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Passover is the festival of freedom.  We call it, “zman heruteinu,”  “the season of 

our freedom.”  Everyone knows that on this holiday we celebrate the fact that God 

took us “me-avdut l’herut,” from slavery to freedom. I think we can all agree that 

freedom is a wonderful thing. It certainly beats slavery.  But what do we mean by 

it?   

*          *          *          *          *          *          * 

In Israel there is a holy site called the Kotel.  It’s the western part of a retaining 

wall built by the Great Herod more than two thousand years ago.  When the 

Temple in Jerusalem was destroyed (in the year 70, by the Romans), this wall was 

all that was left.  Over the centuries, it acquired a holy status, as a place where 

Jewish men and women would go to pray.   

Every month on Rosh Hodesh, a group of women come to the Western Wall to 

pray.  They call themselves the Women of the Wall.  The fact that these women are 

praying as a group rather than individually causes alarm within the area.  The fact 

that some of these women wear tallitot, and that they carry a torah scroll with them 

is considered by some to be a terrible affront.  A few years ago, the Women of the 

Wall sued for the right to pray at the Kotel and to read torah there.  The Supreme 

Court said that so long as a suitable place in the area could be provided to them, 

the government had the right to deny them the right to pray there.  And so, ever 

since, every Rosh Hodesh, they do the following:  They gather at the Kotel, pray 

the morning service, recite Hallel, and then they quietly leave the area of the Kotel 

and walk a couple of hundred yards away to the area referred to as Robinson’s 

Arch, where they take out their torah, read from it and conclude their worship.   

A few months ago, one of the women, Nofrat Frenkel, a fourth year student at the 

Beer Sheva Medical School, wore her tallit out.  The men on the men’s side of the 

mehitzah went berserk.  They began to scream -- and so, what did the police 
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do?  They went ahead and arrested – not the men, but the woman who was wearing 

the tallit, for her “provocative” behavior.  (See: http://tinyurl.com/y8bkzxy.) 

The next month, Anat Hoffman, the director of the Reform Movement’s Religious 

Action Center in Israel and one of the leaders of the group, was interrogated by the 

police and fingerprinted.  (See: http://tinyurl.com/y9nwop9.)  

Put those two events aside.  They’re but an introduction to what happened this 

month.   

Just two weeks ago, on Rosh Hodesh Nisan, as the women gathered for worship, 

the men on the men’s side of the mehitzah didn’t just get upset; they began to 

throw chairs over the mehitzah.  Not one, not two, not three, but a minyan of 

chairs.  You have to see it to believe it – and I would like to urge you to see 

it.  (See: http://tinyurl.com/y9y69xy.)   Because seeing is believing.  By seeing 

this, you get exposed to something that, I think we can all agree, is on the far side 

of what we might call the freedom of expression. 

As was the case several months ago, none of the men were arrested.  Instead, the 

women were asked to stay away from the mehitzah.  Now, that’s practical advice, 

and perhaps, under the circumstances, it’s understandable.  Perhaps it’s even a 

defensible way to avoid a riot, but I think we can all agree that there’s something 

inadequate about the way this is being handled.   

It’s one thing for the Israel Supreme Court to say that the Women of the Wall can’t 

read torah at the kotel.  The women don’t like that restriction on their freedom (and 

they are continuing to explore ways to raise their claims in court).  But in the 

meantime they have been obeying the court’s directive – that is, at the end of 

Hallel, they walk off to Robinson’s Arch to read from the torah.   

It’s quite another thing for the men on the other side of the mehitzah to throw 

chairs up in the air.  Not only does that go further than mere words, but it is an 

effort to intimidate the women, and to interfere with their desire to pray.  Clearly, 

they have so little respect for the Women of the Wall that they have no interest in 

dialogue.  They only want to throw chairs, to threaten them, even to hurt them. 

*          *          *          *          *          *          * 

Just this past week, a fairly significant piece of legislation, officially called the 

“Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act of 2010”, was passed.  (As the joke 

goes, if you aren’t aware that that happened, you should have your head examined 

http://tinyurl.com/y8bkzxy
http://tinyurl.com/y9nwop9
http://tinyurl.com/y9y69xy
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– at your own expense.)  This has been, as we all know, a very contentious time for 

our country.  It remains contentious.  Many people liked the idea of universal 

health care; many others didn’t.  There were arguments – spirited arguments – 

back and forth.  Finally, though, as we know, President Obama pressed forward 

and Congress approved legislation putting into effect measures which will result in 

a dramatic increase in the number of people eligible for health insurance. 

Now, there are many people in this country who are committed to overruling this 

legislation.  I find that disappointing, but I understand it.  I find it disappointing 

because, as I discussed in my adult education class last fall, I think that Jewish 

society has always seen medical care as being something that everyone is entitled 

to, regardless of their ability to pay for it.  And though doctors and other health 

care providers have the right to be paid for their work, they are ethically bound not 

to withhold drugs or other treatment from sick people.  We are not Christian 

Scientists; we believe that doctors are doing God’s work; and God cares for all of 

us.  If America is to embody the communitarian ideals of the Jewish tradition, 

there is no question that health care reform was and is called for.   

Nonetheless, reasonable people can differ, even on perspectives such as this.  For 

some, a society that takes care of everyone is not as free as one that gives everyone 

the right to succeed – and the right to fail.  And that’s a perspective that we can 

argue about.  It isn’t surprising, then, that this would be a time of debate in our 

country. 

But matters have gone well beyond this.  Not only have there been lots and lots of 

misleading things said about health care reform, but opponents of the bill – now, 

law -- have uttered threats -- real threats, threats of violence -- against those who 

voted for it, and members of their families.  These have been accompanied by 

racist and homophobic language.  Contemptuous, inflammatory speech has been 

uttered by those who oppose this law – even by members of Congress. 

A particularly repugnant low point was reached when Representative Bart Stupak 

addressed the House last Sunday night.  Representative Stupak is a Democrat who 

agreed to support the bill after receiving assurances that the current practice that 

refuses to allow federal dollars to fund abortions would remain in place.  As he 

was speaking in favor of the bill on the floor of the House, another Congressman 

shouted out, “Baby Killer.” (See: 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2010/03/21/baby-killer-yelled-at-bart-

stupak_n_507718.html .)  

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2010/03/21/baby-killer-yelled-at-bart-stupak_n_507718.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2010/03/21/baby-killer-yelled-at-bart-stupak_n_507718.html
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These aren’t just “fighting words,” they are repugnant words.  And considering the 

way such words have been used by anti-abortion vigilantes who’ve gone ahead and 

murdered doctors (such as Dr. George Tiller in Kansas) and other health care 

providers, they are not just repugnant; they are irresponsible and dangerous. 

(As an aside, to be fair, the speaker of those words, Representative Terry 

Neugebauer of Texas, after initially claiming that he wasn’t referring to Mr. Stupak 

when he uttered those words – he claimed he was calling the bill a “baby killer”, 

not Mr. Stupak -- apologized.  (See: http://tinyurl.com/mx4uol .)  But then, he went 

ahead and created a Youtube video appeal for funds in which he expressed pride 

that he had stood up for the rights of the unborn.  (See: http://tinyurl.com/yhjxuny 

.) My question is, “Does it still count as an apology if you deliberately raise money 

off of what you’ve supposedly apologized for?”) 

This has already gone far beyond words.  Opponents of health care reform have 

been phoning in anonymous threats to congressmen who voted for it.  Posters 

depicting the faces of Representatives in the cross hairs of a rifle have been 

produced.  These follow a twitter message from former Governor and vice 

presidential candidate Sarah Palin to her supporters that said:  “Don’t retreat; 

instead, reload.”  (See: http://tinyurl.com/ylsknux .)  Her web site posts bull’s eyes 

on districts of vulnerable Representatives.   

Mr. Stupak has been a particular focus of hatred:  Among the messages left on his 

office voice mail are:  “I hope you die,” and “There are millions of people across 

the country who wish you ill.”  

Representative Louise Slaughter, whose New York headquarters was vandalized, 

received a call threatening to kill the children of House members who voted for the 

bill.  

*          *          *          *          *          * 

There’s a famous midrash on a verse in Exodus that makes clear what freedom is, 

and what it isn’t.  The verse (Exodus 32:16; see B.T. Eruvin 54a) talks about the 

Ten Commandments being inscribed on the tablets.  The word for “inscribed” is 

“harut.”  And the midrash says, “Don’t pronounce it, “harut;” say, instead: 

“herut,” which means freedom.  In other words, those commandments on the 

tablets, which you might think are constraints on your freedom – they are the 

source of true freedom.  Without them, you don’t have freedom.   

http://tinyurl.com/mx4uol
http://tinyurl.com/yhjxuny
http://tinyurl.com/ylsknux
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Taking this out of a specifically Jewish context, we can say that true freedom is 

obtained through compliance with the ethical principles of a just society.  Every 

society has limits on freedom.  And when those limits are violated, everyone’s 

freedom is in jeopardy. 

What is going on, whether at the Kotel or here in America, is not an exercise of 

freedom, it is an abuse of freedom.  It’s going far beyond the freedom to express 

ourselves that all of us who live in liberal democracies cherish.  It’s gone well past 

civil disobedience to a very uncivil, very uncivilized, very dangerous 

phenomenon.  People are beginning to wonder whether they can express 

themselves freely in such an environment.  For just as the chairs thrown over the 

mehitza are intended to and do intimidate the Women of the Wall, threats to kill 

the children of Congressmen certainly chill the atmosphere of debate. 

Ever since the rabbis of late antiquity created Judaism, Judaism has been a 

civilization that has valued debate and has encouraged us to express respect for 

contrary points of view.  During the days of the ancient temple, we Jews had 

various sects or parties: Pharisees, Saduccees, Essenes, etc.  But once the Temple 

was destroyed, the rabbis sought to unite us.  They believed that the Temple was 

destroyed because of the baseless hatred we showed for one another.  And so they 

created a civilization that thrives on respectful debate -- and which seeks to include 

everyone in the room.  We can’t afford to have separate parties.  We’re all 

Jews.  There are those who follow Beit Hillel; those who follow Beit Shammai, but 

we all are expected to speak with each other, and to engage with one another.  

With the birth of the Enlightenment, we saw a huge split open up between 

traditionalists, on the one hand, and liberal Jews on the other.  What we see acted 

out at the Wall is the demonization, the de-humanization, of one’s opponent.  It’s 

ugly and reprehensible. 

In Congress, indeed throughout our country, we’re seeing the same thing:  the 

demonization of those with different opinions or different beliefs.  That’s not only 

ugly and reprehensible, but dangerous.   

What we need here in America, what Israel needs, is what we Jews have always 

needed and valued:  the ability to disagree without self-righteousness, but rather 

with respect and humility.   

As it says in Pirkei Avot, “Pray for the wefare of the government; but for the fear 

of it, men would swallow each other alive.”   
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In a few nights, we’ll sit down at our seders and eat a food which is the symbol of 

freedom:  matzah.  Yes, matzah is a symbol of slavery (it is called “lechem oni,” 

the bread of affliction”) but it is also the food that our ancestors ate as they left 

Egypt, and so it symbolizes the freedom that they acquired through the Exodus. 

Matzah is simple:  it consists of flour and water.  And yet, if the flour is in contact 

with the water for more than eighteen minutes, it becomes hametz, and must be 

discarded.  This bread, this symbol of freedom, must be made with care, with 

discipline, with restraint.   

Let’s hope and pray that all of us can unite behind the principle that true freedom 

requires restraint and discipline – and respect for the opinions and the rights of 

others. 

Shabbat Shalom and Hag Sameach! 

 


