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AJN

“I
’M staying in Egypt this 
year.”

This year? In fact, it was 
every year. The same answer.

I’d call my father erev 
Pesach and ask him where 

he’d be for Seder and that would be 
his stock response. “I’m staying in 
Egypt this year.”

Of course, he wasn’t really in 
Egypt. It was actually Bournemouth, 
a seaside town in the south of 
England. And how often he’d really 
be staying there for Seder I’m not 
sure. For instance, sometimes he’d 
be with his brother in Leeds and 
sometimes he’d be with my brother 
in London.

But nonetheless, that was his 
answer every year. For more than 
30 years since my parents divorced.

It was a Pesach tradition. As 
much as eating matzah, asking the 
Four Questions or putting a slice of 
carrot on top of the gefilte fish. Erev 
Pesach: “Where are you for Seder?” 

“I’m staying in Egypt this year.”
But 2023 marked the end of  

an era.
Ten days after the terrible events 

of October 7, my father alav ha’sha-
lom passed away.

Living on the other side of the 
world, it had been several years since 
we’d actually spent a Seder night 
together. So, I was more than used 
to not seeing him at the table. 

But this year I’ve felt his absence 
through not hearing him utter that 
answer over the phone. Pesach has 
not been complete without it.

Needless to say, I’m not alone in 
suffering that sense of loss. In Israel, 
well over 2000 families sat down 
for Seder with empty chairs at their 
table – their loved ones struck down 
on October 7, killed in action since 
then or held hostage in one of the 
terror tunnels in Gaza.

It’s not just me and those 2000 
plus families though. True to the 
spirit of Pesach in which we are sup-
posed to feel that we ourselves were 
slaves, so too we as a people have all 

shared that sense of loss this year – 
that sense summed up so aptly in 
the lament Vehi Sheamda that in 
every generation enemies rise up to 
destroy us.

And it’s not only on Israel’s bor-
ders that the assaults have been 
launched. Over the past couple of 
weeks, we’ve witnessed scenes at 
universities across the United States 
where police have had to be brought 
in to deal with anti-Israel activists 
causing havoc on campus.

Jewish students say they feel 
unsafe, a refrain we’ve heard on 
these shores as well. Likewise, city 
centres the world over are being 
labelled no-go zones for Jews as 
militant protestors chant hate-
filled slogans.

Time and again, we hear the 
same story – that rather than stand 
up to the mob, the authorities tell 
Jews to keep their distance or indeed 
drag them away for fear their pres-
ence might provoke further unrest.

Similarly, venues are bullied into 
cancelling Jewish events, under 
threat of demonstrations on their 
doorsteps.

But every time they give in, the 
bullies see that their tactics work. 

And so they step up their campaign 
of harassment and intimidation.

And another Jewish student 
decides it’s safer to stay at home 
rather than go to lectures. And 
another Jewish event has to find 
a new venue. And another Jewish 
employee feels uncomfortable in the 
workplace and that they have to find 
a new job.

Were there any Seder tables this 
year at which this wasn’t the main 
topic of conversation?

The only way to stop this descent 
into mob rule is to say we will not 
be cowed, we will not slink into the 
shadows. And to insist that those 
entrusted with upholding our rights 
as citizens do just that.

In just under two weeks, the 
Jewish world will mark Yom 
Hazikaron and Yom Ha’atzmaut.

Given what has transpired over 
the past seven months and what we 
as a people are experiencing now, 
never have these days been more 
significant or their observance more 
important. 

As a community, it is imperative 
that we come together to stand with 
each other and stand with Israel. 
And stand proud.

These aren’t just symbolic ges-
tures. 

There are those in our com-
munity who lost loved ones on 
and since October. 7 We stand 
with them and we comfort them. 
There are those in our commu-
nity who’ve lost work, who’ve lost 
friends, who’ve been abused, whose 
businesses have been targeted, who 
feel unsafe where they study or 
where they live. We stand with them 
and we support them. 

And there are those outside our 
community who want us to cower 
and want Israel eradicated. But we 
won’t stand for that.

So, join the Yom Hazikaron and 
Yom Ha’atzmaut events in your 
state as we stand with each other, 
we stand with our brothers and 
sisters in the Jewish State, and we 
stand tall.

Now more than ever, it’s never 
been more critical for us to take  
a stand.

Zeddy Lawrence is the executive 

director of Zionism Victoria. 

Yom Hazikaron is on Monday May 13. 

Register: trybooking.com/CQYOR 

Yom Ha’atzmaut is on Tuesday May 14. 

Register: trybooking.com/CRCIJ 

Chairs for the missing Bibas family at a symbolic Seder table at the communal dining hall at Kibbutz Nir Oz on April 11. 
 Photo: Maya Alleruzzo/AP
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