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I would like to speak to you this morning about a cause that is near and dear to my 

heart, but which has recently been widely and wisely discredited among many. 

That cause was inspired by the story that is at the heart of the holiday we’re about 

to celebrate: Pesach, or Passover. Passover, as we all know, is the holiday that 

celebrates the struggle for freedom. We gather in our homes and we reenact the 

transition from degradation to dignity, from lives lived at the sufferance and the 

mercy of others to lives lived with freedom and purpose. 

As we also all know, freedom is never achieved instantaneously. It is achieved 

through hard work, over many, many years of effort. According to our tradition, 

the Israelites were slaves in Egypt for 400 years. That’s an awfully long time to be 

denied freedom. And even after crossing the Red Sea, it wasn’t for another forty 

years that the Israelites finally entered the Promised Land. Blacks in this country 

can probably relate to that tradition. African slaves were brought to this country by 

European colonists as early as the seventeenth century, and only now, in retrospect, 

can we see the tremendous progress toward equality that has been achieved. 

Like the struggle against Pharoah and the Egyptians, the struggle for freedom has 

generally, over the centuries, been fought by one enslaved or oppressed nation 

against its oppressor, another nation. But already in the Bible, and certainly in the 

rabbinic tradition and in other religious traditions, we see evidence that human 

beings have long recognized that it isn’t just one group—like Jews or blacks or 

women or gays and lesbians—that deserves to be liberated from oppression, but 

rather all human beings. None of us deserves to be enslaved by any other. All 

human beings are descended from Adam and Eve. All human beings are brothers 

and sisters. All human beings deserve to be free. 

This religiously based universalism developed a secular philosophical 

underpinning during the European Enlightenment in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries. Although this was a time of nationalism, it was also a time when human 

beings began to recognize that regardless of their religious faith, their ethnicity or 
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their national origin, “all men were created equal, and were endowed by their 

creator with certain inalienable rights,” such as “life, liberty and the pursuit of 

happiness.” And so, although these rights were generally pursued within the 

context of individual nation states, there was a growing recognition among many 

philosophers, both religious and secular, that freedom should not be enjoyed by 

some at the expense of others; rather, we should all be striving for universal 
freedom. 

This struggle for universal freedom reached a remarkable achievement sixty years 

ago. In 1948, the United Nations ratified the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights. In case you’ve never seen that document, I encourage you to download it 

from the internet. It is remarkable. It sets forth what a group of leaders from 

nations all across the globe agreed should be the natural rights enjoyed by human 

beings all over the world. Some of the rights it includes should be familiar to us, 

because they are enshrined within our own Constitution, such as freedom of 

speech, freedom of the press, and the freedom to practice religion free from 

persecution. Others are freedoms that were traditionally recognized in socialist or 

communist nations, but not in our own, such as the freedom to receive health 

care—regardless of one’s ability to pay, or the freedom to go to school through 

college—regardless of one’s ability to pay. To distinguish these from the former, 

political rights, these are often referred to as economic rights. Massachusetts only 

recently passed a universal health care law, and the national government is only 

now reconsidering, after its defeat about fifteen years ago, a national measure. 

Socialist nations—such as the former Soviet Union or China today—have 

generally resisted granting political freedoms to their citizens by arguing that 

political freedom isn’t always good for the nation as a whole; that individuals 

should, for example, sacrifice their innate right to criticize the government, for the 

good of the nation. Other nations, such as America, have resisted granting 

economic rights to its citizens by arguing that it interferes with the individual right 

where and how to spend one’s money to require us to take care of one another in 

this way. As we can see, long after the passage of the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights, the struggle to define precisely which rights should apply where, 

and how to promote these rights in particular contexts continues. 

This struggle is waged in a variety of ways, mainly through non-governmental 

organizations committed to the achievement of universal human rights. This is a 

noble struggle, a struggle whose roots are fixed deeply in the soil of our tradition. 

It’s no surprise that Jews such as the great Raphael Lemkin were involved in the 

UDHR and that Jews are involved in many of the non-governmental organizations 

pursuing human rights across the globe. 
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Occasionally, human rights conferences are held to evaluate progress and to plan 

for the future. One such conference is set to take place at the end of April in 

Geneva Switzerland. Referred to as “Durban II,” the goal of this conference is 

ostensibly to measure progress achieved since an earlier conference took place in 

Durban, South Africa in 2001. That conference is notorious, because it became a 

forum for the promulgation of hateful anti-Semitic and anti-Israel rhetoric. Rather 

than being a place where well-meaning, freedom-loving people of all backgrounds 

could come together to explore ways of waging the war on oppression, instead it 

was cynically exploited to condemn one nation, Israel. It became a place where the 

frenzy of the hateful mob took hold, and where if anything, the human rights 

agenda was undermined rather than promoted. 

Sadly, Durban II promises to be more of the same. It is depressing to acknowledge 

this, but the cause of international human rights—a cause that all of us should see 

as the highest expression of the Jewish ethical code that we have inherited—has 

been exploited by enemies of Israel and the Jewish people to wage a war against 

us. Durban II will not be an environment promoting freedom of speech or freedom 

of religion. It will not be a place where men and women will gather to condemn the 

abuse of women in Saudi Arabia or genocide in Darfur or the Congo or the 

suppression of Tibetans by the Chinese—but a place where Israel will be vilified 

and demonized. 

As Jews, we have to be aware of this. 

What can and what must we do? First, we should remain informed. Second, we 

should not support any human rights initiatives that target Israel for condemnation 

in a prejudicial, discriminatory way. Third, we should not hesitate to support the 

expansion of human rights. That is a worthwhile, noble cause—a mitzvah on the 

highest level: Love Thy Neighbor as Thyself—with our understanding of the word 

“neighbor” as broad as possible. But, we can’t do this at the expense of our own 

freedom and dignity. We should not allow these cynical forces to hijack the cause 

of human rights. 

In twelve days or so, when we sit down at the Seder table, I hope we’ll talk about 

our march from slavery to freedom. I hope we’ll think about what we can do to 

help Jews all over the world who need our help. And I hope we’ll ask what we can 

do to help the oppressed of other nations as well—without compromising our own 

rights, our own dignity, our own freedom. 

Kein y’hi ratzon.  


