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On the ideas of slavery and freedom

(Parashat Beshalach, by Nir Boms )

Why the longer way may be the shorter way?

Why do we need to travel far just to get near?

What is slavery and why is it dangerous to the Jewish Soul?

Can we enslave ourselves to God?

what is Jewish Freedom and can we really consider ourselves free?

1. The road not taken:
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Now, when Pharaoh let the people go
God did not lead them by way of the land of the philistines, although it was near,

for God said
The people may change their minds when they see war and return to Egypt. So God
round by the way of the wilderness toward the Red Sea...” ( Exodos, 13: 17 — 18)
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“by way of the land of the philistines, although it was near since near was God’s
promise to Abraham and near was the way to Egypt” (Midrash Tanchoma for
Beshalah)

2. The shepherd and its flock
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And the lord traveled in front of them by day as a towering cloud to direct them and a
pillar of fire by night to light their way day and night. And the cloud did not stray in the
day and the pillar appears every night, not to leave the people of Israel. (Exodus
13:21)

3. Two roads that were taken:

The Journey of Abraham — The first Jew
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And God said to Abraham: Leave your land, and your country, and the house of your
father and go to the land that | will show you (Genesis, 12)



The Journey of Moshe — The First Leader of the Jewish Nation
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“...and after four hundred and thirty years, in this very day, the armies of God
departed the land of Egypt. It was a night of watch for the lord though he had brought
them out of the land of Egypt”
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And Moses spoke to the people of Israel: Remember the day that you left Egypt and
the house of bondage because with a strong arm God took you out of the land of
Egypt” (Exodus, 12)

Moshe —ynnwn nmn 1n 2 (Because he was lifted from the water)

Avraham — oma 1\nn ar  (a father of many nations)

4. The road to freedom: Between Freedom, Heart and God
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It he said (God to Moses): if you will listen to the voice of Adonai, your God and you
will do as he pleases and you will listen to his commandments and you will keep his
laws — then all the disease that | have installed in the land of Egypt will not be

installed upon you as | am the lord your healer” (Exodus 16’ 26)
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My son, if your heart will be wise, my heart will also be wise. And my body will be
filled with happiness when | will hear the wisdom upon your lips. Your heart should
not envy the sinners but rather fear God all day. Now hear this, my son, and become
wise and acknowledge what lies in your heart” (Mishlai 23)

5. Choosing Freedom, choosing life
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“For this commandment which | command you this day, it is not too hard for you,
neither is it far off. It is not in heaven, that you should say, Who shall go up for us to
heaven, and bring it to us, and make us to hear it, that we may do it? Neither is it
beyond the sea, that you should say, Who shall go over the sea for us, and bring it to
us, and make us to hear it, that we may do it? But the word is very near to you, in



your mouth, and in your heart, that you may doit. ... | call heaven and earth to
witness against you this day, that | have set before you life and death, the blessing
and the curse: therefore choose life, that you may live, you and your seed”

(Deuteronomy 30: 11-20)

6. Are we really free?
No human being is free who is not master of himself.

--Epictetus (Ancient Greek Philosopher)

“The real important things are those that are hidden from the eye”

--Antouan De Saint, Ackzopery, the Little Prince

“When is a man free? Not when he is driftwood on the stream of life...free of all cares or worries or
ambitions....He is not free at all—not drugged, like the lotus eaters in the Odyssey... To be free in
actions, in struggle, in undiverted and purposeful achievement, to move forward towards a worthy
objective across a fierce terrain of resistance, to be vital and aglow in the exercise of a great
enterprise— that is to be free, and to know the joy and exhilara-tion of true freedom. A man is free
only when he as an errand on earth”

--Abba Hillel Silver (20th c. Reform Rabbi and Zionist Leader)

“What then is the meaning of freedom for modern man? He has become free from the external
bonds that would prevent him from doing and thinking as he sees fit. He would be free to act
according to his will, if he knew what he wanted, thought, and felt. But he does not know. He
conforms to anonymous authorities and adopts a self which is not his. The more he does this, the
more powerless he feels, the more is he forced to conform. In spite of a veneer of optimism and
initiative, modern man is overcome by a profound feeling of powerlessness and enslavement.

--Erich Fromm, (20th c. German Jewish Psychologist)

Notes (not for photocopy)

Epictetus (60-117A.D.)

Epictetus was a stoic philosopher who lived in the first century A.D. He was born in Asia Minor.



He was a slave that gained his freedom and lived and taught in the city of Rome until A.D. 89 when the
emperor Domitian expelled all the philosophers. He spent the remainder of his life teaching in the city
of Nicopolis in Greece.

He believed and taught that we should be happy with the way events occur in our life. He felt that a
divine providence governs our life and events occur for a reason that our beyond our understanding.

Everything that occurs in our life he said occurs for a reason even if it does not appear so at the time.
In fact, even if the worst occurs it occurs for the best even if we do not feel like this at the time.

He believed that we should not try to control events but rather that we should accept them, and then go
on with our lives. To him only the ignorant and foolish could not accept events which were clearly
beyond their control. He was a true Stoic, and believed that all should face misfortunes no matter how
bad they possibly could be with calmness.



