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The Essence of Pesach 
From the Teachings of Rav Yaakov Weinberg zt”l 

 
The Time of Our Freedom 

When we want to discover the essence of any holiday, the place to search is in our tefilah - in the prayers 

of that holiday. Invariably, the Chochamim who composed the prayer inserted a phrase that identifies or 

defines the essence of the holiday. 

 

Pesach is defined in this prayer as “zman cheirusanu” – the time of our freedom, when we gained our 

freedom. 

 

Now, this poses a great many problems.  

 

Question #1: If the essence of Pesach is freedom, then all those many centuries when Jews were 

anything but free, would have been a blatant contradiction to the holiday of Pesach!? 

 

To have celebrated Pesach in the concentration camps, as so many Jews did, at the cost of risking their of 

lives, and frequently of life itself – that would have been meaningless. How could you have called them 

free – “the time of our freedom”? 

 

I think this necessitates a reassessment of the meaning of freedom. What do we mean when we use that 

word? I don’t think that we can accept that it means the ordinary sense of “not being in prison” or “not 

being enslaved”. 

 

Question #2: Is zman cheirusanu, the time of our freedom, really even the correct focus? 

 

All of the mitzvos in the Torah, are zecher l’yitziyas mitzrayim, as a memory of our being taken out of the 

bondage of Egypt. 

 

G-d Himself, when He appeared to all the Jews at Har Sinai and spoke for the first time and made them 

aware of His being, doesn’t say to them: “I am the Lord your G-d who created the heavens and the earth 

and all that is.” Rather, He says to them “I am the Lord your G-d who took you out of bondage, from the 

land of Egypt.” 

 

The words of the Torah itself are (שמות ז ,ו): ''והייתם לי לעם ואהיה לכם לאלהים"  

“You will become to me a nation and I will become to you for a Lord.”  

 

It’s usually translated as “your G-d”, but the correct meaning is “your Lord” – your Master. There was a 

special relationship that was established at the Exodus from Egypt, the relationship of a nation – of a 

people - and their Lord. 

 

This concept of Lord is the concept that G-d deals with the nation of Israel differently than with any other 

nation. He deals directly as their Lord, whereas to all other nations, although He is, of course, the G-d of 

all existence, but He is not their “Lord” directly. He treats them through surrogates. 

 

“I will be your Lord” means not a surrogate, but rather directly involved in your lives, in your history, in 

all that transpires with you; dealing differently with the Jews than with all other nations. And that is what 

we mean when we say: שמע ישראל, Hear O Israel, ה' אלהינו , the Lord is our G-d.  
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Certainly, if we were trying to communicate the essesnce of the holiday, this concept of having a 

special relationship with G-d would appear to be, by far, much more significant than the concept of 

zman cheirusainu – the time of our freedom? 

 

Question #3: Instead of being servants of Pharoah, we are now servants of Hashem. How exactly 

does that make us free!? 

 

Thirdly, which might appear to be an even greater contradiction: “עבדי הם …” [Leviticus 25:42] G-d says 

of the Jews -“…They are my servants…!” Why are they my servants? Because I redeemed them from the 

servitude of Egypt. 
 

In other words, G-d says I didn’t give them freedom. I exchanged their servitude to the Egyptians into a 

servitude to Me. Why is this called freedom? This certainly seems to be a paradox! 

 

A Different Type of Freedom 

It certainly would appear that the proper designation of this holiday should be the holiday of our 

relationship to You, G-d! The holiday of being the people of G-d. But why zman cheirusanu – the season 

of our freedom? 

 

Therefore, I think it follows almost inevitably, that the concept of freedom that we’re dealing with in 

this context is THE FREEDOM TO SERVE G-D. 
 

This is consistent with a major tenet of our Chochamim, who relate (Avos 6:2):  

It says in the Chumash חרות על הלוחות– inscribed on the tablets. And the Chochamim say אל תקרי  

שאין לך בן  ’don’t understand inscribed to mean ‘inscribed’, rather to mean ‘to be free –חרות אלא חירות

 .freedom can only be found in the Torah itself - חורין אלא מי שעוסק בתלמוד תורה

 

Now what is that supposed to mean? 

 

Everybody knows that the Torah would seem the most unlikely place of freedom. It is the Torah that tells 

you what to do, when to do, how to do, why to do. This is freedom!? In what sense is this freedom? 

 

Therefore, it becomes very clear that the concept of freedom that we Jews are using here, and is the basis 

of our understanding of what we stand for as Jews, is a different freedom than the freedom ordinarily 

meant. 

 

But is it really? 

 

Or will we find that this definition of freedom is actually the only meaningful definition of freedom and 

the only universal one? 

 

Freedom is Responsibility 

Well, let’s take a look. How are we to understand the word freedom? What is it supposed to mean? 

Surely the basic meaning of freedom, is my right to do as I choose. That is the basic freedom. 

 

My right to do as I choose means that I, and I alone, am responsible for me. Since I can choose to go to 

the right, and if I choose to go to the right results in my getting hurt badly, then I have no one else to 

blame but myself. You’re the one who decided to do that; it was your choice.  

That’s what freedom means: you are free to be what you choose. The true meaning of freedom is 

responsibility!  
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What YOU Do Actualy Makes A Difference! 

Can it mean anything else? If what you choose is what you’re stuck with, and if to be free means that 

you’re responsible for whatever choice you make, then the true meaning of freedom is responsibility. 

 

If a Henry Ford can say, as he did, “You can choose any color you like, as long as you choose black”, he 

wasn’t really giving you a choice at all! Which means that freedom is only when, what you choose 

actually makes a difference! When you have a choice that makes a difference, then you’re acutally free. 

 

A slave could choose whether he’s going to eat the slop that they give him for lunch sitting down or 

standing up, nobody cares. That’s because it makes no difference. A choice between two alternatives that 

make no difference is not a choice! Choice means it will make a difference! Responsibility - makes a 

difference! 

 

Living A Meaningful Life 

Therefore, zman cheirusanu doesn’t simply mean freedom, it means responsibility. Responsibility means 

that what I’m going to choose is going to make a difference. Which means I can lead one kind of life or 

another kind of life. It means that I can lead a life of significance, purpose and accomplishment, or I can 

lead a life of self-indulgence and meaninglessness. 

 

But this choice cannot be made until I have the opportunity of actually achieving in a meaningful way. 

That achievement was made possible by becoming G-d’s people.  

 

The significance of becoming G-d’s people is that there is now a tremendous distinction between one kind 

of a life and another. If I’m G-d’s people, I can lead a life leading to the highest, the noblest, and the 

deepest of accomplishments. One in which I can relate to G-d Himself and share in the absoluteness of 

the Creator Himself. Or reject it, and lead a life of total meaninglessness and of an indulgence in the 

moment; a passing fancy. 

 

This has now become the choice placed before me - and now my life can make a difference. This is 

freedom!  

 

Without Torah,… There Are Only Cows? 

“There is no freedom except in the Torah.” [Avos, 6, 2]  

 

There is no freedom until a meaning to life can be found; where a significance to choice can be 

discovered. And it is only through Torah does true freedom come into existence. Because it is only 

through the Torah that one can achieve meaningful responsibility; that one’s own choice can become 

important and significant. 

 

You can choose between a life of Torah that will therefore lead to accomplishment and greatness. Or you 

can choose between a life of self-indulgence and meaninglessness.  

 

So in a deep sense, we can realize that without G-d and without Torah, there is no freedom!  

 

Without Torah, one is a total slave to one’s physical needs, to indulgence. What else is there? You’ve got 

to indulge and deal with that which will give you the most temporary pleasure. You can’t even think in 

terms of ultimate purposes; there are no such things. And therefore, one ultimately begins to think “how 

can I get the most cows to eat?”  
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When cows to eat become a little bit tiresome and boring, you’re going to try to find some more exotic 

food in order to get more excited about eating.  

 

When you can eat steak three times a day, every day, they’re meaningless. How many steaks are you 

going to eat before it disgusts and nauseates you? It’s slavery! 

 

Distractions 

You only have to take a look to see how absolutely true this is. The man who’s become a success, often 

what has he sacrificed in order to achieve the so-called “success?” 

 

His very life.  

 

His essence. His family. His being. EVERYTHING. He’s a slave! 

 

He’s a slave to the drugs he uses. He’s a slave to the alcohol he uses. He’s a slave to the need of thrills 

that he has.  

 

You know the fellows who have to go climbing or do stunts!? They’re slaves. They’re slaves to the needs 

of giving thrills to their bodies. He has to constantly find new ways to thrill and excite and give some 

alleviation to the boredom of existence! He’s a slave in the deepest sense of the word. 

 

Whereas, the shomer mitzvah, the one who has a Torah and has a purpose – he has decisions to make.  

 

What’s the right and the wrong? How to go about it? When? In which way?  

 

This is a man of responsibility. This is a man whose decisions are meaningful and who has the freedom to 

choose. Including to reject existence itself. Including to choose death. But it’s a freedom. There are 

choices to be made. 

 

And zman cheirusanu is actually the deepest expression of becoming G-d’s people.  

 

It says that the significance of becoming G-d’s chosen people is that now we matter! That now we have 

decisions to make; we have responsibilities that have become incumbent upon us. We are a free people – 

who have a lfe to live and give meaning to. Or we can reject it all for the passing moment and lose 

everything. This is true freedom. 

 

Freedom Is Achieved - Not A Gift 

This is really the point of becoming G-d’s people. It’s an opportunity in which we can achieve, but the 

achievement is up to us. Being G-d’s nation doesn’t guaruntee us anything - other than opportunity and 

responsibility to achieve. So the true significance of becoming G-d’s people is that we are now able to 

do and build, in a way that affects reality - or G-d forbid, to destroy. My choices make a difference; 

I’m truly a free human being. 

 

Therefore, the proper understanding of being G-d’s unique people is freedom. It is not a simple present or 

a cushy ride. It’s a  resposnibility to make use of, or G-d forbid, to lose the opportunity and thereby bring 

ourselves to the deepest sense of loss imaginable! 

 

Before one has this opportunity, how much could you lose? But, if you have this opportunity, your choice 

becomes awesome! There is so much at stake. It is a meaningful freedom. It is, therefore, zman 

cheirusanu. 
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Practical Implications 

Let’s see some of the significance of this. In this message, it is the human being who has what to 

accomplish. Our efforts, our activities, what we do, how we do it, what we say are all our responsibility. 

We can’t say to G-d: “G-d, I’m going to sit down, feed me!” It’s your responsibility. “I’m going to have a 

family, take care of them.” It’s your responsibility. The whole concept that Man has to do, is built on this 

sense of freedom. 

 

But it goes beyond that too, and here is perhaps the deepest significance of it: 

 

If you speak of freedom and responsibility, you’re also saying that what counts is the here and the now - 

not the World to Come! 

 

We are not free in the world to come. In the world to come, we no longer have choices. Freedom is in this 

world alone! If we designate the Yom Tov of Pesach as zman cheirusanu, the season of our freedom, then 

we are making an enormous statement about how the Jew sees life! 

 

It is in this world, that what we do matters. It is in this world that we are the creators, the ones who 

accomplish - not in the world to come. Therefore, life becomes infinitely precious! 

 

The World To Come 

One cannot say, that I would really rather be dead, because then I will be in the world to come and 

everything will be fine there. On the contrary, David says in the Psalms [Tehilim, 116,17]: 

 

 .It isn’t the dead who can praise G-d -'' לא המתים יהללו יה ...'' 

 

  and not those who have descended into silence – '' ולא כל יורדי דומה ...''

 

Not from them can come an appreciation of the Creator, the service of G-d, or a real relationship. 

 

Meaningful Relationships 

The relationship between Man and G-d is only meaningful because we’re free. A forced relationship that 

doesn’t have freedom is a non-meaningful relationship. 

 

On the other hand, “You’ll be to me a nation, I’ll be to you a G-d” [Vaera, 6, 7], is only if it’s a 

relationship where each maintains an ability to choose. It’s got to be free. Freely taken, freely given. 

 

And as a matter of fact, when it came to the giving of the Torah at Har Sinai, didn’t G-d first send Moshe 

to the Jews to present it to them and to ask if they were prepared to accept it? They were free to say yes or 

to say no. Without that freedom you can’t have a Torah.  

 

The Torah, is not that of a master to a slave. The Torah is that of a covenant, a relationship. 

 

We are obligated in the Torah only because we took upon ourselves a “na’aseh v’nishmah!” It was only 

after they voluntarily said “na’aseh v’nishmah!” that they had a “Kafoh aleyhem har k’gigis” where the 

Torah became binding on them. It’s clear in the Chumash that that was crucial. There was an offer, and 

they had to accept that offer in order for the Torah to be binding on them. 

 

Relationship With All Mankind 

Now let’s see if we can distinguish this a bit more sharply. 
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Mankind has G-d’s obligations, the seven Noachide mitzvos, the seven commandments which G-d gave to 

all human beings. All of mankind are obligated (Sanhedrin 56) to keep and maintain the seven basic 

human laws about: (1) Blasphemy, (2) Idolatry, (3) Murder, (4) Robbery, (5) Adultery, (6) Eating the 

limb of a live animal, and (7) the need to create courts and legislators to lead, guide, and discipline all 

peoples. 

 

These are basic human laws which G-d gave to all mankind. 

 

The laws which we Jews have, the Taryag 613 Mitzvos are specifically to the Jews and to nobody else. 

 

The difference between these groups of laws, however, is fundamental. For the seven Noachide laws, G-d 

didn’t discuss with anybody whether you’re going to take it or not. He presented it as the absolute 

necessity; in the world He created, these laws must be kept. These are not laws given to free people. 

These are laws given to slaves so to speak. You’ve got to do it or you’re not going to live. You’re not 

going to do it? I’ll bring a flood!  

 

There is no relationship posited there. There is no give and take. The Master, is ordering His subjects: 

You belong to Me, I’m telling you what you’ve got to do. 

 

When it comes to the Torah, it’s altogether different, He’s not ordering. He’s offering a relationship, a 

covenant of two sides, each accepting certain obligations as well as privileges. 

 

G-d obligates, koviyochol, as it were, Himself, as well as the Jews obligating themselves. Each side has 

taken obligations and each side has taken privileges. That’s a covenant, we’ve developed a give and take. 

We’ve developed a relationship. In a sense, it’s a marriage that takes place. 

 

A Royal Marriage 

The one thing that a marriage cannot be is forced! Marriage can only be valid if it is freely entered into. If 

it isn’t freely entered into, then there is no marriage. So much so, that even if a woman is coerced into it, 

the marriage is not valid. 

 

The covenant between the nation of Israel and G-d - is like a marriage. It is a relationship, and therefore, 

must be freely entered into. It’s not the king who orders his subject, but rather the coronation of a king 

(Rosh Hashanah 16a): “tamlichuni Aleichem” - we make Him our King! 

 

A king who is a master - who has total, absolute and complete control - is a king who is not accepted by 

his people. He is their king no matter what they want and is imposed o nthem with his power. On the 

other hand, a king that is appointed and accepted by a people, enters a relationship with the people. 

 

G-d is the king of His creation, on all mankind, and His orders are absolute. But, as the King of Israel, He 

became a king. On Rosh Hashana G-d says (Rosh Hashanah 16a):  תמליכוני עליכם– “so that I shall rule 

over you” 
 

We had to accept the kingship of G-d in order for it to be a covenant and, therefore, it is specifically 

freedom. Unlike the seven Noachide laws, the laws of the Torah are laws built on freedom. Built on 

the right to accept or reject. 
 

Once we’ve accepted it, we are now bound by the covenant and can no longer reject it. But it is a law 

which we freely and openly accepted. Having signed the contract, so to speak, I’ve obviously obligated 

myself to keep it. But it is a self-imposed obligation, and therefore in perfect consonance with freedom.  
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It is the mark of freedom and the freedom of Yitziyas Mitzrayim. We are a nation that relates to G-d. 

The very definition of Jewry is: A FREELY ACCEPTED RELATIONSHIP WITH OUR CREATOR! 

 

This is Zman Cheirusanu - it’s the time of freedom and THE expression of what this Yom Tov is all 

about. 

 

We’re In This Together 

Another important dimension: Our covenantal relationship with G-d and the keeping of the mitzvos are 

not ours as INDIVIDUALS, but ours as part of a PEOPLE:  

 

The covenant was with a people " והייתם לי לעם " - You will be My nation – My people, '' לכם לאלהים 

 .and I will be your G-d, your master - your Lord - ''והייתי

 

Therefore, I relate to my Creator not as an individual, but as part of belonging to the nation. It is by being 

part of the nation of Israel that I can relate to G-d.  

 

The statement of achieving this covenant with G-d is therfore also a statement of our co-responsibility to 

one another. That all Jews are intertwined as part of this covenant. Therefore, the well-being of every 

single Jew is of the essence of importance to every other single Jew. 

 

It can never be in terms of just my own spiritual life. My concern must always be for my spiritual 

life - in relation to the spiritual life of the nation of Jewry. Meaning all Jews.  
 

Their spiritual wellbeing, just as their physical wellbeing, is of the essence to my existence. Because 

my whole covenant with G-d is as part of a people. 

 

I cannot stand by to see any Jew lose his spiritual existence or his physical well-being without doing my 

utmost to preserve it. It’s me! He’s part of me, I am part of him! We’re all part of the same covenant. 

 

And it is as a people, that we are free. Through the covenant, I can make an impact, have meaning, and 

have justification for existence. I have the opportunity for achievement by being part of a people. 

 

This becomes the inevitable implication of zman cheirusanu – the time of the season of our freedom.  

 

The time of ‘Our’ freedom means the freedom of the people. Therefore, there is a statement of 

recognition, that my very significance is not in myself alone, but rather as a part of the Jewish people.  

 

Not Just Another Religion 

This has a very deep implication! It means that the religion of Jewry is not just another but different 

religion. Namely, that all of mankind must keep the seven mitzvos and in our religion we have more. 

 

The Torah is not just another religion, it’s a relationship! It’s a covenant, with a different core than 

other religions. 

 

Therefore, a Jew doesn’t say “I’m not interested in converting gentiles to Jewry.” It’s absurd! Converting 

to what? You can convert to a religion, but to a relationship? If they want to relate, they’ve got to freely 

enter. How do you go out and create that by proselytizing? 
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If it were a religion, a faith, which has to be followed by all in order to achieve paradise, then I’d have the 

obligation to help all human beings do so. But the minute you recognize that it’s a specific relationship 

between Israel and G-d. That it’s not a faith at all, but rather a part of a covenant, then those who are not 

part of the covenant are not part of the covenant. Why should they keep it!? 

 

If they want to become part of the covenant, G-d says “I’m going to keep it open. You can get into it if 

you want. If you accept it with all of its obligations, privileges, responsibilities, then you can become part 

of this covenant.” That’s geirus – converting. But that’s a fantastically generous and wonderful thing that 

G-d has granted human beings; the ability to join a covenant already established!! 

 

If there was no covenant, and Judaism is just another a religion, if a gentile were to keep the religion, he 

would keep it. He wouldn’t have to go through a geirus. Either you’d keep it or you don’t keep it. Either 

you believe in it or you don’t believe in it, whatever you want. 

 

Not Just A State of Mind 

But once you recognize that Judaism isn’t a religion or a state of mind. That Judaism is actually a 

relationship between the Jew and G-d, built on a covenant between them. That it’s a state of being and a 

relationship that exists between us and G-d, then you can’t say “I’m going to enter it.” What do you mean 

you’re going to enter it? You can’t say you’re going to be my guest. Am I inviting you? Do I want you in 

my house? You’ve got to wait for me to say it’s okay to come into my house.  

 

A covenant requires that the other party of the covenant to say, “Okay, you can join, I’m willing to extend 

it to you as well.” So then you need the proper procedure and acceptance of the covenant by which you 

can become part of the relationship.  

 

But if there is no covenant, then just by keeping the religion you’re keeping a religion. You don’t have 

any geirus procedure by which to convert. Now you see why a reform Rabbi doesn’t need conversion? 

What does he need it for? You’re keeping it. We, however, who believe in a covenant must have a proper 

conversion. Without it you’re not part of the covenant.  

 

It’s not a faith - it’s a reality, a fact of existence. 

 

And that’s what Pesach is all about. Pesach is when the Jews became the Jews, when they became a 

Jewish nation. By entering freely into a covenant, and that’s why it’s zman cheirusanu, because cheirus 

means freedom to choose. It’s a time of recognition of what it means to be Jewish, of having a real 

relationship with G-d. 

 

That’s what it means to become G-d’s people, to enter into a covenant, which is an expression of that 

freedom. All of this is inherent in the words of zman cheirusanu which is THE statement of what Pesach 

is really all about! 
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