Rabbi Daniel G. Zemel
Temple Micah, Washington, DC
April 11, 2025 Erev Shabbat Ha-Gadol, 5785

Our Team is Losing

“(O)ur country is desperate for ... educated women and men who will fight to see
through the veils of pure self interest and half-truths... Those who are poor in this
country have the weight of poverty, violence and lack of education hanging over
their heads... do you care about those who won’t make it without real help? ...|
have a most wonderful proposition for you. Come join our team. We're losing.
Yes, that’s right, we’re losing.”

Many of you have heard me read these words, usually on Yom Kippur, from
Geoffrey Canada’s commencement address at the University of Pennsylvania well
over ten years ago.

For the last two months, | have lain awake in the middle of the night half-
dreaming those final words- “We’re losing...that’s right, we’re losing.”

There are also words from our prayerbook—
Page 224 at the very bottom- the wisdom of Adam Sol:

“anyone who prays with any regularity or sincerity knows that the same prayers
mean different things on different readings...each prayer is a metaphoric
representation of the speaker’s heart and mind...”

The colors of the letters on the frieze surrounding us reflect the same
understanding. Jewish texts mean different things to us at different stages of our
lives, at different seasons of the year and at different times in Jewish history.
These texts appear to us differently depending on the time of day, the amount of
light and season of the year. These words speak differently to us depending on
who and where we are in the moment.

It is with this understanding that we are sitting down at our Passover tables this
week.



Our team is losing—on every front.

The Passover story and our story have never in my lifetime been so aligned. In
this season, this year, the words strike with an urgency like never before.

“Ve hi sheamda--In every generation an oppressor rises up against us.”
So----

Over the last few weeks, | read, as if for the first time, slowly and carefully, the
first fourteen chapters of the Book of Exodus---our Passover story of liberation.

In the opening verses of the Book of Exodus the stage is set with the descendants
of Jacob, the children of Israel, settled and flourishing in Egypt.

We then read these chilling words:

“A new king arose who did not know Joseph.”
Did not know Joseph?
Two weeks ago, | stopped when | read that line.

The new Pharaoh did not know Joseph—had not heard his name, did now know
who he was, what he had done for Egypt?

Rashi says —“Asah Atzmo K'’ilu Lo Yada. He acted as if he did not know.”
Saddya Gaon’ commentary says—“Sh’lo He-keer—He did not recognize.”

Saddya, is on to something. Saddya gave Joseph no recognition for what Joseph
had done.

Joseph, the interpreter of a previous Pharaoh’s dreams, you will recall, had saved
Egypt from famine. This Pharaoh seeks to erase that memory.

| want to offer more—

The simple reading of “ vT"N?” “did not know.”



This pharaoh did not know about Joseph.

Reading the text through today’s lens might | ask if we are reading about a
pharaoh with no whiff of intellectual curiosity. Is this a pharaoh who holds his
own country’s past in total disdain?

We pause --A leader who does not care about the past.
A pharaoh who seeks to erase the past.

Who has sought to erase the assault on the Capitol and the attempted theft of
the election of January 6, 20217

Let us go deeper into our Exodus story-
Pharaoh does not know and then--
“Pharaoh said to his people:

‘Behold, the people of the children of Israel are too many ... for us... let us deal
wisely with them, and get them out of the land... so they set over them
taskmasters to afflict them... they made their lives bitter ...in all manner ...

Then, the king of Egypt spoke to the ...midwives...: ‘When you go to serve as
midwife to the Hebrew women...if it is a son...kill him...

But the midwives feared God, and did not do as the king ...commanded them...

then Pharaoh charged all his people, saying: ‘Every son that is born you shall
throw into the river...”

In his commentary on this section of the Book of Exodus, Grandpa

Goldman who witnessed the Hitler years wrote:

"to speak of the account our authors give of Pharaoh's anti-Israelite schemes
(offers us an) ...appreciation of their ...insight into the mental operations of
persecutors and oppressors. What they set out to portray was a ruler who, bitten
by jealousy, suspicion, or fear, or by all three together, or perhaps for a whim or
out of sheer madness, wished to destroy a useful, industrious, well-favored alien
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element in the land. So he begins libeling it. He exaggerates its numbers, might
and influence, and insinuates it has evil designs on Egypt. He therefore proposes
to his countrymen to check the rapid growth of these aliens and break their spirit
through slavery." (From Slavery to Freedom p 78)

As one of you wrote me after reading my grandfather’s words—

“Your grandfather ...had an uncanny insight into how tyrants of every age would
seek to describe, isolate, and eliminate the "aliens" in their own nations in
an...attempt to bolster their own ...political agendas.”

My grandfather’s words to describe pharaoh, “jealous, suspicious, fearful, sheer
madness.”

Uncanny in their application today.

What are we seeing today but a president, a would be pharaoh, make immigrants,
asylum seeking refugees, foreign university students, transgender people, anyone
who thinks differently, anyone who stands for free speech or simply a free mind---
- into an enemy to be feared and eliminated.

As | said, we live in an era where the words of the Passover story speak to us as
they have not in generations.
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“THIS promise is what has stood by our ancestors and us;
for it was not only one person who rose up to destroy us:
in every single generation people rise up to destroy us.”

We live in an era of unyielding assault on all difference with antisemitism standing
at the core.

Yes-- the chief architect of this Pharaoh like assault is the one who is using the
false veil of pretending to combat antisemitism to actually weaken and destroy
the institutions that stand for us and serve Jews best—places of learning. Nothing
symbolizes this more than the current assault on our universities and all
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institutions dedicated to education—public schools, museums, and libraries.
These institutions combined are the symbols of Enlightenment tolerance and the
value of learning. These places are akin to Jewish symbols. What other faith
emphasizes learning as do we? Don’t we teach Talmud Torah =Study is equal to
all the Mitzvot combined?

Universities, libraries, schools, museums --These are the institutions American
Jews revere. These are the places that this administration seeks to destroy all in
the cynical name of protecting us. It is a sham.

It is a scam. It is terrifying.

Nothing good will come of this for us.

This president has placed a target on our front and back.

We must shout this from the rooftops because the Anti-Defamation League has
become the League of Appeasement.

But | wish to return to our Seder story—the story we all know.

Moses and Aaron stand before Pharaoh asking for freedom and when Pharaoh
refuses, God sends the plagues—ten in all.

We all know the back and forth.

Moses asks

Pharaoh refuses

God sends plague

Pharaoh says yes

And then

Pharaoh changes his mind.

This happens five times for five plagues.

(Blood, Frogs, Lice, Flies, Cattle Disease

Boils, Hail, Locust, Darkness, Death of 1° Born)

Beginning with the sixth plague, the Torah uses the unexpected phrase that God
is hardening Pharaoh’s heart and refusing to let the Israelites go to freedom.
Remember this is biblical metaphor.

The first five times we might say, Pharaoh is making a rational calculation. We
can withstand these attacks. How can | let this slave population go? We need
them for their production value.



With Plague Number 6, all rational thinking is gone. God hardening Pharaoh’s
heart is simply a metaphor. It is akin to saying that Pharaoh is now in a world of
total non-rational, emotional, from the gut—reaction. There is no reason here.
Torah is going to the heart of the matter. Pharaoh’s true self with an evil heart.

EVIL—a hard word.

Evil, is nearly impossible to define but | would like to suggest this biblical
understanding. For the Bible, anything that contradicts God’s holiness is evil.

But what do we mean by God’s holiness.

To contradict God’s holiness means to defile human dignity—what we might call
dehumanization.

Dehumanization is the biblical understanding of evil, the defiling of human
dignity.

Human beings are created in the image of God. The defiling of that dignity is evil.

[My most vivid example of this is the text in Deuteronomy 21 which forbids leave
the body of an executed criminal hanging from the tree after he is deceased.
Torah considers this defiling. *

The Talmud teaches about this verse (Sanhedrin 46b) that to defile a body—even
of a criminal is a defiling of God since we are created in God’s image. The Talmud
text actually suggests that defiling a body can be understood by witnesses as a
defiling of God. It is absolutely forbidden.]

It is as if, we humans are the symbols of God’s on Earth. In its most vivid example
of this, the Bible and Talmud allows capital punishment for certain crimes but
even the body of an executed criminal must be treated with reverence as created
in God’s image.

Pharaoh’s actions have no regard for human life, or human dignity.
This is biblical Evil. This is why Pharaoh has to drown in the Sea. Ultimate evil is
beyond redemption.



Our current presidential regime presses on Pharaoh like---arrest for no reason,
shutting down free speech, deportations without cause, all seeking to destroy
free expression and freedom of thought.

This regime is at war against Difference.

Every Micah member that is paying even partial attention has heard me say that
the Jewish mandate in our time is to defend our Enlightenment Jewish values and
the world of tolerance it stands for.

(BREAK HERE)

For those of us who are living in a world of disbelief, one final word—this recent
news story about the United States Naval Academy’s banning of books. “At the
same time as the U.S. Naval Academy removed a display honoring Jewish female

graduates ahead of a visit from Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth, it also removed
books about the Holocaust and antisemitism. The books, which also covered the
history of white supremacy in the United States, were among nearly 400 removed
ahead of the (secretary’s) visit last week.”

Book banning has now officially reached higher education. The students at are
Naval Academy are denied access to education about the Holocaust, antisemitism
and White Supremacy—just to finally bury the notion that this administration
cares one whit about combatting antisemitism.

PAUSE

At the Passover table, we hold a book and we read a story, we place ourselves in
the story and we end with a vision of hope.

The Seder text | grew up with from the great Rabbi Mordecai Kaplan Haggadah
ends with the words—


https://www.jta.org/2025/04/03/politics/display-honoring-jewish-women-graduates-of-naval-academy-removed-ahead-of-hegseth-visit
https://www.jta.org/2025/04/03/politics/display-honoring-jewish-women-graduates-of-naval-academy-removed-ahead-of-hegseth-visit

“Chasal Siddur Pesach...

We have come to the close of our Seder... We have learned the message of the
Exodus for our day. We have rededicated ourselves to the cause of freedom from
tyranny and oppression for all people...”

And then —of course—

N'1AN D211 XA NYY.
Next year in a rebuilt Jerusalem!
We go forward with Hope.

This is the Passover message.
Remember!

Jews Don’t Despair.

We are a people who have resisted tyrants since Pharaoh.
This is the entire point of the story.

We stay true to our values.

This Year—Tomorrow Evening

Tell the story.

Read the book.

Tell the story of pharaoh

and tell the story of today.



Let your Haggadah symbolize all of the books.

But also sing the songs.

Next year in a New Jerusalem.

We are an indomitable people.

This year, our team is losing but we are destined to win.
This is our eternal secret.

BA-YOM HA-HU WE SAY—ON THAT DAY!

The Passover table reminds us of this and inspires us to be this people this year
and every year.

Chag Sameach! B’shanah Habaah!

*Deuteronomy 21:22-23

“If a man has committed a sin worthy of death, and he is put to death, and you
hang him on a tree; his body shall not remain all night upon the tree, but you
must bury him the same day; for to leave the body hanging is an affront to God,;
and you shall not thus defile the land which ADONAI has given you...”

The Talmud says about this verse:

“This is a degradation of the Divine King, for man is made in God’s image... A
parable! It may be compared to the case of two twin brothers who very closely
resembled each other: one became king and the other was arrested for robbery



and was hanged. Whoever saw him on the gallows thought that the king was
hanged” (Sanhedrin 46b)
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