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REFLECTIONS ON PASSOVER

This weekend is the beginning of a very busy holiday week. There is the overlapping that happens occasionally of the week of Passover in the Jewish tradition which began last night and continues until nest Sunday evening  and the Holy Week observance in the Christian tradition that begins today with Palm Sunday and ends next Sunday with the observance of Easter. Tonight is also the observance of Lailat al Bara'ah in the Muslim tradition, when Muslims pray through the night for forgiveness. And tomorrow is the celebration of Holi, the Hindu celebration of Spring.
But today I want to reflect on the observance of Passover and I want to thank Rebbe Debbie for her presentation and explanation of the seder plate. I know that we all miss our annual UUCP Passover Potluck Seder but perhaps, with things improving as they are, we can all say, “Next year in Englewood!”

The Rev. Kathleen McTigue writes:
“When the escape from Egypt was certain, when the last furious wave had closed over their enemies’ heads and the dangerous waters lay smooth again, when the Israelites could finally turn toward the future without fear that the past would snatch them back–what did they see before them? Not the Promised Land, flowing with milk and honey, but the wide and terrifying wilderness that would claim them for forty long, hard years of wandering. They were not carried along on a surge of vindicated faith but stumbled forward with paralyzing doubts. And instead of enjoying sweet unity after all they’d been through, they were torn by bickering and division. They walked into relentless uncertainty and discomfort, and fell asleep on the hard ground to wake feeling ashamed for dreaming of the easier life of slavery they had left behind.”
They are out of Egypt but not yet home. They are going to a home they’ve only heard about. They do not make a quick trip. They wander in the wilderness 40 years. As you might expect, they complain a lot. “I’m thirsty, and I'm weary.” “My feet hurt.” In the just the first month, they riot against Moses three times. “What are his qualifications, anyway?” “Does he even have a plan?” They long for the times back in Egypt, when they could eat their fill, and sleep in the same place every night, even though they were slaves there. The security of those days now seems appealing, compared to the risk of the unknown. Several times during this journey, Moses hikes up and down the mountain, to get close to his God. Moses moans to God about his restless people. Imagine, 40 years of hearing “Are we there yet?”
I thought about that while working on this sermon. All of us can relate to those words. Remember when you were a kid and you were on a trip in the car or on a bus or train with your parents and in that childish impatience you would ask over and over again, “Are we there yet?” Or if you have children, you know what it’s like to have your child ask that over and over again until it drives you crazy. Imagine 40 years of that! “Are we there yet? I’m hungry! Johnny’s making faces at me again! I have to go to the bathroom!”  Well, why didn’t you go before we left Egypt?

One of the many things to love about Passover is that Jews adapt the re-telling of their liberation story to the oppressions of the times in which they are living. In this way, it becomes more than just a reenactment of an ancient ritual. It becomes a contemporary meaning-making event for those gathered around the Seder table. Some Jews take time each year to re-write the script for the Seder, which is called the Haggadah, so that it speaks to the freedom issues of the moment, whether personal or public, whether the issues are for Jews alone, for another oppressed community, or for society at large. A Passover Haggadah can also easily be adapted to more personal liberation struggles. As we heard in this morning's Chalice Dedication, and as most of us have experienced for ourselves in varying degrees, depression is an oppressive state from which we struggle to be liberated. Lingering effects of childhood abuse, combat experiences, rape and other traumas; addictions; as well as internalized racism and homophobia – these are also personal oppressions from which we struggle to be free. Like the plagues befalling the Hebrew people, it's never as simple as wishing them away; but there is something liberating in the ritual of dipping your pinkie finger into a glass of wine or grape juice and then flicking the droplet onto the plate as hard as you can. It helps you to keep on moving on, to believe in your heart of hearts, yeah, a change is going to come. That's exactly what we heard in Sam Cooke's 1963 song about his condition as a Black man in America, “A Change Is Gonna Come.” Cooke gave voice to his experience of segregation still all too well known to African Americans at that time, nearly one hundred years after the right to vote was extended beyond just white men to black men too, via the 15th Amendment to the Constitution. It was ratified 140 years ago as of Tuesday. The right to vote had not made segregation go away. His song became a hit among Black people and an anthem of the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960's.
So, the Passover Seder can be like that song, it helps you believe that change is possible, we will reach the promised land, we just have to keep on keeping on. Even when family and friends around the Seder table use the same Haggadah every year, if they are to do justice to the Passover tradition, they pause during the re-telling to ask themselves, “How does this relate – or does it? – to me, to us, to Israel today, to oppressed people in our country or other places in the world, this year?”
The past week has been proof, once more, that America is still wandering in the desert looking for that land of freedom, justice, and equity for all people. We see the continuing struggle of desperate immigrants at the border trying to cross the Rio Grande, their own Jordan River, into their own Promised Land hoping for a better life. And we see America still struggling and arguing about how we should deal with these people, our neighbors. 
In the past weeks we’ve seen proof that America is still lost in the desert of violence, hatred and bigotry as Asian Americans reel from the deadly attack in Atlanta and as we see a steep rise in the attack on Asian Americans across the country. And still nothing is done about gun control.
And just in the past few days we’ve again been confronted with the fact that America is still wandering in the desert of racism and discrimination as the Georgia legislature passed a Draconian voter suppression law, and Governor Brian Kemp signed, aimed at keeping the black community and people of color from freely exercising their right to vote without any restraints. It’s one of the most un-democratic, un-American, fascist laws ever passed since the Jim Crow era.   
So, it’s not surprising that like the children of Israel in the desert, many people ask “Are we there yet? I’m tired!” Maybe we feel like that at times. “Really? Aren’t we there yet? I can’t believe we’re not there! It’s 2021!” That’s the feeling we might get because the struggle is taking so long. But we continue to walk, to keep moving through the desert because we know we have to so that that change Sam Cooke sang about, that John Lewis believed in and was beaten up for on the Edmund Pettus Bridge, that our Unitarian Universalist martyrs like James Reeb and Viola DiLuzzo, who were both murdered by the Klan when they traveled to Selma to help register people to vote, that Dr. King, and Malcolm, and so many others died for can come about.

But there are many others who ask “Are we there yet?” in that cynical way we still here all the time. What they mean is really, “Oh, come on. We’re not a racist country. Black people have as much opportunity as white people. And those illegals at the border have to do it the right way. Come legally so they can have the same opportunity. We’re already there. America is the promised land already!”

We know that that’s not the case. We know that, like the Israelites, we’re still wandering.
And so again, this year, as we consider the Passover story, we need to each be like Moses and listen to the call, no matter how difficult it is, to tell the Pharaohs among us, “Let my people go!”  or, in the case of the immigrants who are trying to seek asylum here, “Let my people in.”  We need to demand of them “Let all people vote!” 

Go down, Moses
Way down in Georgia land.
Tell the Governor
Let my people vote!

The Passover myth is one that is still as powerful as it was when first set down. And it’s one that continues to be adapted to each generation and to all cultures. It’s a universal myth of struggle and freedom that all oppressed people relate to. This year is no different. The struggle and the journey continues. We’re not there yet. 
In the book of Exodus, near the end of the wandering in the desert, Moses dies without crossing over into the Promised land. So along with Joshua, the people guide themselves the rest of the way to their goal. Especially this year, as we’ve moved through stressful times, we remember that we have one another. We share support, encouragement, and patience. We help one another carry the work and ministry of our congregation.  We remember to look wider and farther. We help one another keep a balanced perspective, keep the faith, and keep on going. And we help one another to appreciate the journey, and give thanks, every step of the way
May it be so.

 





