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Zeicher L’tziyat Mitzrayim 

 
Avadim Hayinu, Hayinu – Ata Bnei Chorin, Bnei Chorim 

We were slaves in Egypt – today we are free; today, today WE are free! 

 

No – I haven’t lost touch with the calendar, and no, it is not Passover.  But our founding myths 

permeate all of Jewish life and all significant Jewish moments. Reverberating throughout our 

texts and liturgy we hear– “Zecheir L’tziyat Mitzrayim” – remember the exodus from slavery to 

freedom.  

 

In the retelling of the Ten Commandments in Deuteronomy, we are charged: 

“Observe the sabbath day and keep it holy.”  Why?  The text continues “…remember that you 

were a slave in the land of Egypt and the Lord your God freed you from there with a mighty hand 

and an outstretched arm.” The Friday evening kiddush (prayer over wine), weekly, echoes the 

very same sentiment.  Even on Rosh Hashanah, a day primarily focused on creation and teshuvah 

(repentance), the rabbis could not omit these three words from the erev Rosh Hashanah Kiddush. 

 

God’s redemption of our people infuses our liturgy and our texts, no matter the occasion.  These 

three simple words, Zeicher L’tziyat Mitzrayim, serve not only as a reminder of our Jewish 

origins but as a battle cry against injustice. It is God, in the words of the Amidah, the “Matir 

Asurim” – the one who frees the enslaved”, who sets the example -and it is we, the covenanted 

people, who must follow the Divine lead. In what Rabbi Teller, yesterday, described as acts of 

justice, actions of righteous and acts of loving kindness, we must emulate God’s actions. 

 

Meet Sandra Bearden. Sandra was a 27-year-old homemaker in a comfortable suburb of Laredo - 

a neighborhood of solid brick homes and manicured lawns. By all accounts, Sandra was a very 

pleasant woman, the sort you might chat with at the mall or the supermarket…The sort who 

might live next door. Yet, she is currently serving a life sentence, convicted of multiple offenses, 

including human trafficking and slavery. 

 

It began innocently enough. At first, all Sandra wanted was a maid – someone to do the 

housework and help with her 4-year-old son - but she didn’t want to pay a lot. So, she drove 

across the border to a small, poor village, where she was introduced to 12-year-old Maria and her 

parents. 

 

Maria, having little schooling, dreamt of getting an education - a dream that her parents 

encouraged but could do nothing to assist. Over coffee, in their small kitchen, Bearden offered 

Maria a job, as well as the chance to attend school, learn English, and taste the rich life of 

America. The work, as Bearden described it, paralleled what Maria was currently doing at home, 

and, with the promise of education and opportunity, Sandra’s offer made for a very enticing 

package. 

 

But, upon arrival in Laredo, Maria was dragged into hell. Sandra used violence and terror to 

coerce work and obedience from the child. From early morning till evening, Maria cooked, 

cleaned, scrubbed, and tended to the home. If Maria dozed off from exhaustion, or when Sandra 

decided the girl wasn’t working hard enough, Sandra would simply blast pepper spray into 
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Maria’s eyes. To further assure obedience, a broom was broken over Maria’s back and a bottle 

against her head. 

 

When Maria wasn’t working, Sandra would chain her, without food or water, to a pole in the 

backyard, where an 8-foot concrete fence kept her hidden from neighbors. Due to the long 

evenings and nights, alone and locked up outside, dehydrated and hungry, Maria would fade in 

and out of consciousness.  

 

Like most slaves in America today, (note the jarring nature of that statement!) Maria was in 

shock, disoriented, isolated, and totally dependent. Do you hear the echo: Zeicher L’tziyat 

Mitrayim?  (Remember the exodus?) 

 

 

Very few slaves in the United States are ultimately freed. Of that small number, a significant 

number are freed because an average person observes something he or she just can’t ignore and 

steps forward. Fortunately, one of the Bearden’s neighbors needed to do roof work, and that 

probably saved Maria’s life.  Looking down into the Bearden backyard, the neighbor saw a small 

girl chained up and whimpering; and called 911. Unlike most slaveholders in America, Bearden 

was caught and convicted. But what about Maria?  Adding insult to Maria’s injury, she 

ultimately received nothing for her suffering, except the bus fare for her 12-hour ride home. This 

tragedy is occurring in the 21
st
 century, not in ancient Egypt and not in the America of the 1700’s 

and 1800’s.  My friends, slavery did not end in 1865! 

 

Slaves in America can be found - or rather, NOT found - in nearly all 50 states, working as 

commercial sex slaves, fruit pickers, construction workers, gardeners and domestics. Modern-

day slaves are all around us, hidden in plain sight –the dishwasher in the kitchen of a restaurant 

where you and your family dined pre-COVID; the man in gray overalls, sweeping the floor of 

the big-name department store where you bought your High Holiday clothing. And sometimes, 

in the house next door.  And as human trafficking and slavery in America generate hundreds of 

billions of dollars a year, there is little intrinsic motivation to end the hardship.   

 

This is not merely an immigration, legal or illegal, issue. Native-born Americans are not immune 

to enslavers; many are stolen from the streets of our cities and towns. 

 

In January 2003, a terrified 17-year-old girl ran into a store in a suburban mall in Detroit and 

clung to a security guard. As a group of men and women burst into the store pursuing her, she 

pleaded with the security guard for protection. Seeing that the girl was shaken and bruised, the 

guard confronted the thugs and threw them out of the store. Having assured her safety, he called 

the police and the girl relayed her story. 

 

The teenager explained to authorities that a man and a woman had abducted her months before 

while she was waiting at a bus stop in downtown Cleveland. Her captors drove her to Detroit, 

where she was held in a house with other female captives and forced to have relations with male 

visitors. A native-born American, with native-born parents, this teenager lived a life little 

different from that of most of OUR children. When she left home that day, the last thing she 
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expected was to be abducted and forced into prostitution. Do you hear the echo - Zeicher L’tziyat 

Mitzrayim? 

 

Over and over, the story of enslavement plays itself out across our country. Almost daily, our 

newspapers report on examples of human trafficking, but they are often buried behind dramatic 

headline events, enabling us to remain oblivious. It is no surprise that people have a difficult time 

believing that slavery truly exists in our world today, so we also choose not to see, we choose to 

maintain blinders, but in so doing, we further our own complicity. 

 

Yes – we are responsible. Our daily purchases contribute to keeping people in bondage. Turns 

out that we are all responsible for perpetuating slavery by buying, wearing, eating, and using the 

products of slave labor, from our electronics, to the fruit and vegetables we eat, to the clothing 

we are wearing. And so, to the echo of Zeicher L’tziyat Mitzrayim, we must consider adding the 

clarion call: Al Cheit Shechatanu L’fanecha! – For the sin we have committed before Thee! 

 

Unique among the various forms of bondage, domestic slavery is less about making money than 

it is about saving money. The slave requires minimal food and clothing, little or no medicine, 

and simply a mattress on the floor of a little used room. And with no startup costs, once the 

domestic is under the slaveholder’s roof, the life of bondage is an easy existence to maintain. 

With proper indoctrination, the slave soon becomes completely dependent. She is at the mercy of 

her keepers, the degree of humiliation and abuse suffered resting entirely upon her new masters.   

 

So, we ask the seemingly obvious question: why not just run away? Most of us harbor the 

conceit that we would never submit to such slavery. Certainly, WE would never put up with such 

treatment. But that perception is an illusion; the reality is far more complicated. 

 

A primary deterrent to fleeing is basic fear. At the most elemental level, the victim is afraid of 

being beaten or killed should she attempt to flee. Additionally, the slaveholder usually instills the 

fear of retribution against the victim’s family. 

 

At times, the victim stays because she develops a loyalty to her master, experiencing her 

bondage as her own fault.  Paralleling the reports of rape victims, slaves will often feel shame, 

even self-loathing, in a way that paralyzes them and prevents escape. 

 

Over the course of time, she may form a bond with the children of her enslavers, and the thought 

of leaving the children unprotected becomes unacceptable to her. Whether or not the parents are, 

in fact, abusive to the children, isn’t always relevant; frequently, the slave will project her own 

status as victim onto the children and assume the role of their protector. 

 

Fear, shame, confusion, depression, injury, hunger, and exhaustion all compound and reinforce 

the sense of hopelessness and inaction. Living in a nightmare, the minds of these household 

slaves seek comfort by shutting down. For all of these reasons, escape is simply not a considered 

option. 

 

Antonio Martinez came from a Mexican family with five younger siblings. His parents were 

sickly and Antonio was unable to make a sufficient living to support them all. He met a 



4 
 

contractor and was promised that, for the fee of $1700, he could be smuggled into the United 

States and would find construction work. Antonio told the man that he didn’t have that much 

money, that he didn’t have the $1700, but the contractor assured him that, once he began 

working, he would be able to pay off the debt.   

 

From the start, the journey to America was miserable and terrifying. Despite having only enough 

food, water and supplies for one day, Antonio’s group was led through the desert for three days, 

Without money and without papers, and under violent threats, Antonio soon realized that he was 

trapped. Taken to the Florida fields, Antonio overheard a negotiation for the sale of the workers, 

and realized that he and the others were being sold like animals. 

 

From that point on, Antonio’s life was even more tightly controlled. At night, the door of the 

run-down shack in which he and his fellow slaves slept was locked and opened only when it was 

time to return to the fields in the morning. Never left alone, the men were threatened with 

violence and death should they attempt to escape, a threat extended to their families as well.  

 

The promised pay was whittled away to practically nothing as funds were deducted for rent, 

food, water, and even the cost of transportation to and from the fields where they would toil for 

interminable hours. With the negligible wages left to them, when taken on rare trips to a small 

grocery store, the workers bought basics and toiletries from which the slaveholders also profited. 

The initial promise of the potential of paying off one’s debt, had become, in reality, a permanent 

state of servitude, Can you hear the echo: Zeicher L’tziyat Mitzrayim? 

 

We don’t want slavery built into our daily lives; but, unknown to most of us, that is our current 

reality. As we drink orange juice in the morning, as we eat the tomatoes with our burgers for 

lunch, we are consuming slave products.   

 

Responsibility for agricultural slavery is widespread. Big growers often claim no knowledge of 

the labor conditions in their fields, designating responsibility to the subcontracted crew leaders. 

But, working closely with those crew leaders, the grower is very likely to be aware of the 

trafficking cases in his or her own backyard.  

 

Culpability continues up the product chain, up to the major corporations that buy the crops of the 

growers. By depressing the prices at which they purchase the crops, the corporations create a 

situation in which the only available profits for the grower can be realized by squeezing workers 

or, worse, enslaving them. Historically, among the biggest offenders are companies that pride 

themselves on providing the highly discounted prices we seek. If the deal seems too good to be 

true, it probably is. 

 

But, alas, growers and corporations do not stand alone in their guilt. We, the consumers, are the 

final link in the product chain. Our drive to obtain a bargain, our willingness to look away for a 

$1 hamburger, a taco or a bright light special, is not and cannot be without consequences. So, as 

we beat our chests, we must ask - where are OUR voices demanding an end to slavery in our 

fields? The thought of putting slave-grown food in the mouths of our children should make us 

sick! Al Cheit Shechatanu L’fanecha!  (For the sin we have committed before Thee!) 
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A 2016 study from the United Nations’ International Labor Organization estimated that 3.8 

million adults and 1 million children were victims of sexual exploitation. Profits from this 

horrifying forced labor are estimated at more than $100 billion worldwide. Additionally, here in 

America, the report also noted that there were over 100,000 American children being sexually 

exploited and that 1 in 7 reported American runaways is likely to become a victim of child sex 

trafficking.  

 

Somehow, for many of us, it seems less jarring, more assuring, to think of all victims of forced 

prostitution as immigrants, as foreigners, but this is simply not the case. Furthermore, it is our 

tendency to assume that an American-born child prostitute must be there by choice; therefore, we 

can categorically perceive them as “bad,” and “in need of punishment and reform.” As a result, 

OUR children, who are victimized, are frequently then treated as criminals.  

 

Shamere McKenzie, was an attractive, intelligent young woman, a model student, and a well-

adjusted, healthy teenager. She was a normal girl from an average American home, attending a 

New York college on an athletic scholarship. Corey Davis, a pimp who maintained his control 

through an inordinate reliance on violence, one day pulled up alongside Shamere in his Mercedes 

and sweet-talked her. Within a short-time they were seeing each other regularly and, sensing that 

Shamere needed money, Davis convinced her that she could make upwards of $3,000 a weekend 

by stripping.  Not long after, he was beating her and forcing her into prostitution. Do you hear 

the echo: Ziecher L’tziyat Mitzrayim? 

 

The movie version of “Pretty Woman” is not real! There is no similarity between a smiling, 

carefree Julia Roberts and the ongoing rape of a teenage girl, forced into service with no choices 

and no exits but one. Most Johns are also not Richard Gere and this Hollywood image distorts 

understanding of the realities of “life on the streets.” 

 

And for those few trafficking victims who are actually rescued and not subsequently prosecuted, 

what assistance do we provide? For those who need a safe and secure place and psychological 

support to truly recover – how are we doing in helping them? NOT WELL. There is a lack of 

adequate housing for these victims. The number of beds allocated for sexually exploited 

children, nationally, is less than 100. Without a place for the sex trafficking victim to recover, the 

greatest fear - and the greatest likelihood - is a return to the streets and ongoing victimization. 

This limited response, our limited response, calls into question our very humanity. Al Cheit 

Shechatanu L’fanecha! (For the sin we have committed before Thee!) 

 

My friends, you and I are responsible; you and I have committed the sin of enabling ongoing 

slavery. In the words of Abraham Joshua Heschel: Some are guilty, all are responsible. In our 

confessionals, chanted 10 times on Yom Kippur, we will proclaim: Al Cheit Shechatanu  

L’fanecha B’Yod’im Uvlo Yod’im – For the sin which we have committed before Thee, 

knowingly and unknowingly. 

    

Awareness is step #1; and so I hope to adequately begin that process here today.  But during this 

period of Teshuvah, we must begin the progress toward personal change and we must take 

action. Each of us must say, Hineini – here I am ready to serve; Hineini - here I am ready to 

follow God’s lead; Hineini – here I am, ready to free the enslaved. 

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/documents/publication/wcms_575479.pdf
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Let us begin by asking, despite all loving a good bargain, how do we clean up our product 

chains? Please be aware: We are not powerless! As the last link in the product chain, we, the 

consumers, have considerable power. 

 

Consumers in England wanted the big grocery store chains to work harder to get slavery out of 

the food they sold, so they mounted a simple but effective campaign. Thousands of families 

saved the long receipts they were handed at the grocery store checkout. Every month they would 

attach the receipts to a letter to company leadership noting their continual shopping at the store; 

in those letters they stated: we would like your products even more if you would remove slave 

and child labor from the food and products we buy. Response from the grocery companies was 

swift and positive. 

 

Businesses are smart enough to consider their customers’ wants and will find ways to police their 

product chains. Currently, our purchasing power drives slavery; we have the power to end it. Our 

declarations of “Al Cheit Shechatanu L’fanecha” must translate into “Hineini” – here I am, ready 

to help. 

 

 

For many of us, the label “Made in America” may be a contributing factor in how we choose our 

purchases, but in and of itself, the label is insufficient as a factor in avoiding supporting slavery-

produced products. As an example, clothing does not need to be fabricated in New York, or Los 

Angeles, Houston or small-town Indiana, to bear the tag “Made in America.” Some of our most 

prominent clothing manufacturers contract factories in American territories, where labor is far 

cheaper. These factories pay but a fraction of what they would in the United States proper, since 

minimum wage law isn’t applicable, yet they can still utilize the label “Made in America.” 

Within these American territorial factories, clothing items are produced by workers who are 

often starved, sexually assaulted, locked up, and forced to work long hours in intolerable 

conditions, receiving little or no pay. 

 

To assure that your purchases do not enable slavery, I urge you to look for the marking “Fair 

Trade goods”, products certified by an independent foundation. We must be aware that Fair 

Trade goods are often a little more expensive, it’s the farmers and workers getting a sustainable 

price as opposed to a market rate that can sometimes be below the cost of production.  Such is 

the real cost of eliminating slavery. Declare “Hineini” – Here I am, ready to help and then act!! 

 

 

Regarding domestic and sexual slavery, step #1 is recognizing slavery where it exists and 

knowing how and where to get assistance.  Visible signs of slavery may include: Heavy security 

at the commercial establishment including barred windows, locked doors, an isolated location, 

and electronic surveillance; Those in the medical fields, notice that victims are kept under 

surveillance when taken to a doctor, hospital or clinic for treatment; the trafficker may act as a 

translator. Open your eyes; See the suffering. 

 

As Jews who, only two generations ago, experienced mass devastation and loss, we know, all too 

well, that ignorance cannot and should not be used as an excuse to abdicate responsibility in 



7 
 

preventing human suffering. Open your eyes; Become the Yod’im – those who know and those 

who choose to see the suffering. See something, say something! Declare Hineni! 

 

In the coming year, while chanting Zeicher L’tziyat Mitzrayim in our prayers, while pleading Al 

Cheit Shechatanu L’fanecha and beating our chests on Yom Kippur, may we also proclaim – 

Hineinu – we are here to assist with extending the incredible blessings of life in America to all 

within our spheres so that it will truly be a Shanah Tovah, a new year of Godliness, a new year of 

goodness. May this be the year we can sing in full voice, Ata Bnei Chorin – Today, We are All 

Free! 
 

Shanah Tovah Umetukah. – Wishes for a sweet and good New Year. 

 


