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PESAH  THOUGHTS 
An Adaptation of “Maturity Forged in Adversity,” Rabbi Ira Rohde’s Debar Torah for Parashat Shemot 

PASSOVER 5775 

 Exodus 1:7 “And the children of Israel were fruitful, and increased 
abundantly, and multiplied, and waxed exceedingly mighty, and the land was 
filled with them.” Many such long strings of synonyms for increase in size of 
the Children of Israel are repeated whenever the experience of Egypt is men-
tioned in the Bible. In the Torah’s terse style, such atypical wordiness tends 
to occur when the Torah is ”waxing poetic,” in an outburst of lyrical praise, 
such as here, where it is of Israelite numeric strength and might. But such a 
lapse into a lyrical tone means that the Torah is trying to alert us to appreciate 
a qualitative shift. Even the plain meaning of the text says that, more than the 
increase in the quantitative size, the “Children of Israel” have now become a 
nation. The Haggadah, in commenting on a parallel string of synonyms in 
Deuteronomy, brings out nuances in the different terms. The parallel term for “multiplied” or “becoming numerous” is 
interpreted as indicating “reaching maturity,” as the Song of Songs depicts a girl reaching puberty as an adult woman. 

 So the Israelites reached maturity as a nation with a “marked” national identity, as the Haggadah also points out, in 
Egypt, in a land which was not their own. This was already happening before they became enslaved, but their enslave-
ment, as well as the process leading to their subsequent establishment as a free people in their own land, intensified that 
maturation. It was in the ”iron furnace” of Egyptian adversity that the Israelite nation came of age. The adversity which 
tested them developed their strength in extraordinary ways in response. As hard as they worked to fulfill the obligations 

due (“חק”) o their taskmasters in Egypt in bricks was as hard as they would learned to work to “pay their due” to fulfill 

their obligations under the Law (“חק”) to God and their society. It’s interesting that the terms used for Egyptian “slavery” 
and Divine “service” are intentionally the same, although the former type of labor is described as having a rigor which is 
crushing or backbreaking. The entire thrust of the Torah’s laws is geared to appreciating the Divine liberation from slavery 
enough to do the utmost to prevent ever falling into permanent slavery again, save only submission to service of God out 
of free will. The experience of rampant injustice under slavery would galvanize their will to found a just society upon Di-
vine Law. 

 For the individual, as well, oftentimes growth which leads to real maturity must be forged in the tests of adversity. 
Trial and travail is often the crucible in which the will and discipline to forge a strong and free identity is galvanized. 

 On Pesah we eat  לחם עני , the “bread of affliction (or impoverishment)” (see Deut 16:3) in memory of  

“ עני עמי אשר במצרים  the affliction of my people who are in Egypt” (see Exodus 3:7). But by resolving to always 
remember that impoverishment or affliction and by intentionally “afflicting ourselves,” eating no hametz but rather the 
“bread of affliction” as a semi-fasting in self-discipline, like the “affliction” of fasting on Yom Kippur (see Lev. 23:27 

“ ועניתם את נפשותיכם  and you shall afflict yourselves”), we create the discipline to be able to freely forge our own 
mature identity. Or, to look at it another way, the ability to turn the endurance of affliction into conscious self-discipline 
is the sign of mature strength. 
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