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This will certainly be a Passover to remember. Celebrating Z’man Cheiruteinu, 

the “Time of Our Freedom,” while on lockdown is ironic, to say the least.  But it also 

gives us an opportunity to reflect in a new way on the central paradox of our story.  In 

the haggadah we recite, “Ha lachma anya -- this is the bread of affliction… This year we 

are slaves; next year we will be free.”  And then a few minutes later, we declare, 

“Avadim hayinu, atah b’nei chorin.  We were slaves, and now we are free.”  So which is 

it? Are we slaves or free people? Has liberation come, or are we still waiting for it?  Yes, 

we answer. We are both free and enslaved.  We have tasted freedom and are still 

waiting for it.  So how can this be?  And what is freedom exactly, anyway? 

Towards the end of the Book of Leviticus, there is a thrilling proclamation (not a 

common occurence in Leviticus): every fifty years, the community is to call for the yovel, 

the jubilee year, and are commanded,  

 "ּוְקָראֶת֥ם ְּדרֹ֛ור ָּבָאֶ֖רץ ְלָכל־יְֹׁשֶב֑יָה.

You shall declare liberty in the land for all of its inhabitants” (25:10).  Or, as it is 

translated on the Liberty Bell in Philadelphia, “Proclaim LIBERTY Throughout all the 

Land unto all the Inhabitants Thereof.”  The yovel was the time when all slaves were 

released from their servitude and all land returned to its original owners. It was a 

release from financial and physical bondage, a “reset” button for the community.  But 

the word for “liberty,” “d’ror,” is obscure.  According to the Talmud, the definition of 

“d’ror” is “like one who dwells in any dwelling and moves merchandise around the entire 

country” (RH 9a).  Rashi describes him or her as “a person who may dwell at an inn — 
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meaning that he may reside in any place he pleases, and is not under the control of 

others” (Rashi on Lev. 25:9).  So freedom of movement, freedom to choose one’s 

residence and place of work, are integral to this definition of freedom.  Another medieval 

commentator, Ibn Ezra, notes that “d’ror” also means “sparrow,” as in the verse from 

Proverbs, “As a sparrow must flit and a swallow must fly” (26:2). So, he says, “The term 

there denotes a bird which sings as long as it is free; but if it is forced into captivity, it 

will starve itself to death.”  Freedom here means free of constraints or confinement. 

The other main word in the Bible for “free” is “chofshi.” This word is used 

primarily when referring to a slave who has finished his or her term of service and is 

released from his master’s house.  So the meaning here is to be freed from the control 

of another person.  

So according to our Jewish definitions, are we free right now?   We have 

certainly lost certain freedoms we had just one (very long) month ago. We can no longer 

move freely, go wherever we want, work wherever we want, see whomever we want. 

Our worlds have shrunk to the space inside our homes and the computer screens in 

front of us.  Many of us are suffering under the bondage of illness, loss, financial 

difficulties, loneliness, or anxiety.  On our worst days, we might feel we are in Egypt -- 

Mitzrayim -- literally “the narrows.”  

But then Passover arrives, and we notice something.  Passover isn’t called the 

“time of our d’ror” or the “time of our chofesh.” Passover is the time of “cheiruteinu,” the 

time of our cheirut.  “Cheirut” is a word for freedom that never appears in the Bible -- it 

was invented by the rabbis.  In fact, the only time that root appears in the Bible is in 
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Exodus, when Moses receives the tablets from God on Mount Sinai.  It says that the 

tablets were “God’s work, and the writing was God’s writing, charut -- engraved -- upon 

the tablets” (Ex. 32:16).  So the rabbis suggest in Pirkei Avot, “Don’t read charut 

[engraved] but cheirut [freedom]. For there is no free person except the one who 

occupies himself with the study of the Torah.” (Avot 6:2)  Through the Sages’ wordplay, 

a completely different definition of freedom emerges.  This freedom is accessed through 

the study of Torah and the fulfillment of mitzvot, holy obligations.  To borrow from the 

psychologist and philosopher Erich Fromm’s language, chofesh is negative freedom, 

the freedom from an oppressive master or oppressive circumstances. But cheirut is 

positive freedom, the freedom to -- the freedom to choose service to the Divine.  And 

even though the word doesn’t appear in the Torah, cheirut is the freedom described in 

the story of the exodus, as God commands, “Shalach et ami vaya’avduni - Let My 

people go, that they may serve Me.”  

It might seem that we can only experience cheirut when chofesh is already 

achieved.  But as the great Viktor Frankl reminds us, even in the darkest of places, even 

in the most desperate of circumstances, cheirut is possible.  

He writes, “We who lived in concentration camps can remember the men who 

walked through the huts comforting others, giving away their last piece of bread. They 

may have been few in number, but they offer sufficient proof that everything can be 

taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms -- to choose one's 

attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.”   Frankl goes on 1

1 Man’s Search for Meaning, pg. 86. 
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to describe what he considers to be the secret to survival -- the search for meaning in 

one’s suffering, the exercising of our ability to choose how we see ourselves and what 

kind of people we want to be, no matter what the external circumstances are.  If Frankl 

could find freedom in Auschwitz, we can certainly find freedom in the confines of our 

own homes. 

A friend of mine told me about an exercise her therapist recommended to help 

her deal with anxiety during this period of shelter in place. Every day, she’s supposed to 

write down five things she has control over.  The point of the assignment is clear: even 

when we feel powerless and constrained by the pandemic that has taken over and 

changed so much about how we live, we still have choices to make, freedoms to 

exercise.  Here’s my list of five things I can control today: 1) What goes into my mouth. 

Passover is a time when we are especially aware of the kinds of food we eat. 

Refraining from eating chametz is a way I exercise the freedom to be Jewish and to 

align myself with the Jewish community.  2) What comes out of my mouth. Sometimes 

we forget this, but we do have control over the words we speak, even when stressed or 

frustrated.  We always have the power to speak kindly.  3) What information and 

entertainment I consume. When we’re home in front of a computer all day, it’s so easy 

to become obsessed with checking the news, looking for new statistics or predictions.  It 

can be comforting to feel informed, but it can also feed our anxiety to constantly read 

bad news.  We have the power to turn off the news alerts and take a break. Shabbat is 

a lovely day to try this!  4) What I think about. This one is tricky, but psychologists agree 

that we do have control over our thoughts. As Rebbe Nachman of Bratslav put it, “You 
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are wherever your thoughts are; make sure your thoughts are where you want to be.” 

So whether it’s through meditation or journaling or other mindfulness practices, we can 

train our brains to calm the nervous chatter, to find quiet and tranquility, at least 

temporarily. And 5) How I help others.  Even in confinement, there are ways to help.  I 

can donate to food banks and homeless shelters, I can sew masks to give away, I can 

call or text someone and offer companionship and human connection.  Even without 

complete d’ror or chofesh, the freedom from constraints on our movement or work or 

living conditions, we still have these examples of cheirut, the freedoms we do have the 

ability to exercise. 

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks suggests another difference between chofesh and cheirut. 

He writes,  

What is the difference between chofesh and cherut?  The answer is chofesh is 
individual freedom. A slave with chofesh is an individual who no longer has a 
master. A slave who goes to freedom can now do what they like, they have 
individual freedom. Cherut is different. It means collective freedom. Freedom that 
we share as a society. 
      
… Now, the difference between chofesh and cherut could never have been more 
evident than in the last few weeks, certainly not in my lifetime. We've seen 
chofesh, individual freedoms being exerted. We've seen people doing what they 
like… People who care only for themselves. They go panic-buying. They hoard 
food. They fail to follow government guidelines. They don’t do social distancing. 
They don’t observe self- imposed isolation. The result is that everyone suffers 
and people die. 

 
We have also seen the opposite. Cherut. Collective freedom. People caring for 
the common good. We've seen the heroism of doctors and nurses. We’ve seen 
the courage of people who keep our vital services going. We’ve seen the 
incredible number of volunteers. We’ve seen extraordinarily good 
neighbourliness all over the place, and that is the difference between chofesh 
and cherut, between caring for “me” and caring for “all of us together.”  2

2 
http://rabbisacks.org/inspiration-from-rabbi-sacks-for-shabbat-hagadol-and-pesach-during-the-coronavirus
-pandemic/ 
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During this extraordinary Pesach, let’s do our best to truly make it Z’man Cheiruteinu, 

the time of our freedom: the freedom to choose which master we will serve, to reject the 

tyranny of fear or despair or self-centeredness and turn instead toward the Source of 

compassion and love.  And then we can say together, “Avadim hayinu. Atah b’nei 

chorin. We were slaves, but now we are free.”   
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