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The Redeeming Quality of Matzo

“This is the bread of affliction that our forefathers ate in the land of Egypt…Now we are here (in a state of exile), next year (may we dwell) in the land of Yisroel. Now we are servants (to foreign cultures), next year may we be free (to serve G-d uninhibitedly)” (Passover Haggadah).

W

hen our forefathers suffered in Egypt at the hands of Pharaoh and his taskmasters, G-d redeemed them from their anguish through miraculous means. On Passover we celebrate that salvation, and at the Seder we memorialize its every detail.


 Yet, although we certainly hope that the coming year will find us all permanently resettled in the Holy Land, free to serve G-d in peace, in the meantime we are far from it. “Now we are here” in a state of exile. “Now we are servants” again to foreign cultures. What then is the logic in continually celebrating a past salvation, if we are once again in spiritual servitude? 

True, we were released from physical bondage as well, which continues to be relevant. Nevertheless, it is not concerning that aspect of the redemption for which we recite, “If G-d had not taken our forefathers out of Egypt, then we, our children and our children’s children would forever be subservient to Pharaoh in Egypt” (2). The likes of an Abraham Lincoln would have certainly risen some time later in history and effected our liberation. 

Rather, our principle acknowledgement to G-d for the redemption is the spiritual freedom He produced for us, from which we would have never recuperated. In which case, why do we impetuously continue to celebrate our exodus from Egypt while lingering in spiritual exile, the vast majority of our people remaining ignorant of their rich heritage?    


G-d’s objective in emancipating us from Egyptian slavery was to bring us before Mount Sinai and give us His holy treasure, the Torah. “When you remove this nation from Egypt, it will serve the L-rd on this mountain (i.e., Sinai),” (1) through its receipt of the Torah. 

In that very same Torah is written our hope for the future. “But despite all (the curses that will befall the Jews) while they are in the land of their enemies, I will not loath nor reject them to eradicate them, to annul My covenant with them, for I am G-d, their L-rd” (3). We continue to commemorate the exodus from Egypt because, based on G-d’s promise to us, it served as the catalyst for all future redemptions (4). “I will remember for them the covenant established with the ancients, those whom I released from the land of Egypt in full view of the nations, to be for them a L-rd – I am G-d” (5).


At the Passover Seder we eat the unleavened matzo “because the dough of our forefathers did not have time to rise before the King of kings, the Holy One, blessed be He, revealed Himself to them and redeemed them” (6). Besides its simple explanation, this statement can be understood as a metaphor of G-d’s covenant with us. 


Due to His promise never to abandon us, G-d took our ancestors out from Egypt before “the dough of our forefathers,” i.e., their spiritual deterioration within the Egyptian culture, got to the point of no return (7). It has been this promise that “has stood by for our forefathers and us. For not only one nation has risen against us, but in every generation there are those who emerge to destroy us (when we stray from the path of His Torah). But the Holy One, blessed be He, saves us from their hands (before we fall into a spiritual abyss)” (8).


This promise is also the reason why matzo is our symbol of liberation. Debatably, bread, which is let free to rise and rise, should be the symbolism of freedom – not unleavened matzo, which is restrictively baked immediately upon kneading.


Nevertheless, it is in fact the matzo that serves as the icon of Jewish liberty because it uniquely represents the fact that G-d will eternally fortify us as his servants and followers, the ultimate purpose of the Exodus.


At the conclusion of the Maggid portion of the Seder, we acknowledge G-d, Who “redeemed us and redeemed our forefathers from Egypt.” It is not incidental that the author of the Haggadah chose the Hebrew word, geulah, in reference to the Exodus at this juncture (9). 

We did not suffer the torture and humility of the Jews’ slavery in Egypt, so it would be inaccurate to say that we in fact experienced their salvation. Rather, we thank G-d for “redeeming” us together with our forefathers. The word, redeem, is understood as one who redeems a coupon to purchase something (10). Through the Exodus, G-d acquired us as His chosen nation for eternity. In that “redemption,” all successive generations can share equally.

Therefore, “in every generation a person must view himself as though he left Egypt, because it was not our forefathers alone that the Holy One, blessed be He, redeemed, but we too were redeemed along with them” (11).

May the Redeemer of Israel “see our affliction and wage our battles, and redeem us speedily, for the sake of His Name” (12)!             

--------------------------

(1) Exodus 3:12. (2) Passover Haggadah. (3) Leviticus 26:44. (4) See commentary to the Haggadah, Ma’aseh Nissim p.21-22, by Rabbi Yaakov Lisser, 19th Century Torah leader. (5) Leviticus 26:45. (6) Passover Haggadah. (7) Rabbi Eliyahu Dessler in his Michtav Me’Eliyahu, vol.2, p.22-23. (8) Passover Haggadah. (9) Ma’aseh Nissim Haggadah, p.54. (10) Ibid., p.28. See Talmud Bava Metziah 47a, based on Ruth 4:7. (11) Passover Haggadah. (12) From text of daily prayers. See Artscroll Siddur, p.102-3. 
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