Herut and Atzmaut – Freedom and Independence

…  It was the courage born of this Faith that enabled us to grasp the opportunity of Statehood when the Almighty offered it to us ..
 By far the most epoch-making event in Jewish History since Yetziat Mitzraim on the 15th Nisan 1450 B.C.E. was the Declaration of Israel's Independence on the 5th of lyar 1948 C.E.  Here we examine the events in between which are important because of the manner in which they fit into the general picture.

NOT IDENTICAL
The Exodus from Egypt some three-and-a-half thousand years ago gave us freedom, at least for the time being. Repeatedly it was taken from us and repeatedly we returned to slaveries of all kinds, to Pharaohs in all parts of the world. The return to nationhood in our own lifetime has enabled us to stand on our own feet again, to be responsible, by the Will of G- for our own destiny. From the Egyptian deliverance came the message of Pesach; the modern deliverance added a new dimension to our Calendar, the consummation of centuries of struggle, of hope, of disappointments, of yearning, of prophetic fulfilment. 
The two concepts - freedom and independence - are not identical but there is a significant link between them. Freedom is essentially the absence of slavery; the removal of coercion, the power to do what one likes without the fear of retribution. 
Alas! Where, in all our chequered history, have we been free to do as we please? Once driven from our Homeland, we dared not go but to whither we were driven; could not settle but where grudgingly permitted; forbidden to stay except by the grace of tyrants; tormented because of our beliefs, tortured for refusing to abandon them; strangers in strange lands. What could Pesach have meant in our long galuth, but bitterness of spirit, amplitude of salty tears, recollections of the Egyptian and other slaveries? 
While the Hebrew language possessed several words denoting freedom such as herut, hofesh, Deror, the term for independence was only minted in our own day. Atzmaut is a modern creation - as new as the State of Israel. Earlier writers and speakers expressed the idea by means of various circumlocutions. 
Pesach is zeman herutenu and recalls the fact that the Almighty redeemed us "from slavery to freedom - from bondage to redemption-from darkness to great light". The term herut is Rabbinic and was not coined as a description of Pesach until strangely enough, we had lost our freedom. Yorm Haatzmaut (perhaps we should call it Yom atzmatenu) reminds us that we have come full circle from subjection to the yoke of foreign powers to the enjoyment of complete self-reliance. We have tasted the true flavour of both herut and atzmaut. 

NATIONAL INDEPENDENCE
Both concepts are of two kinds - physical and spiritual. True there have been periods in our history when individuals and even whole communities enjoyed physical freedom in the shape of economic and religious privileges and concessions. They may have felt the illusions of freedom and trained themselves to speak of their native towns as the Jerusalem of their native countries, but how often were they suddenly and rudely shaken out of their complacency! It was in order to sweep away such a fate, finally and decisively, that the great Zionist Congress at Basie issued the Jewish Declaration of Freedom, loud and clear, and at the sound of which the world sat up and listened.
 For the first time in Jewish history the world learned what freedom really meant to Israel.  It was not political or civil concessions that they wanted, not rights and privileges in foreign lands, not lip service to equality, fraternity and liberty; they wanted nothing less than complete and absolute national independence in a land which had been assigned to them by history by Divine Providence.  They were tired of the precarious privileges graciously or grudgingly granted by governments or potentates. Only one privilege they sought - that of living their own spiritual and intellectual life in their own National Home. Any other freedom, any other independence, was unacceptable because they were nothing less than an insidious invitation to assimilate. 
It was, as Ahad-Haam wrote, an abject bondage amid meretricious freedom, a mental enslavement in a superficial liberation. The extent to which this "bondage in freedom" stretched is illustrated by the fantastic claim of a French Jewish philosopher that every Jew, no matter of what nationality, is duty bound to offer thanks for the emancipation he enjoys, to the French. Nay, he must regard France as his primary birthplace and his real country of birth as only second in rank! As for Jerusalem, it is no more than the birthplace of Jewish memory and faith. It may have a place in his worship but the Jew himself is a true son of his native land. Of what value was freedom like this when it did not carry with it personal responsibility -moral, spiritual and intellectual? There are no half measures. We are either the slaves of G-d or the slaves of Pharoah. As Yehuda Halevi sang: 
Time servers are the slaves of slaves; 
Only the servant of G-d alone is free 
Therefore, when all men seek their portion,
 "My portion is G-d", says my soul.

 The servant of G-d can be free even while fettered in chains. The slaves of Pharoah remain in their servitude even I when apparently enjoying freedom. 

REAL INDEPENDENCE
It was not until the State of Israel was established that we have begun to enjoy real freedom, real independence both physical and spiritual. Our hard won independence is real because it is based on the recognition of essential prerequisites; the possession of a geographical territory with guaranteed frontiers, with a strong defence system, a viable and ever increasing population a sound economy rooted in all types of industry, a flourishing soil, the development of all export trade, and a satisfactory political relationship on the international plane.
To complete this freedom and independence the State must create conditions in which Jewish life can be lived to the full, unhampered by godless influences, uncontaminated by importations and accretions from outside.  Israelis must be free men, bene-horin in the Mishnaic conception of the term, possessed of a free creative spirit, released for intellectual productivity - literary, scientific, aesthetic. 
The whole spirit of the celebration of both Pesach and Yom Ha’atzmaut surely depends on the ability of the celebrants to live in accordance with Jewish tradition and Jewish teaching. For, to live as Jews burdened with the task of perpetual apology is as bad as outright assimilation. Such an existence would challenge us with the question, "Why remain Jews?" 
Weakness has never paid dividends; the slave mind has never recorded achievements. Progress has been attained only by the independent. Revolutions have been affected only by the free. The slave waits for miracles; the free and independent mind, fired by faith, creates them. It was our faith in the Eternal that brought us out of all the Egypt of history and across all the Red Seas of exile, that provided the basis upon which rested the majestic achievements of the Yishuv in 1948, 1956 and 1967. It was the courage born of this faith that enabled us to grasp the opportunity of Statehood when the Almighty offered it to us. It was this message that is so beautifully presented to us in the Midrash Rabba: Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai, quoting Rabbi Meir, said that in the Vision of the Ladder, Jacob saw first the Angel Prince of Babylon ascending and descending. Then came the Angel Prince of Media who followed suit; the Angel Prince of Greece did the same thing and finally the Angel Prince of Edom. The Holy One Blessed Be He then invited Jacob to ascend the ladder - in other words to join the world family of Nations. But he was afraid lest he should be forced to descend like the rest. The Holy One Blessed Be He was displeased and said: "If you had ascended you would never have had need to descend again. Now, however, that you have failed to ascend the Ladder of Statehood, your children are destined to be enslaved to the four empires". No wonder Bar Yohai had to flee the wrath of the Roman overlords and to remain in hiding for 13 years! 
Thank G-d that we, in our generation, have been deemed worthy of overcoming our fears of boldly ascending the Ladder of Statehood. 
We are proud of our brethren in Israel who have actually proved themselves worthy to free our land from the hands of aliens and who after nineteen centuries of exile and bondage, have re-established not only for themselves, but for all Israel, a free and independent Society wherein those who desire may practise Judaism unhindered and unmolested. Herein lies the significance of both Pesach and Independence Day - Herut and Atzmaut. 
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