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T YA - This month shall be to you the head of the months, The first com-
gypt which signaled the commencement of their liberation was to
mark time. A slave is relieved of mitzvos asei shehazman gerama, of time-bound positive command-
ments. This1s because the slave }gg};s_lt‘i;:ng_ @_:ijerigpcg. To the slave, time is a curse: he waits for
the day 16'Fa%5. The slaves time is the property of his master. No matter how hard he may try 10
;O be productive in time. he will not reap the harvest of his work: therefore, he is insensitive 10 time.
His sense of the movement of time, the passing of hours, days, weeks. is very dull. Life, to the slave
personality, is motionless. He lacks the great excitement of opportunities knocking at the door, of
challenges summoning him 10 action. of tense expectations and fears of failure. Any faith which is
ingeparably bound up with time is inapplicable to him.

I\ This - lime-awareness or experience has three basig somponents. First, retrospection: without
memory, there is 1o Lime. Second. the exploration or close examination of things yet unborn and
the anticipatory experience of events nor yetin being. Third: appreciation or evaluation of the pres-
€M moment as one’s most precious possession. ‘ )

% No one is werthy of time-awareness if retrospection is alien to him, if he is incapable of reliv-

iy ing. recovering, and Teproducing past experi s ot jus

rienices” Metiiory i not just the storehouse- for latent
impressions: there is also living memory. which reproduces and re-experiences the past. Past.exenis
which are 10t re-experienced beleng not to history, but to archeology. Indeed, the mitzvah of sippur
vetzias Mitzrayim does not exhaust itself i 2 Ristorical Tewew oF Bygone events that have vanished
completely 1t is more than that: it is 2 drama charged with emotion and tenseness, of participating
Y in the past. Rabbi Akiva is not just a figure who lived so many hundreds of years ago. He is 2 part
ofsmy life. and his image and teachings are integrated into my personality. When I think of Rabbi
Akiva, Rabban Gamliel, Rabbi Yehoshua. Maimonides. I am not thinking about people who lived in
antiquity or the Middle Ages. Their images have become part-and-parcel of me, of my “I" awareness.
On the other hand. to live in time and feel its thythm, one must also move from the memory

Y ol the past 1o the unreality of the future. One must go from things and events that were and are no

longer, toward that which will be real someday. even though it is not yet real—{rom reminiscing to

anticipating. To live in time means o be committed to a great past and 1o an unborn future.
'll"ime-a‘\g“a‘xjgness_flso Contalns a moral element: responsibility for emerging events and inter-

vention in the historical process. Man. according to Judaism, should try to mold and fashion the



future. That is exactly why he has been created as a free agent. Man is free 1o reach central and basic
decisions that will determine his and sometimes the worlds future.

To connect retrospection with anticipation, memory with expectation, hindsight with fore-
sight==50e must cherish the present, fleeng moment as if it represented eternity. J
a Very sensitive approach ta the present: every minute is valuable, each second precious. With a

- Judaism has’

bfraction of a second, one may realize or destroy hopes, visions, and expectations. The Ralachah is
therefore extremely time conscious, finding the present moment so important. For instance, we are
permitted to do work on a Friday afternoon until one minute before sunset, but are enjoined from
doing work one minute later. A person reads Kerias Shema at 9:05 and fulfills the mitzvah, but at
9:06, his performance is worthless. What did he miss? It was the same recitation. the same com-
\ imitment, the same dedication. And yet, he has not fulfilled the mitzvah of Kerias Shema. Time is of
critical importance—not years or months, but seconds and split seconds. This time-awareness and

appreciation is the singular gift granted to free man. because time belongs to him: it is his time, and

he can utilize it to the utmost or waste it. (Festival of Freedom rn
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The Story We Tell

f t remains one of the most counterintuitive passages in all of reli-
gious literature. Moses is addressing the Israelites just days before their
release. They have been exiles for 210 years. After an initial period of
affluence and ease, they have been oppressed, enslaved, and their male
children killed in an act of slow genocide. Now, after signs and won-

G ders, and a series of plagues that have brought the greatest empire of
the ancient world to its knees, they are about to g0 free.

Yet Moses does not talk about freedom, or the land flowing with
milk and honey, or the journey they will have to undertake through
the desert. Instead, three times, he turns to the distant future, when

I the journey is complete and the people ~ free at last — are in their own
land. And what he talks about is not the land itself, or the society they
will have to build, or even the demands and responsibilities of freedom.*

t Instead, he talks about education, specifically about fhe duty of
parents to their children. He speaks about the questions children may

1. That, of course, is a primary theme of the book of Deuteronomy.




~

" o
g il

Exodus

ask when the epi :
pic events that are about to happen are, at best, a distant

memory. He tells the Israelites to do what Jews have done from then to
now. Tell your children the story. Do it in the maximally effective way.
Re-enact the drama of exile and exodus, slavery and freedom. Get your-
children to ask questions. Make sure that you tell the story as your own,
not as some dry account of history. Say that the way you live and the’
ceremonies you observe are “because of what God did for me” - not
my ancestors but me. Make it vivid, make it personal, and make it live

He says this not once but three times: .

It shall be that when you come to the land which God will give
you as He said, and you observe this ceremony, and your chil-
dren say to you, “What does this service mean to you?” you shall
say, “It is a Passover sacrifice to the Lord, who passed over the
houses of the Israelites in Egypt when He struck the Egyptians
and spared our homes” (Ex. 12:2§-27)

On that day you shall tell your child, “It is because of what the
Lord did for me when I came out of Egypt” (13:8)

In the. future, when your child asks you, “What is this?” you shall
tell him, “With a mighty hand, the Lord brought us out from
Egypt, from the land of slavery” (13:14)

Why was this the most important thing he could do in this intense
moment of redemption? Because freedom is the work of a nation;
B ’

meentiw needs memory, and memory is encoded
in the stories we tcil Tthout narrative, there is no memor)‘rTand with-

P

out memory, we have no identity. The most powerful link between the
generations is the tale of those who came before us . a tale that becomes
Ou‘lfﬁnd that we hand on as a sacred heritage to those who will come
after us. We are the story we tell ourselves about ourselves, and identity
begins in the story parents tell their children. :

: That narrative provides the answer to the three fundamental
c!uesnons every reflective individual must ask at some stage in their
lives: Who am 1? Why am I here? How then shall I live? There are many

Bo: The Story We Tel

answers to these questions, but the Jewish ones are: T am a member of

the people whom God rescued from slavery to freedom. 1 am here to
build a society that honours the freedom of others, not just my own.
And I must live in conscious knowledge that freedom is the gift of God,
honoured by keeping His covenant of law and love.

Tuwice in the history of the West this fact was forgotten, of ignored,
or rebelled against. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, there
was a determined effort to create a world without identities. This was
the project called the Enlightenment. It was a noble dream. To it we
owe many developments whose value is beyond question and that we
must strive to preserve. However, one aspect ofit failed and was bound
to fail: the attempt to live without identity.

The argument went like this. Identity throughout the Middle Ages
was based on religion. But religion had for centuries led to war between
Christians and Musims. Then, following the Reformation, it led to war
between Christian and Christian, Protestant and Catholic. Therefore, to

abolish war one had to move beyond identity. Identities are particular.
"Therefore, let us worship only the things that are ur:mal: reason and
observation, philosophy an science. Let us have systems, not stories.
Then we will become one humanity, 1£mmms
Schiller put it, and Beethoven set to music in the last movement of the
Ninth Symphony: Alle Menschen werden Briider, “All men will be brothers”
It cannot be done, at least as humanity is presently constituted.
The reaction, when it came, was fierce and disastrous. The nineteenth
century saw the return of the repressed. Identity came back with a
vengeance, this time based not on religion but on one of three sub-
stitutes for it: the nation state, the (Aryan) race, and the (working)
class. In the twentieth century, the nation state led to two world wars.
Race led to the Holocaust. The class struggle led to Stalin, the Gulag,
and the KGB. A hundred million people were killed in the name of
three false gods.

For the past fifty years the West has been engaged in a second
attempt to abolish identity, this time in the opposite direction. What the
secular West now worships is not the universal but the individual: the
self, the “Me,’” the «1” Morality - the thick code of shared values binding
society together for the sake of the common good - has been dissolved
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| into the right of each individual to do or be anything he or she chooses,

so long as they do not directly harm others.

Identities have become mere masks we wear temporarily and with-
out commitment. For large sections of society, marriage is an anachronism,
parenthood delayed or declined, and community a faceless crowd. Westill

% have stories, from Harry Potter to Lord of the Rings to Star Wars, but they

are films, fictions, fantasies — a mode not of engagement but of escapism.
Such a world is supremely tolerant, until it meets views not to its liking,
when it quickly becomes brutishly intolerant, and eventually degener-
ates into the politics of the mob. This is populism, the prelude to tyranny.
{(  Today’s hyper-individualism will not last. We are social animals.
We cannotTive without identities, families, communities, and collective
responsibility. Which means we cannot live without the stories that con-
nectus to a past, a future, and a larger group whose history and destiny we
stiare:The biblical insight still stands. To create and sustain a free society;
(\yotrtiave to teach your children the story of how we achieved freedom
and what its absence tastes like: the unleavened bread of affliction and
the bitter herbs of slavery. Lose the story and eventually you lose your

freedom. That is what happens when you forget who you are and why.
The greatest gift we can give our children is not money or pos-

o sessions, but a story - a real story, not a fantasy, one that connects them

to us and to a rich heritage of high ideals. We are not particles of dust
blown this way or that by the passing winds of fad and fashion. We are
heirs to a story that inspired a hundred generations of our ancestors and
eventually transformed the Western world. What you forget, you lose.
The West is forgetting its story. We must never forget ours.

With the hindsight of thirty-three centuries we can see how right
Mases was. A story told across the generations is the gift of an identity,
and when you know who you are and why, you can navigate the wilder-
ness of time with courage and confidence. That is a life-changing idea.

Life-Changing Idea #15
Know your own story, because a story told across the generations is a gft-
When you know who you are and why, you can navigate the wilderness
: of time with courage and confidence.



