5766 Shevii Pesach

We prepared for Pesach for a long time, weaning ourselves off of chometz until we held none in our possession.  We have associated chometz with our illusions about the world, our inflated, expanded view of those around us that has more to do with us than with them.  We have come to understand our take on the world as an addiction to be gotten rid of, to be liberated from, on Pesach night.  

In doing so, we have emerged from the dark corners of our minds back into the world: the world of interaction and real relationship; the world of the possibility of da’at – of knowing one another.

But in emerging from the darkness of our own cartoon universe, we encounter a world full of possibilities.  More full, perhaps, than we are comfortable with.  Whereas we once suffered from over-subjectivity, we now may suffer from under-subjectivity.  Life seems too full of options now.  The Torah, G-d, Judaism, our intimate relationships – all may seem too vast to actually engage.  Whereas we were once confined to a sense of direction based on fear and self-centeredness, we are now missing the purposefulness that a sense of direction affords.

In Likutei Moharan II:87, Rebbe Nachman tells us that the fixing of the month of Elul is the fixing of covenant, which is alluded to in the verse ‘[the one who] lays a path through the sea.’  This concept is deeply connected to the 7th day of Pesach, the day when the Jewish people passed through the sea.  

As we know, the 7th day of Pesach corresponds to yesod sh’b’chesed.  Yesod is the midah of Yosef – often associated with sexual purity, but at its foundation (the word yesod actually means foundation) it implies healthy relationship.

Why do we engage in unhealthy relationship?  It is usually because we want to get something from it – be it pleasure of the body or a certain psychological satisfaction, the playing out of a certain drama, or gaining attention.  So many of our relationships find their foundation in something unhealthy – like dependence or fear.  

The fixing of those relationships most often comes in fixing one’s attitude toward one’s self.  It requires accepting one’s limitations and agreeing to live with them, agreeing not to use other people to fill the gaps left by one’s limitations.  Tikkun habrit – the fixing of the covenant – implies agreeing to live by one’s own path, however limited it may be.  It implies living by one’s own speed, however slow it may be.  

In the sea of possibilities we encounter, in the many options presented to us of who to be, in the almost total freedom of choice of identities and vices presented to us, it can be confusing to live in the confines of one life, of one way, of one set of tastes and inclinations, of perspectives and ideas and ideals.  

This is true even on the side of holiness – even if one is relatively refined and conscious of relationship dynamics and choices, it is still overwhelming.  Which books?  What to pray for?  How to pray?  How to celebrate the holidays?  What to do on Shabbat?

The vast sea of choices is the Red Sea.  The only way to negotiate the sea of choices is the path laid out before us.  By committing to our path – not being distracted by the many options available to us – we can get through the sea.  We can make it to the other side.

But out path must become a covenant.  It is not an escape, as it may have been before Pesach.  It is more like a yoke.  We agree to follow this path, to be dependable and consistent on this path.  Even if it is limited in scope – even if it does not promise to fix the whole world, it serves more in its consistency than hope to fix the world would serve, if it is founded on a path of inconsistency.  

As Pesach moves to the background and anticipation of receiving the Torah moves to the foreground, we must reengage our subjectivity and uniqueness, in hopes of not falling into the trap of negative chometz (what Rebbe Natan calls the small-mindedness that attaches to chometz)..  

Yosef serves as our model for turning a path of uniqueness from negative to positive.  Where his uniqueness was once self-serving and ignorant of others – his dreams, the coat his father made him – he was able to turn his commitment to his path into a positive and beneficial experience for himself and his brothers.  His commitment to bringing fixing to his family despite the hardship he experienced in the process is paradigmatic of what is required of us: to do what we must do though others may not approve; to hold fast to our holy ambitions, and to bear the yoke despite the hardship we experience.

Yosef is the midah of yesod.  And it was in the merit of Yosef that the sea was split, as it says in Yalkut Hsimoni Tehilim 77 ‘In the merit of Yosef running (vayanos) [away from Potiphar’s wife, who attempted to seduce him], ‘the sea saw and fled (vayanos)’.  Yosef’s commitment to his own path despite the temptations of Potiphar’s wife gave the Jews the power to stand on their own paths when they arrived at Yam Suf.

We have written thus far about our responsibilities in the covenantal relationship with G-d by means of our individual paths of service.  But the definition of covenant is that there are two partners.  Hashem’s ‘responsibility’ it seems, is to provide maximum experience and satisfaction within the confines of a specific path.  That is to say, we must be given the opportunity to be satisfied when we choose not to pursue the many ways the world presents, and when we are able to commit and not to waiver.

This satisfaction was given to the Jews as they crossed the sea.  The Midrash relates that, if anyone was hungry or thirsty, they could reach into the wall of water beside them and take a pomegranate or other fruit.

Thus Hashem ‘lays a path in the sea.’  Hashem must present us with the path we are to take.  But our responsibility is to ‘put our legs toward the path’, as it says in Psalm 85.  It says there that ‘Righteousness will walk before him’ – that is the righteous path that Hashem lays before us – ‘and he committed his legs to the path’ – that is our responsibility 

As Rebbe Natan writes in Hilchot Pesach 8, this is the essence of circumcision: a commitment to a certain kind of relationship.  Though there are other ways, there is one way that is most suitable to achieving the deepest level of holy pleasure, and the Jewish people have committed to this path of relationship.  Through limitation, we attain the infinite.

Thus if a person experiences lack of enthusiasm in his service after Pesach, it can be attributed to too much spirituality, and not the opposite.  One can experience a certain powerlessness when encounters an inability to apply one’s power to a situation.  Too many options can bring about that disorientation.

The 7th day of Pesach gives us the delimitation we need in order to move forward.  It is the clarification of who we are, and the clarification of our desire to be servants of the one G-d – ‘THIS is my G-d, and I will make an abode for him.’

Rebbe Natan describes in Hilchot Kedusha D’Sidra 3, that, when one is properly committed to one’s path, then one’s prayer will be firmed in his mouth. His prayer will not be an effort, but will flow easily and will have its desired result.  Thus, when one’s prayer life is difficult, it is time to work on one’s life, and not on one’s prayer.

This is difficult, however, when one does not feel that he is trustworthy to choose his own path; when one feels the remnant of the chometz-subjectivity that plagued him before Pesach and that he wished to burn away.  But such is the nature of the spiritual life: nothing is thrown away.  It is only transformed.  As Rebbe Natan writes in Arlah 3, Yosef was originally a judgmental person, but he later turned that trait into the positive trait of focus and intentionality.

But Amalek knows all about the path – ‘derech’.  He is always there to cool us down, to make our path of specificity into rote, as it says ‘who cooled you down on the way (baderech).

