~t idea, or t egret set of ideas at t e eart of 

ti.is beautiful challenginJ Festival of Passover? hy it is the one and self-

s idea for ihich men are fightin tcxiay, in 1944 for hich men fou ht and died 

on battlefields, on barric .... dej in under"'>rounds from the d ys of ./oses, they .. 
yearned d languished since the d ys of the sla es ho 

0 roaned under forced lhbor 

at the alls of rithom and 'mses. It is that for hich men had to stru~gle and 

acquire by blood nd s;e t and tears f rom t}e days of innocent male 

children in the River i' ile at the order of Pharaoh to tne butchering of myriads 

of innocent civilian men omen and cnildren in our on day in the day of Hitler . 

But the essential idea, the essential set of c lex ideas is Freedom -- resist nee 

to tyr ny, but much more th'n tht...t - the essential right of men to be free, but 

also the duty of nen to be free. The gre~t idea oft e divine compulsion upon men 

to sacrifice for freedom. To discipline t e se ves to be ·orthy of freedom. 

To reali~e t1~t Freedom derives f rom God and is sustained thro h faith in God . 

All ~~~t this tired and tortured world of ours is fighting or tod y, is previewed 

in the greatest struggle for human freedom int e history of mankind, 7,500 ears 

ago hen Isr el ocked off tne sac s of sl very ad struck out for freedom ~nd 

n· tion 1 independence. 
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Freedom -- that ,:ord is b ndied about great deal to~u. Fre.uently 

en fail to under tand ut is involved in it. Everyone kno;s tll·t sl'very is ba~ . 

rrl yet not all slaves ·:a.nt to be free. People oft-times _r)refer sL .. ver for 

themselves because slaver y has its compens· tions. e>lave ./ does give man a certain 

primitive m~terial security. The master m t take c re of his slaves, i mly 

to Keep his sl ves strong enough to ork. Slaves don't have to thin to plan 

o ma e decisions , to assume responsibilities, to run risks. All they ~veto do 

is to obey, and to obey is not the most • .~cult e erien e th· t the h an being 

is confronted ~ith . 

o, ·.J en ., oses came t o the c ' • 1 iren of Israel •;ho 1er\j in Ecr ,.pt t ey idn' t 

elcome him. 'Ihey 'd been Oi) ressed for 400 ye .... rs. You oul tnink t ey w uld 

hail L~ s a 6reat deliverer . The d been so br.utalized by centuries of 

serf om. The.i had sun dee into slu.very, and e i not nt freedom. They 

would not is ten to ·oses, s ·s t'1e Bible beci us of • .e in de cy of their 

s irit, because of :txk the uoor to :hich t ey ~nd t eir f·t' ers: ·d been 

subjected for aenera. tions. They h:..d been molde into t e form of slavery. 

They !rne ·, that t eir lot 'a.S h rd. They ew t ey were treate like beusts of 

burden. But like be~sts o burden t ey had their JrovJnder , their cuc bers , 

onions, ~urlic nd fish. 

'J.hey • ..,re unwil ·n to excna. ~e t ·s sec rity of their slav~r y for the 

igh and dan erous adventure of free life. An !, oses h· d to educate t hem to ·,ant 

to )e free. No~ you mi ht think t - twas eculi~r to the Jews in Egypt ·soo 

ye~rs ago , but it is to ay even more sot an in those ays. 

\' e all, in recent years have • 'i tnessed e S' B spect· cle of n .... tions, hoe 

eoples goin '"' back to Eg··pt voluntarily volunt· rily seeking primitive security 

~ich moie n tot lit rian slaver o fere t.em. Ther could nots and up to the 

h. h exactions nd d·sci lines of freedom :hie t e mode n corplic· ted life deman ed 

of t.'1em. The referred t.e cucumbers onions •nj arlic hich t e modern phar'ohs 
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promised t· em . 

The r al d n~er of our du is not so much th~t eopies ;ill be enslaved 

by con4uerors, but t.l-iat t.1ey fill enslave th ems elves . The complexi ti 3S of mo rn 

life re becoming so gre·t tne uncertainti s of modern life so ma.ny the roblems 

so com.1·cated, t c1.t tnere a.re men ho are becomin5 more and more inclined to 

relin 1uish tae responsibilities hich ~re th 0 es der emocr tic war of life 

and turn t e ,hole job over to some clever rascist charlatan and a venturer who 

promises to do all tnat for them and to set all t.in~s ri 0 ht in a ·iffy . 

The stor~· of the Exedus . • rms c.~ains t t • s anger . The revolutioncj,r spirit 
I hi h rs fin lly kin4 led in srael ich efined t.1e democratic do:rma for mankind 

will not p rmit t ·.e ind·vid a.l or the n.tion to allo in t--ie slou:.h of the 3piritual 

in olence a.nd resi~na.tion o serfdom . God v1 nts en to be free, to accept the 

nurd di sci line of freedom . 11 reclaim reedo t,iro out t. e land and to all the 

inhabitants oft' e l~nd . The serv nt w o served is aster for six years and 

refused to leave his master, ho pr eferred serfdom to freedom n·d to be taken to 

t e doorposts and have his e r s as everlasting ~name bee use he 

prefers slavery to being a free ·n . 

en ave not only t e ri5nt to be free but t1e duty to be free . T tis 

the first great ide in this ~estival of ?assover . 

There is anotner . ne must be ~rep·red to s crifice for freedom . It 

is our rel·gio s duty to s~criflce for freedom . Te Jes of Egypt, most of them 

would have erha.ps elcomed Freedom. • n not provided the·r did not h· ve to 

a high rice for it, or any price for it, Jrovi ed that t e 1 did not have to 

soffer for it . hen oses fist c·me to see tne P ~raoah of Egypt and asK him 

to let the Je ·s go free, the Jews • ere content to have him <lo it . But 'I en his 

mission f·iled , and .har oh r rded it as insolence for t. is Jew to come •. d 

sk for liber tion_of his ~eo le and as result ade t e b ens heavier . 

Henceforth t. ere s to be n str·w r ovi ed tom ke bric s, b t t·e ·me quota 
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had to be met day by day. hen ,1oses I mission failed .... nd t e burdens of the eople 

bPca.e eavier, t e _people said to him: nay uod unish ou for giving us an 

unsavory re utation ~ith Pharaoh ·nd his courtiers, for .uttina • swor ~nto 

t ' eir hands to slay us. 

They •,·anted to be free, mos t of them. But the eas r u~.y. They ere not 

prepared to fight for it. hen t hey left Egypt t e good Lord gave directions 

not to lead the se slaves along the s trr· ht easy road, but r a t her to follo a 

round b.Cout vmy hich actually took t em fort Jears. .,ihy? Les t the µeople 

re ent and want to return to Egypt. And a t the Red Sea, hen t he,, founci t hemselves 

with the Red Se in front of em and the hosts of Egy.tians closing in upon 

them, hat did they do, these eo le ho \lould be free? They turned in anger 

nd said: " re t here no graveyards in Egypt?" " ,hL.t hc.1.v1,;; you done to us to t · ke 

out of Egype? Is not this Nhd.t e ept on saying to you in Egype - l et us alone! 

let us be slaves to the Egyptians! It is better to be slaves in Egypt t han to 

die in in t he ilderness!" 

Just t o be a.live, in squalor ir. degr .... dation - anythin0 -- just to 

live -- freedom is not ort~ fi tinJ for if freedom is not vorth dyin for . 

And later on, after t hey crossed he Red Sea and found t hemselves year 

after year goi a from pluce to place, ho · regularly these sl·ves compl ined : 

not enough food - not enough 1uter - not enough et - too many enemies to 

fight. The Promised Land -- hy that is nice . Of cours e e want it, esµecially 

as it is a land flowin with milk and honey . But to hunger ~nd t hirst for it -, 

to suffer t e heat of e day and the cold of the night, to wan~er in the ho ling 

ilderness for it, for 40 lonb ears - ·hy th~t is too high a price to pay . 

Let us go back to the slave pens of Egypt . Th~t is why this gener~tion of slaves 

that left Eg .. t h d to . erish in the • ild erness . T ey ,•ere not fit to r c..Ch it . 

So the second gre·t idea·embodied is that Freedom is something th· t must 

bes crificed for . It is something for which ople must be pr0 ·red to fi ht 
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for ~nd to die for to suffer ainfully and atiently and ersistently defeat 

·fter defeat frustration a.fter frustrc.1.tion . It is ortn it . Our boys in the 

dug-outs, foxholes, deserts ·nd on .e cold mount~in peu s understund it --

s crifice . They kno~ f~r better t.an our civili·ns at home realize -- ho 

much sacrifice. 

It is but the saga of the Exodus trn~rd ankind. nd Passover my good 

friends, is not only u memorial of our Jeople's redemption in the past. It is 

the symbol and Jrophec: and ~uide of all e:>ple's redemption in the orld, of 

all eople dying in tne ~;or 1d . 

If the world is to be free and to re1ain free, future generLtions must 

be educ ted in t he dity of en to be free . ;o one has tLe mor"l ri ... t t to oref r 

any ther kind of 0 overnment f or ii.self but onP ,. ich makes him shc:re in the 

res )onsibilities of over ent, which demands nis articip· tion in the ec·sions 

• ~ icb affect his life and th· t of his fello.-ci izens and challenges to 

exercise freedom . 

Leg llistically I assune that it is erfectl roper to sa that ever 

. eople h s a ri -:1ht to choose his own type of government . , or lly no :,>eople 

any people, h· s a right to choose a gover ent ' hich does not cherish exercise 

the mandates of freedom, of collective freedom in a volunt·ry organiz~tion of men . 

If t he .orld is to be frae and to remain free, future generations must 

be educat ed to s crifice for freedom in peacetime -- not .merel· in w&r tie -­

to le rn self-res ,raint, ·scipline, patience, to orego exploit .... tion . There 

can be no freedom in society if men act as rapacious enemies nd seek a gr ndize­

ment . Th t leads to eternal distuption - in other 1,·ords ulti.m· iiiy to the 

comin of slaver . 

i ally, if our ,orld is to rem in free 

living ,. nd directive f· i th in God . It 1 c...S on h 

emu t redi cover the 

rocI th t Isr· el built its 

conception of h an dignity d fr-edom and he r··ght of the individual . 
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There is a God . And man is ma e in the im ge of God and anythin 'hich constricts 

or inhibits or distorts or confines t he s irit of man, any form of Jol ·ttca 

l·very or economic or social slavery or eduction 1 slavery dis orts this image 

of God in hich man as f shioned . ·an is entitled to be free because he is 

a child of God ·-;ho proclain s freedom to our orld . 

en men lose ti1eir faith in God they come ultin:ately to lose their high 

~nd exalted conce tions of tne stages of the individuals, and oft e des tiny of 

men . And the tru.gedy of our age is that man has been degr ded, tr1at _aith 

in God has been lost, becuuse peoples &nd states h·ve driven out the co sciousness 

of God us a compelling idea in their lives . 

nd it ~as on this self-s me rock tnat tr e Founding .r'athe rs of t his great 

Republic built t hei r conce~tions of the inalien ble r~ 0 hts of r.an our free 

society . And if t ere is anythin uni.ue and m·gni icently distinctive about 

American life, if merica h·s ~ny m·ssion to ~i e to the orld today it is 

just this -- the conviction th .... t r ,c:..n must rem in free bee use .a.n .as received 

from his Creci.tor the r.iandutes of freedom ,. hich no one hc:..s the right to t&ke 

a a.y from him . 

This, ae ... r friends is t e great idea imp,. rted in the Festival of ~ssover 

which our forefathers reg· rded so importunt, as il to be .or thy of ·ransmission 

to mankind •... 

, 
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