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	WHO SITS WITH US AT OUR SEDER? 

Eloheinu v'Elohei Kadmoneinu (Avoteinu, Avoteinu vEmoteinu), our God and God of our ancestors, we are gathered around this seder table as b'nei khorin, free people commanded to remember our dark nights of oppression.  We have vowed never to become oppressors ourselves.  Yet, particularly because we remain deeply aware of those who continue to threaten us and those who deny our right to a homeland, it is easy to harden our hearts to those who have paid an excessive price for our people's prosperity and security.  Our experience as victims blinds us to the possibility that we can be both victims and victimizers at the same time.  To be truly free we must banish Pharaoh from our hearts and reaffirm our commitment to honor God’s Image in every human being.  Recalling the midwives of old, we know that the seeds of redemption are planted when we oppose Pharaoh’s command.  

Tonight we leave a place at our table for victims of oppression.  We renew our commitment to winning their freedom, thereby insuring ours.  We particularly remember: (Choose one or more)

A. Civilians in Gaza, Sderot, and the Western Negev.  “Otherwise in the event of war they may join our enemies,” (Exodus 1:10) Pharaoh invoked “security” to justify his oppression of the Israelites.  Today, Gazans and Israelis all live in fear and suffering as each side justifies its actions against civilians in the name of self-defense.  A cease fire this year ended with the plagues of fear, death and destruction after Israel failed to honor her commitments to allow the free passage of basic goods, and Hamas renewed rocket fire on Israelis.  Seven year old Or’el Iliezrov hung between life and death for weeks after a Grad rocket slammed into the family car.  Dr. Ezzeldeen Abu al-Aish mourns the death of three daughters from Israeli tank fire.  Hatred grows as it feasts on the blood of innocent Israeli and Palestinian civilians but remains un-satiated.
This night we remove ten drops of wine from our cup of joy, remembering the innocent Egyptians who suffered and died from the ten plagues.  We vow to defend ourselves without punishing the innocent.

B. Participants in the Israeli Wisconsin Plan.    “Anna” (not real name) is a single parent of 4 from E. Europe who supported herself and her sick parents until she herself was stricken with cancer.  To manage the pressure she now needs psychiatric drugs and should be hospitalized, but there is nobody to take care of her children. She cannot take the drugs and work. She therefore ended up in the Israeli Wisconsin Plan, Instead of getting the help she really needed, the program operators saw her as somebody who was exploiting the system and must be forced back to work under the threat of losing State financial benefits.   For six months she was able to get one month exemptions on psychiatric grounds, but now all her benefits will be cancelled if she doesn’t work and isn’t granted disability.  So far she hasn’t heard.  Anna is one of thousands of unemployed Israelis forced into an experimental carrot and stick program to bring them back into the workforce.  However, cowed by unfeeling operators, forced to work in jobs they are not physically capable of doing, asked to leave young children at home without childcare, punished for accidental violation of the rules by the loss of the benefits which are their economic lifeline, and humiliated when they try to appeal, participants often end up with no support because the for profit operators have removed them from welfare rolls.  After prodding from RHR and others, the Minister of Industry has improved the program, but the decree of the Finance Ministry is that the still harmful program should be expanded to the entire country.
As we recall how Pharaoh enslaved us with "avodat pharekh," (forced labor) we vow not to oppress the weakest among us.   Rather than rejecting them as "strangers" we must embrace them as brothers and sisters, and commit to lifting them from the degradation of poverty to the praiseworthiness of a dignified existence.  We remember that a positive goal does not justify all means.

C. Um Kamel El-Kurd.  Newly widowed after police evicted her and her sick husband at 4:00 am from their home in E. Jerusalem’s Sheikh Jarakh Neighborhood as part of a thirty five year campaign to evict 28 refugee families, Um-Kamel has been residing since then in a tent on a dirt lot not far from her home of 50 years.  Even the tent is torn down by the police from time to time.  Every night is a night of watching for the Ghawi and Hannun families. Evicted at midnight in 2002, they managed to return.  Served with new eviction orders, they spend sleepless nights fearing a knock at the door.      
Our ancestor was a wandering Aramean.  This night we remember that all have the right to a home.

D. Silwan   Tonight, 88 families in El-Bustan neighborhood of Silwan, E. Jerusalem live in fear of having their homes demolished to make way for an archaeological park.  Above in the Wadi-Hilweh neighborhood, archaeological excavations have caused roads to collapse, cracks in the homes and buckling floors.  In Issawiyah, the Dari family faces a third demolition.  

Celebrating the seder in the security of our homes, we commit ourselves to work in the coming year so that our National Home rests on a foundation of justice.  
E. Sudanese Refugees.  “No Ammonite or Moabite shall be admitted into the congregation of the Lord…because they did not meet you with food and water on your journey after you left Egypt…”(Deuteronomy 23:4) Fleeing the carnage of Darfur and unwelcome in Egypt, Sudanese refugees come to Israel’s borders assuming that they will find refuge among those who have known too often the terror of being refused asylum .  However, they are turned back  from closed borders.    The lucky ones who have made it across have been imprisoned for months and longer, some of them eventually released.  Samuel (not real name) saw much of his family murdered in Southern Sudan and was himself imprisoned.  Helped to escape before he too was murdered, he became a translator in Egypt.  However, his life was again in danger because Egyptians thought he “knew to much.”  At first imprisoned in Israel, he now helps fellow refugees.
Opening our doors to invite all who are hungry to come and eat, we remember the many doors closed to us over long years of persecution.   Opening our doors on Seder eve reminds us to open our hearts AND our borders. 

Hurshiya Family.  After settlers used their guns to prevent the Hurshiya family from farming or grazing their land, the settlers claimed it was theirs because they had been farming it.  While RHR helped them to win most of their land back, a settler vineyard still remains, they are often denied the army protection needed to safely enter their land and are now being sued by settlers because the government returned their land to them.

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsh taught that the sin of the Egyptians was thinking that their might gave them the right to oppress the stranger.  This night may we remember that, instead of whips or guns, our outstreached hands must hold scales of justice.

NEXT YEAR IN A JERUSALEM REDEEMED THROUGH JUSTICE AND THOSE RETURNING TO HER THROUGH RIGHTEOUSNESS


	The Four Children at the Seder Table:  Which Child Am I?

As we celebrate this Holiday of Freedom, the ending of slavery, we ask, “Who am I, when I hear of human rights abuses? Who will I choose to be when I know that others are suffering?”

Will I be one who does not ask? Will I close the newspaper or turn off the television so that I do not hear? Will I turn my head and heart away?

Will I ask only simple questions? “What is this?”  Will I ask what, but never why? 

Will I let the evil impulse, my yetzer hara ask: “What has this to do with me?” Will I let the problem belong only to the victims and the do-gooders? Will I distance myself from those in need?

Or will I strive to act in wisdom, to ask: “What are the underlying causes of the problem and what needs to be done to stop the abuse and free the oppressed? What are the laws and what does Gd expect of me?”

May Gd open the eyes of those who do not see, the mouths of those who do not ask, and the hearts of those who do not care, and grant us the wisdom to open our hands to our fellow humans when they are in need  - the hand of generosity, the hand of support, the hand of peace and friendship.






