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We say a lot of blessings on Shabbat.  A lot of blessings in general.  Our rabbis teach us to say 100 blessings a day.  But sometimes it’s hard to count our blessings.  Take this week’s Torah portion.

Only two weeks ago, we had been reading about Jacob’s family coming to Egypt where Joseph was second in command, where the family had happily reunited at last.  

Then, suddenly, it was 400 years later.  And it is in our Torah portion that we hear that God had “remembered” God’ covenant with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob and is ready to fulfil the promise of bringing us to the Promised land.

400 years?  Really?  Why did it take 400 years for God to remember God’s promise to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob?  Seems a very long time.  And look what had happened in the meantime!  We are slaves, we are hated, our children are in danger. Is this a life of 100 blessings a day?  You have to wonder, why the wait God?  But what if . . . What if God had taken us directly there – what if the Exodus was not a part of our story?

What would our legacy look like?

With no slavery in our history – would we be as compassionate a people as we now are?  Would we feel that personal kinship to those who are suffering?  How would we learn compassion if we didn’t know what it was like to be a stranger?  As Jews we know what it is like to be oppressed, to be prejudged, to be cast out, to be enslaved and worse because of another’s fear and prejudice.  This personal knowledge has caused Jews to remain at the forefront of Civil rights issues at all times.  IT was at a Jewish institution that the civil rights amendment was drafted.  Jews walked along side Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., were arrested and beaten, because we felt it was our struggle as well, not just those of the blacks.  Today, Jews are at the forefront of the battle for equality in the gay and lesbian community, fighting for equality for all minority groups – and this is because we know that it is our struggle too – we know the pain of prejudice and have responded with the words “never again.”  But what is we had been spared this pain?

If we had been taken directly to the Promised Land, we would not have needed any plagues.  With no plagues – would the world have learned about the power of the one and only God?  Would other monotheistic faiths ever have come into being?  Or would the bulk of the world still believe in many gods?  One by one, each of the false gods were shown to be powerless when compared to the true God. . . but what if we hadn’t needed God to display God’s might?

If we had been taken directly to the Promised Land, we would not have needed Moses.  With no Moses, what would our example of a leader be?  Would it only be those who happen to have luck in life?  Those who were born into power?  Who had the right opportunities?  What would define the character of a good leader?  Moses is such a powerful teacher for us, because Moses had it all – he was being raised as a prince – he had the palace, the money, the good food, almost anything he wanted.  But he wasn’t happy, because he couldn’t be happy while he saw others’ suffering.  Moses taught us about what it truly means to be a Jew – because even though he was being raised as a fully integrated Egyptian – as the Pharaoh’s own grandson! -  He could not stay a part of this life-style and risked even his life- to change the situation for the Hebrew slaves – our ancestors.  

Without Moses, we would not have the example of someone who struggled (in his case he suffered from a speech impediment) overcoming their disability and becoming a true leader.  Of someone doing the right thing – of someone hearing the call of justice and responding.  Of someone giving their life to making the world a better place – even when it made his personal life much less enjoyable.

400 years. . . seems like a very long time to fulfill a promise – but what if it had not happened this way?  Would we be who we are today?  What would it mean to be a Jew?

It did take 400 years.  This story is a part of our collective memory.  And what this means for us, is that being a Jew means that we cannot rest comfortably while others suffer, that we seek justice in the world.  Being a Jew means believing in one God, one creator, in a power greater than that of any individual person.  Being a Jew means believing in hope – that we can make a difference in the world – that no matter what our limitations, we have much to achieve.  And being a Jew means asking questions; wondering; struggling; maybe a bit of kvetching, but believing, at the end of the day that life is a blessing.

What does it mean to you to be a Jew?

