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Exodus and Revolution 

[Two significant milestones in the shul this week that deserve mention. 9pm Maariv minyan completed six 
months without interruption. Impressive bein adam l’havero and bein adam l’makom.  Daf  Yomi completed Gittin 
and begins Kiddushin on Sunday morning]. 

**** 

After July 4, 1776 a lot changed. Even at the Spanish and Portuguese Synagogue in New York, which was an 
old and established congregation even then, something changed. The prayer on behalf  of  King George III 
was replaced by a prayer on behalf  of  the Continental Congress. A second change was also made that first 
Shabbat after American independence was declared. The custom had been to stand when praying on behalf  
of  the king, but the thinking was, the congregation should sit for the prayer on behalf  of  the new American 
government since sovereignty was retained in the hands of  the people.  

Illinois is days away from fiercely contested primary elections, for both major parties and so there is no better 
time to reflect upon our roles as sovereign citizens. And, today we completed reading Sefer Shmot, the Book of  
Exodus, which is, not only a sacred record of  part of  the story of  the Jewish people, but one of  the 
foundations of  political thought in the Western world. 

Sefer Shmot could be the most political book in Tanakh. It describes a political process, the descent of  the 
Jewish people into slavery, their liberation from bondage, and the formation of  a new and free society in the 
Wilderness of  Sinai. It expresses a perspective, God’s own perspective, on human society, and how it 
organizes politically, it condemns Egyptian oppression in the clearest way., and it offers an important, if  
subtle, message about the relationship of  law and freedom that we and our fellow citizens would do well to 
consider. 

Ramban, in his introduction to his commentary to the book of  Exodus, explains that Sefer Shmot, known to 
the rabbis of  old as “Sefer HaGe’ulah” the book of  Redemption is just that, the book of  redemption which 
completes Sefer Bereishit the Book of  Genesis. Bereishit is the story of  the creation of  the Jewish family, and 
its decent to Egypt. In Shemot, that family grows into a nation, is enslaved, and then given freedom. Yet, 
Ramban points out, the book seems to end early! The book ends in the desert. The Jewish people do not 
complete the journey back to Eretz Yisrael in Sefer Shmot. There is no redemption in the Book of  
Redemption, no ge’ulah in Sefer Ge’ulah. 

Ramban answers his own question by explaining that the final scene in Sefer Shmot, in which God’s presence 
rests upon the mishkan and the Jewish people surround the mishkan, is a status that is “like redemption.” To be 
a people without a homeland, without homes, just tents, and yet to be able to erect those tents to form a 
community surrounding, and surrounded by, the presence of  God - that is “‘nechshav ge’ulim - considered 
redeemed.” 

And so, for Ramban, the Book of  Redemption ends with the Jewish people still in exile, because it is enough 
to have completed the mishkan. What is the mishkan about? For Ramban, the mishkan is a way to perpetuate 
the experience of  standing at Sinai. It is a sort of  portable Mt. Sinai that allows revelation to continue as the 
Jewish people leave the shadow of  the mountain. And, it is a way to place the covenant itself, in the form of  
the tablets of  the law, in the very center of  the community and in the very center of  national life.  

The heart of  the nation is the covenant itself, the normative moment when we bound ourselves to God and 
to each other by binding ourselves to The Law. 
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Michael Walzer, among the most significant living political philosophers, and a serious Jew, in his modern-
masterpiece Exodus and Revolution studies the ways that the story of  Yetziat Mitzrayim, our story of  leaving 
Egypt, has been a model for revolutionaries, freedom fighters, and activists for hundreds of  years. From the 
English parliamentarians planning the Glorious Revolution of  1688 to civil rights activists marching in Selma 
or Chicago, the liberation from Egyptian bondage has captured the imagination of  those in the Western 
World seeking liberation from their own Pharaoh.  

Walzer notes that the most successful of  these revolutions, have echoed Sefer Shmot itself  in highlighting the 
covenantal moment at Sinai as an essential stage on the path from slavery to freedom. Only a covenant that 
binds a people together, and to law itself, can provide the stability for a long march to the promised land. 
Walzer reminds us, and if  we know the Torah we shouldn’t need this reminder, that the march to the 
promised land always takes a long time.  

The dark underside of  Western politics, Walzer warns, is the messianic temptation to bypass the necessary 
process, the long march to freedom, and to circumvent the commitment to the covenant and to law itself. 
There is no short-cut to the promised land. There is no way to build a community or to build a nation 
without a covenantal moment, where we bind ourselves to commitments to each other and to law. 

Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik’s famous book Halakhic Man is a provocative model of  the nature of  Jewish 
intellectual and spiritual life. Rav Soloveitchik depicts a portrait of  the ish ha’halakhah the individual devoted 
to halakhah, as a contrast to the more typical generic religious personality. The generic religious personality 
strives to leave the physical world behind in his spiritual quest. In contrast the ish ha’halakhah strives to impose 
God’s law upon the physical world. We are not meant to transcend the rules and definitions that delineate the 
physical world, but are rather meant to see the world and transform it, in light of  a comprehensive network 
of  rules and definitions that is Halakhah. 

Halakhic Man is one of  the hardest books to relate to from all of  Rav Soloveitchiks writings and I personally 
struggle with its austere, even stark vision of  Jewish  life. However, Halakhic Man is very compelling when 
understood as a Jewish response to the specific circumstances in which it was published, the United States in 
1944.  

In 1944 much of  European Jewry had already been consumed by the Holocaust and hundreds of  thousands 
of  additional Jews, especially the Jewish community of  Hungary, were still condemned to a cruel death. 
Halakhic Man is a homage to a particular form of  Judaism that was misunderstood across the American 
Jewish community while being exterminated in the death camps of  Europe.  

And, in 1944, Americans and the surviving remnant of  what was once called “Western Civilization” had to 
struggle with the question of  how a modern democracy, like Weimar Germany could descend into fascism 
after decades of  tolerance and progress. Understanding the temptation of  fascism for modern people was a 
subtle theme under the surface of  Halakhic Man. 

In a lengthy and important footnote to Halakhic Man, Rav Soloveitchik dismisses the romantic notion, 
common to some forms of  liberal religion, that religion is a sphere of  tranquility, a place for peace and calm 
and support amidst the storms and turmoil of  life. Rav Soloveitchik asserted that struggle, sacrifice, and 
intellectual effort, are core to the Jewish religious experience. And then, he moves on to discuss the dangers 
of  Romanticism more generally: 

“The entire Romantic aspiration to escape from the domain of  knowledge, the rebellion against the authority 
of  objective, scientific cognition…and from the midst of  which there arose in various forms the 
sanctification of  vitality and intuition, the veneration of  instinct, the desire for power, the glorification of  the 
emotional-affective life and the flowing, surging stream of  subjectivity….have brought complete chaos and 
human depravity to the world. And let the events of  the present era be proof! The individual who frees 
himself  from the rational principle and who casts off  the yoke of  objective thought will in the end turn 
destructive and lay waste to the entire created order.” 
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God’s presence didn’t come to the Israelite camp in the wilderness through the heroism of  Moshe or the 
charisma of  Aharon. God’s presence rested in the mishkan, a structure dedicated to the Torah, the covenantal 
moment and the rule of  law. That allowed us to march on to the promised land without loosing our way or 
succumbing to the seductions of  a demagogue like Korach.  

That sober embrace of  normativity, the centrality of  law, and the concomitant rejection of  the “veneration of  
instinct” and “the desire for power” were crucial to the way Sefer Shemot constructs politics, and are crucial 
for our politics as well. 

When the mishkan was completed, the Torah tells us that Moshe recited a blessing, but the blessing itself  is 
not mentioned explicitly in the Torah: 

 וַּיְַ֨רא מֹׁשֶ֜ה אֶת־ּכָל־הַּמְלָאכָ֗ה וְהִּנֵה֙ עָׂשּ֣ו אֹתָּ֔ה ּכַאֲׁשֶ֛ר צִּוָ֥ה ה׳ ּכֵ֣ן עָׂשּ֑ו וַיְבֶָ֥רְ אֹתָ֖ם מֹׁשֶֽה׃

Rashi fills in the text of  Moshe’s blessing: 

 ויברך אתם משה. אָמַר לָהֶם יְהִי ָרצֹון ׁשֶּתִׁשְֶרה ׁשְכִינָה בְמַעֲשֵֹה יְֵדיכֶם.

Moshe prayed that God’s very presence would rest upon the handiwork of  the builders of  the mishkan. And, 
indeed, so it was.  

May our deliberations, activism, and citizenship, similarly bring God’s presence to dwell among us.


