
When Israel was in Egypt's land: Let my people go,
Oppress'd so hard they could not stand, Let my People go. 
Go down, Moses,
Way down in Egypt's land,
Tell old Pharaoh,
Let my people go.

Many of us have heard these words sung before – many may even sing them at our own Passover 
seders. This song, Go Down Moses, an African-American spiritual, was sung to give hope to 
slaves in these country 150 years ago and again during the civil rights movement some fifty 
years ago. In fact, these words are repeated time and time again. The image of Moses and the 
story of the Exodus hav been used throughout history by different ethnic groups as a metaphor 
for their own struggle and journey from slavery – whether it be literal or metaphorical – to 
freedom. The celebration of freedom and the experience of this transition from slavery to 
freedom is even rooted in our own American identities. After all, the formation of this country 
and the declaration of independence declared freedom from the oppressions experienced under 
the rule of the king of England. The celebration of freedom – in essence, the Exodus story, is 
what this country was founded on. The first amendment reads: 

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the 
free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of 
the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of 
grievances.

The first law established in this country, before celebrating anything, celebrated freedom. 

 Through this Exodus narrative that we have been reading for several weeks in our Torah, 
Moses has gone to Pharaoh and asked: Let My People Go!, but Pharaoh refused. He begged, he 
petitioned, he demanded: Let My People Go! And with each time, Pharaoh’s heart was hardened. 
This is no different than what we find at the beginning of this week’s Torah portion, Parashat Bo, 
in which God – using Moses and Aaron as His vessels – carries out the final three plagues unto 
Egypt: the land swarmed with locusts; the pitch black of darkness was so thick that one could not 
see his or her hand held up in front of one’s face; and finally the death of the firstborn, Macat 
Bechorot. Pharaoh gave in:  (EXODUS 12:31)
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לא  וַיִּקְרָא לְמֹשֶׁה וּלְאַהֲרֹן לַיְלָה, 
וַיֹּאמֶר קוּמוּ צְּאוּ מִתּוֹךְ עַמִּי--גַּם-
אַתֶּם, גַּם-בְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל; וּלְכוּ עִבְדוּ 
אֶת-ה', כְּדַבֶּרְכֶם. 

31 And he called for Moses and Aaron by 
night and said: 'Rise up, get you forth 
from among my people, both ye and the 
children of Israel; and go, serve the 
LORD, as ye have said. 

This narrative is the narrative that individuals turn to each and every time they seek change – 
each and every time they strive to rid themselves of their own personal enslavements. This 
narrative – Yetzi’at Mitrayim – the Exodus from Egypt is what the Hasidim call Yetzi’at 
Me’Tzarim, the Exodus from the narrow – from the narrowest of places and from the narrow-
mindedness of individuals. The narrative is also what we are supposed to remind ourselves of as 
well. The parasha does not conclude with the exodus. As the Israelites prepare to leave Egypt the 
final verse of our Torah portion reads: 

ט  וְהָיָה לְךָ לְאוֹת עַל-יָדְךָ, 
וּלְזִכָּרוֹן בֵּין עֵינֶיךָ, לְמַעַן 
תִּהְיֶה תּוֹרַת ה', בְּפִיךָ:  כִּי 
בְּיָד חֲזָקָה, הוֹצִאֲךָ ה' 
מִמִּצְרָיִם. 

9 And it shall be for a sign unto thee upon thy 
hand, and for a memorial between thine eyes, 
that the law of the LORD may be in thy mouth; 
for with a strong hand hath the LORD brought 
thee out of Egypt. 

(EXODUS 13:9)

The basis of the rabbinic interpretation to wear tefillin, phylacteries, black boxes and leather 
straps wrap tightly on our arms and between our eyes during the weekday service is meant to 
remind us that with a strong hand and outstretched arm, God brought us out of Egypt. It so it is 
also true with mezzuzah, with the scrolls that we place on the doorposts of our gates, the 
entrances into our homes. In this week’s Torah portion the Israelites are instructed to put the 
blood of the pascal lamb on their doorposts as a sign so that God would “Pass Over” them. So to 
the mezzuzah serves as a sign – a reminder – of the Exodus experience. 

Even on Shabbat, which we may think has no relation to the Exodus narrative, we thank God for 
taking us from slavery and bringing us to freedom. In the Kiddush over the wine, the blessing 
which sanctifies the Sabbath day on Friday evening, we say the words Zecher L’tzi’at Mitzrayim, 
that Shabbat should be a reminder of the Exodus from Egypt.

Why all these reminders? Why all these signs? Shabbat once a week. Tefillin every 
morning. A mezzuzah any and every time when walk into a new space. One would think to thank 
God – to be reminded of God’s miracles, God’s omnipotence, and thus, recognize God’s 
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presence in our lives. While all that is true, I would like to offer another suggestion. The beauty 
of the Exodus story and the reason we are reminded of it so often is not freedom. The beauty of 
the Exodus story, which is quite evident in this week’s parasha, is that freedom is achieved 
following failure --  exhaustive efforts and many failed attempts. 

The Israelites were enslaved for 400 hundred years. Day in and day out. Every single 
evening crying out to God! Only after 400 hundred years, when almost all had given up hope did 
God hear their cries and remember the covenant he made with them. And only then did God call 
upon Moses as the reluctant leader to free the Jewish people, a leader that the people did not 
know, did not trust, and did not believe in. And once he finally showed the people the wonders of 
God and proved that God was on his side did he approach Pharaoh and serve as God’s 
messengers “How long will you refuse to humble yourself before Me? Shelach Ami v’ya’avduni, 
Let My People Go so that they may worship Me!” No. No. No. Time and time again Moses 
approached Pharaoh and with a hardened heart, Pharaoh refused.  For the Exodus experience is 
not about success. It is about failure. It is not about freedom, but rather about the possibility, the 
hope – no matter how slim – that freedom is possible, even after countless failed attempts. We 
never stop going before the Pharaohs in our midst and demanding “Let My People Go.” No 
matter how many times they refuse. For with each time, our voices grow louder, our support 
grows stronger. 

This past week, I attended an interfaith clergy caucus here in Jacksonville sponsored by 
the Interfaith Coalition for Advancement, Reconciliation, and Empowerment, ICARE. One of the 
pastors there shared the difference between what he called mercy work and justice work. We use 
these terms in our community as well – which just cover them up with Hebrew. Mercy work – 
hesed. Justice work – tzedek. He described the difference: mercy work, or chesed, is seeing the 
amount of people that are homeless and hungry in Jacksonville, over 4,000 individuals on any 
given night in this city without a roof over their heads, and volunteering at the Sulzbacher 
Center. We do that! We – and many houses of worship – do a great job at chesed, at Mercy work. 
Justice work on the other hand is a larger vision and taking greater action to end homelessness 
altogether. Hesed is the band-aid. Justice is the solution. Hesed helps us feel better despite the 
hardened hearts and failed attempts. Justice is getting up and saying “Let my people go.” Justice 
is the achievement of Exodus. This is the experience of freedom. We see the need for both mercy 
and justice. As Rabbi Lubliner pointed out to me, Deuteronomy 15:4 says “there shall be no 
needy among you” and yet, just three verses later, Deuteronomy 15:7 reads “if however, there is 
a needy person among you.” We strive for freedom – for verse four, yet we live in the world of 
verse seven. We work for justice, but  continue to do the mercy work, until justice is achieved 
and there is no longer a need.
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I only use this analogy as an explanation to show that there are many in our community, 
in our city, in our great nation, that feel enslaved. This may be a personal enslavement or a 
communal enslavement. They may feel enslaved because of their own internal struggle, or they 
may feel enslaved by poverty, social class, or an insufficient education. They may feel enslaved 
as they continue to fight for the civil rights owed to them, owed to us, regardless of race, 
religion, ethnicity, gender, or sexual orientation.

We are reminded of the Exodus this Shabbat and each Shabbat, each morning prayer 
experience, each new space that we enter, because the struggle for freedom still exists for many. 
The Exodus reminds us that no matter how many times one has tried and failed, we never stop 
fighting for rights. For those morals and values engrained in our souls which are found in our 
Torah, a living Torah – as long as we ensure that its teachings lead to action. 

Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel said "All it takes is one person… and another… and 
another… and another… to start a movement" So too, all it takes is one opportunity… and 
another…and another. Each time we fail, we do not wave the white flag. Instead we believe we 
are one step closer to metaphorical freedom. So let us be that metaphorical strong hand and 
outstretched arm of God. So with each reminder – each oat, each sign – let us go down to Egypt 
land, and tell ol’ Pharaoh, to let our people go. Shabbat Shalom.
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