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SLAVES TO PHARAOH  

Historically, slaves were tradable property. They were transported 

against their will, sold on open slave markets, forced to do whatever 

jobs their owners charged them with, could not leave their masters 

premises without their permission and were devoid of any rights for 

property, wages or compensation. They could be married to anyone 

their masters chose for them, or exploited sexually by him or his 

household, and their children were to be permanent slaves also. A 

chief source of slavery were prisoners of war, sometimes waged 

expressly for this purpose. Enslavement of persons of other religions 

was even sanctioned religiously – Christians enslaving Muslims and 

pagans and Muslims enslaving Christians and Jews. In the early 

colonial era tens of millions of people were slaves, constituting an 

important sector of the productive economy. 

It is natural to identify with the plight of many of these people, who 

sometimes staged revolts against their conditions and treatment. 

Indeed, slavery has been abolished, at least juristically, in most 

countries of the modern world. However, the idea of liberation of the 

Israelites from their servitude in Egypt does not seem to pertain 

principally to these revolting aspects of slavery. We do not find much 

rejoicing of the immigrants from Egypt of their newly acquired liberty. 

On the contrary, many of them complain about the loss of the good 

life they enjoyed in Egypt, particularly good and sophisticated food, 

while now they are limited to the monotonous Manna. So, there were 

also positive aspects to slavery – lifelong supply of food, 

accommodation and security.  

Nowadays we are no longer treated as merchandise. Yet most of us 

still prefer working as employees, carrying out directions of others – 

foremen, seniors and directors - chiefly because of the relative 

security of a permanent job. We are pay monthly salaries leave and 

sickness money, as well as pension upon retirement. Taking up an 

independent professional or business job is considered too high a 

risk by most of us. Could we then consider ourselves as fully or even 

partly liberated from the yoke of Egypt? 

 



SLAVES OF GOD 

A mediaeval poem by Ibn Gabirol says: “Slaves of time are super 

slaves, the slave of God alone is free”. This poem refers to a central 

issue related to the Passover: The Israelites did not become really 

liberated from a strict rule of a master after their exodus from Egypt. 

They just exchanged one master for a different one. Neither could 

they start doing whatever they liked, once they stopped being 

Egyptian slaves. Rather they received a complete new set of rules, 

commandments and restrictions. It was accompanied by a few 

beneficial promises and by far more threats against future 

disobedience. So, what can be the meaning of liberation, and why 

call it by that name. 

In the bible, the issue of liberation from the yoke of Egypt is regarded 

as a public or national one. Today we regard it primarily as individual. 

What does it mean for a contemporary individual to be liberated and 

free? Our initial interpretation would probably refer to the lessening, 

or abolishment of restrictions and taboos. Gurdjieff says that the 

difference between levels of existence, such as the level of the 

moon, of the Earth, or the planets lies in the number of laws we are 

obliged to follow: 96 in the case of the Moon, 48 laws on the level of 

the Earth, and 24 for the higher level of all planets. So, are we 

subject to fewer laws once we are liberated, and what does it signify? 

The traditional Jewish scriptures tell us that we are composed of 248 

organs, 365 sinews, but have been given 613 commandments to 

follow, i.e., one for each organ and sinew. Gurdjieff must have been 

an optimist. 

ASSUMING RESPONSIBILITY  

As a child, I sometimes had a great time. I didn’t usually have to 

worry, the grown ups took the necessary care. But I was certainly not 

free, my mother and father were in charge. There seems to be a 

curious correspondence between being carefree and happy and 

letting someone else take responsibility. Could it be that liberation 

means to mature: begin assuming responsibility for myself, rather 

than delegating the task to my parents, teachers or boss? This is not 

simply a formal decision taken once and for all. We all tend to blame 

someone else, another person or external circumstances for 

whatever we don’t like about ourselves or the course that our life has 

assumed. It rarely occurs to us that we fail in this way to 

acknowledge our responsibility for the present, irrespective of what 

circumstances obtained in the past, and perhaps well into the 

present. 

What about the exodus from Egypt? Apparently, a people cannot 

receive moral or other commandments unless it is ready to assume 

responsibility, individually and collectively. The outward exodus from 

slavery to Pharaoh must have been like the coming of age of the 

individual – it constituted the necessary background, not the act 



itself. Once they reached Mount Sinai, Moses went up to the clouded 

mountaintop to express, in the name of the entire people, its 

readiness to receive the commandments inscribed on the Tablets of 

Covenant. But when he took a long time to return, the rest of the 

people lost their inner calm and serenity and returned to their old 

ways. They made Aaron, the high priest cast a golden calf, then 

celebrated in front of it, as was customary in Egypt. The road to a 

true assumption of inner responsibility was just beginning to form. 

LIBERATION WITHIN BONDAGE  

A moment of presence is also a moment of inner liberation. 

Moreover, once we recognize the absence of presence in our daily 

life, how we run about, totally identified with our problems and 

concerns, this realization also is a beginning of liberation and of the 

grace of presence for us. 

There are collective laws, norms of our society which we cannot 

escape. These include among other things, the way our political, 

professional and social life is organized. It is here that the inner idea 

behind the story of exodus becomes relevant: It may be understood 

to express an attempt, which obviously failed, to base all aspects of 

the ordinary life of a people - work, movements, food, defense and 

security - on a higher energy level, that will recognize the need on 

the human level and respond to it. Thus all human drives and 

concerns will lead always to one and the same experience of 

relatedness to something higher, from where the response to all 

needs will emerge. 

Food will not come from the earth, from tilling the soil, but from 

heaven, Manna, something never heard of, either before or after. The 

same with regard to directions for wandering in the desert, finding 

water to drink, or fighting various desert robber gangs. Everything will 

depend solely on help from above. One is reminded of Krishnamurti's 

consistent claim, that working from nine to five, day in day out, "this 

drudgery", as he called it, was the root evil. He argued that it could 

not continue one minute longer unless we consented to and 

endorsed it. 

The way I understand it, later Judaism has not recognized this 

attempt as a failure, but preferred to put the emphasis on the 

miraculous events that made possible the release of the Israelites 

from the yoke of Egypt. But what is the message of that failure for 

posterity? Apparently, the human task, which we cannot really 

understand exhaustively, is to relate to that higher energy within the 

given earthly conditions, the 96 lunar sets of laws, or the 48 

terrestrial sets, as Gurdjieff put it. That is to say, experience your 

liberty, your non-identification within the framework of your own 

reactions, fears, concerns, hopes and ambitions. Even though those 

fears, concerns and ambitions turn out to be meaningless once this 

higher energy, or presence descends. What a task! 



  

  


