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It is quite the memorable Passover! Our Seder experiences are being shared electronically as we all heed 

the warning that we should “hunker down” and “shelter-in-place.”  One of our more senior synagogue 

members shared with me that she never experienced anything quite like this—even during the times of 

the Great Depression, World War II, or the rioting in the late 60's. Yet, inherent in our seders is a 

message of hope; there is a clear notion that our ancestors suffered but were redeemed.  

In our Hagadah, we read: “This is the bread of affliction which our ancestors ate in Egypt. Let all who are 

hungry, come and eat.” Why does the second sentence follow the first? Perhaps we are misreading the 

famous injunction to be kind to the strangers because we were strangers in Egypt. It might not mean— 

you were a stranger so it is natural to have empathy for other strangers. For often people react in the 

opposite way: “I suffered and made it through, so they too can make it through.” Sometimes the 

difficulty of one’s own experience hardens rather than softens us. The Torah may be teaching, “You 

were strangers. That might lead you to believe that the experience is survivable and you don’t have to 

help other strangers. That is wrong. Overcome your callousness and be kind.” When we read: “This is 

the bread of affliction”, it reminds us that we are not allowed to use our ancestors torments or our own 

as an excuse to ignore the sufferings of others. There is no monopoly on misfortune. During a pandemic, 

it is easy to overlook the anguish of others because we are preoccupied with our own distress. Pesach 

reminds us that we are never permitted to use our hardship as a reason to forget the hardships of the 

world outside our walls. 

 

Suffering has an ugly connotation. It is also relative—how we handle it and how we embrace it changes 

from person to person. In the Talmud, there is a story of a disciple and of a rabbi being stricken. The 

Rabbi shows up and asks: “Is your suffering important to you?” When the student answers “No”, the 

rabbi lifts him up and heals him. When the same Rabbi gets sick, another shows up and performs the 

same ritual to heal him. The Talmud asks why couldn’t the rabbi do it for himself? The answer: “a 

prisoner cannot free another from captivity.” Friends, we need each other more than ever if we are 

going to free ourselves from this pandemic.  

 

The Chasidic sage Rabbi Levi Yitzhak would pray: “I do not know the question I ask. I do not expect You 

to reveal Your secrets to me. All I ask is You show me one thing—what does this moment of suffering 



mean to me? I do not ask why I suffer; I ask only this—do I suffer for Your sake? “Here Rabbi Levi Yitzhak 

does not internalize his pain, but rather focuses on a greater meaning; he seeks to understand its 

presence in his life. Throughout our tradition, we have been faced with utmost suffering—the 

Holocaust, pogroms, anti-Semitism, blood libel accusations, etc. Individually suffering is nothing new—

Isaiah was known as the suffering servant of God and Job knew suffering but their faith never wavered. 

Each time, they emerged with new conviction; transformed by such an experience. 

Look at our ancestors. They were slaves who cried out as individuals to God; they emerged as a 

community bound by a covenant that was revealed to them in the wilderness of Sinai. They emerged as 

a people—sure there were some challenges: doubt that led to building a golden calf, battles with others 

that took their toll, rebellion and doubt. But when they crossed over into the Promised Land, there was 

a shared sense of purpose. A slave people became a Chosen People; transformed into a “light unto the 

nations” as a “kingdom of priests.”  

This year’s Passover experience comes at the perfect time for us. We need to remember that we will 

emerge from this. We will be transformed—let us plan now through our shared memories of our 

people’s past, so as a people we can be a better community… “One nation under God with liberty and 

justice for all.” 


