5766 Pesach

The redemption from Egypt seems to have been a long and intricate process, prophesied in terms of its length and nature to Avraham, dreaded by Ya’akov and his sons, anticipated by Yosef, who gave the famous code words by which the redeemer would be known: ‘Hashem will surely remember you,’ and brought on by the cries of the people Israel as they suffered under the burdens of slavery.  But the Gemarra in Sotah 11b gives us a single, simple reason why the redemption happened – ‘in the merit of righteous women in that generation, Israel was redeemed from Egypt.’  

The Gemarra goes on to specify what exactly they did to bring about the redemption:

When they would go to draw water, G-d sent small fish to them in their pitchers, and they would draw half water and half fish.  And they would come and put the pots on the stove, one of hot water, and one of fish.  And they would bring them to their husbands, who were working in the field, and they would wash their husbands, and put oil on them, and feed them, and give them to drink, and have relations with them at the boundaries of the fields.  

We have to understand why such an act would be sufficiently meritorious to catalyze the redemption.  Perhaps it is understood in context of the previous passage in the Gemarra: In explaining the verse, ‘all their work was grueling,’ R’ Shimon b. Nachmani said in the name of Rebbe Yohanan, ‘they would exchange the men’s work for women’s work, and the women’s work for men’s work.’  In this view, the reason that the work was so grueling is not that it was too physically challenging, but that it was the wrong kind of work for each person – men doing women’s work, and women doing men’s work.

It is essential to human experience to feel that one’s strengths and talents are being used.  When they are not being properly used, one will feel that an important part of one’s life force is atrophying.  Any tool that lies unused will fall into rust and disrepair; all the more so when the tool is an expression of one’s spirit.  Such disuse can lead one to deep despair.  Thus, the Egyptians (And the Nazis after them) understood that the best way to break the spirit of the Jewish people was to give them tasks that would disrupt their sense of self and their sense of meaning.  

In many ways, we are all victim to that same suffering.  Though no one is forcing us per se, we take upon ourselves meanings and tasks that are not in line with who we are.  We use our energy toward purposes that have little or nothing to do with expressing our particular skills and talents.  The successes we gain through our ‘accomplishments’ cannot bring true joy, as they are not satisfactory in accessing the whole of who we are.  Thus, we are all doing each other’s jobs, and not our own.  

The incongruity between who we are and what we do not only does not allow for satisfaction; it results in a deep sense of loss of self.  For we are inherently unable to truly accomplish tasks that do not resonate with whom we are.  Though we might be able to bring about the desired physical result, the sense that the task was a misuse or denial of my particular skills and talents blocks the possibility of experiencing the joy that should come with the accomplishment of a task.  In place of joy, one stays focused on the experience of increased dislocation from a healthy center.  One experiences a deep uncertainty of identity, and therefore, of self-worth.  

The men working out in the fields at women’s tasks were certainly experiencing a deep sense of dislocation and shame.  When their wives would come out to them in the fields and wash them, oil them, feed them and give them to drink, this would have been a deep re-affirmation of men as men.  Certainly, one’s shame and dislocation will manifest markedly in one’s relationship to one’s spouse.  According to Dr. David Schnarch, most sexual dysfunctions result from one’s personal anxiety.  To be affirmed sexually, therefore, is tantamount to turning a key that unlocks a large part of one’s positive sense of self.  For the ‘righteous women of that generation’ to go out into the field and affirm their husbands masculinity and senses of self despite the shame and dislocation they were experiencing was truly remarkable.  

The sexual act is sometimes referred to by the Hebrew word דעת – knowledge, as in ‘And Adam knew (ידע) his wife.’  Similarly, in Egypt, דעת was in exile, as is mentioned in the writings of the Ari, and brought down in Me’or Einayim (Parshat Bo), Me’or Vashemesh (Pesach ‘v’elu’) R’ Simcha Bunim, and more.  It was this very capacity to know each other, to relate intimately, that was stunted in Egypt and is stunted today.

Our work at the Seder is to reclaim knowledge of each other.  The Seder is about relationship, speaking and listening, asking questions, rekindling curiosity in each other.  The means by which we do this is the provocative text of the Hagaddah itself, full of loose ends and questions begged, full of opportunities to have opinions, to choose, to express who one is.

The problem is, we do not know who we are.  We have all been working at tasks that are not our own for so long that we have lost our way.  Even if ‘who we are’- as individuals, as families, and as a people - was explained to us, it would probably sound unfamiliar.  This could lead to a deep desire not to know each other, for it is not clear what aspect of each other we should be knowing.  For this reason, the redemption came in the merit of righteous women who were able to affirm their husbands despite their husbands’ uncertainty within themselves.  We, too, should take courage and find each other Pesach night, force open the veils, and help each other to know the shining soul within.  This is the night to realign, and we sorely need each other’s help.   

