
Does our memory- as individuals and as Jews- have to reflect events precisely as they really happened?  
This topic is important at Pesach because there is no archeological evidence in the Sinai of the exodus from 
Egypt. Were we Jews really slaves to Pharaoh, and did we flee from Egypt? This after all, the narrative from 
which all of Pesach is “spun off.” 
Here is my answer. 
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            In the mid 1990’s a colleague of mine from Los Angeles, Rabbi David Wolpe, delivered a sermon on the 
first day of Pesach in which he said that in all probability the exodus from Egypt of the children of Israel never 

actually took place. There is simply not one shred of evidence from archeology in the entire 
Sinai Desert between Egypt and ancient Canaan that the children of Israel marched through those parts. Nor is 

there any testimony in the Egyptian records any children of Israel being enslaved and escaping under duress. 
That sermon by Rabbi Wolpe stirred up a furor. Its thesis appeared widely both in the Jewish press and in 

secular newspapers, starting with the Los Angeles Times. Its theme still reverberates. One can watch the 
Discovery channel today and see the same argument. 

            So now we come to the Haggadah that we read last night at our seder. “Avadim Hayeen L’Pharoh 
B’mitrayim” – “We were slaves in Egypt to Pharaoh.” A slight diversion into Hebrew grammar. Should one 

instead rephrase that core statement as a question? How would one do that? There are no question marks or 
periods in ancient Hebrew. By adding the Hebrew phrase “Ha’im” to any sentence it becomes a question. “Ani 

Eish” – “I am a man” becomes “Ha’im Ani Eish” – “Am I a man?” So perhaps the phrase “Avadim Hayeenu” – 
“We were slaves to Pharaoh in Egypt” should really read “Ha’im Avadim Hayeenu?” – “Were we slaves to 

Pharaoh in Egypt?” And what of those five rabbis sitting in Bnai Brak through the whole night talking about the 
Exodus from Egypt? Should they have retired to sleep at a more reasonable hour? 

            I can tell you how I personally solve this problem, and still “keep my faith,” so to speak. By accepting 
that history and truth are two separate spheres: that memory is more than reality. History tries to establish the 

reality. Memory establishes the truth. Or to put it in a different way, the truth of history and the truth of memory 
can be separate facts. If my memory tells me that the Exodus is true then “Avadim Hayeenu” – “we were slaves 

to Pharaoh in Egypt” - then that is the truth regardless of the historical reality which anyway is ambiguous. 
Because it is that historical memory which has shaped our Pesach for millennia, not the archeological facts. Our 

memory commands us to celebrate the Seder as we eat and pray our way through our slavery. That memory 
truth is sufficient to keep me away from a bagel or pizza or pasta for eight days because my ancestors in my 

memory were enslaved and liberated. 
            I hear you saying “but don’t we want to know the real factual truth of history?” Of course we do! But, as 

in personal life, the truth which causes us to act, and which shapes us, is as much memory as it is reality. Let me 



give you an analogy in your own family, as you sat around the Seder table, how truth of memory is different 
from truth of history. How many of our families have the memory of parents and grandparents who were frugal 

and saved and enabled us to achieve what we have in our comfortable environment. How many of us remember 
our families working hard and saving for our education? But sometimes in that narrative we push into the 

recesses of our mind the memory of an uncle or that grandparent who was perhaps a spendthrift, maybe a 
gambler, or even a drunk and did not fit into this family memory? Not unheard of! But it is that collective 

family memory, regardless of the historical truth, which impacts and shapes our family memory. 
            I would hope that someday the remnants of Benai Yisrael fleeing from Egypt will be found in the Sinai 

Desert, so that truth and memory coincide. But until that time, I subscribe to the truth: "Avadim Hayenu 
L'Pharoh Bemitzrayim.” 


