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For Your Seder 
 

By Rabbi Maralee Gordon 
Interfaith Jail Ministry to Immigrant Detainees in the McHenry County Jail 

 
Throughout the Torah God teaches us to learn from our Egypt, Mitzrayim, our “narrow straits,” the 
obligation to prevent and alleviate such narrow straits for the strangers and downtrodden among us.  
Who is the stranger?  The one we didn’t grow up with.  The one of a different color, a different accent, 
different dress, different traditions.   

 
Rabbi Akiva said the essence of Torah, the distillation of its teachings is “Love your neighbor as 
yourself,” which is found in the book of Leviticus 19:18.  Hillel the Sage understood it to go beyond 
love to behavior when he formulated Torah’s essence as “What is hateful to you do not do to your 
peer.”  Tonight, and at every Passover seder our task is to take the combination of these teachings and 
remember to apply them to that stranger, as we are taught in Leviticus 19:33-34: 
 

When a stranger resides with you in your land, you 
shall not wrong them.  The stranger who resides with 
you shall be to you as one of your citizens; you shall 
love them as yourself, for you were strangers in the 

land of Egypt: I Adonai am your God. 
 

As Jews we are used to being that stranger in a strange land.  As Americans we know that we are not 
native to the land we live in.  We are all immigrants.  And some of us are immigrants in detention:  
 

Eduardo was ripped from his place of 
employment as a cook in a small town in 
Wisconsin, where he had lived for ten years.  
The lack of a piece of paper separated him 
from his three year old son.  If he does not win 
the appeal of his deportation order, that 
separation will be permanent, so even though 
he has been detained for six months already, 
he will stay incarcerated another three months 
on the chance that he will be released to be 
reunited with his child. 

 
Raymundo traveled to Illinois from Mexico 
when he was 18.  For twelve years he worked for the same employer, he married, and 
raised two daughters.  Last year he was arrested for driving under the influence – he paid 
the fine and went to the counseling sessions that were mandated, and he became more 
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responsible about alcohol consumption.  He paid for his mistake and learned from it.  
Last week, two agents came to his place of employment to detain him for consideration 
for deportation – because of the prior offense for which he had already paid. 

 
Ahmad, 20 years old, has been in immigration detention for 
over a year.  An oppressed stranger in his own land, he fled 
Somalia to escape violence and starvation.  Upon arriving in 
Chicago, he was brought from the airport directly to 
detention.   Our government does not deport people to 
Somalia, but Ahmad initially was considered a terrorism risk.  
It looks like he will finally be released next month.  During the 
past year, the only time he has been outside has been to go to 
court, as the jail is not built for long term residency and has 
no yard.  There is no ESL class in the jail, but he has been 
reading for at least a half hour a day, and his English has 
improved greatly.  He keeps himself busy working on the 
paint crew in the jail for a dollar a day and reading.   

 

When a stranger resides with you in your land, you shall not 
wrong them.  The stranger who resides with you shall be to you as 
one of your citizens; you shall love them as yourself, for you were 

strangers in the land of Egypt: I Adonai am your God. 
 
Immigrant detainees thank their pastoral visitors every week for spending dignified time with them, 
discussing family, freedom, foolish mistakes that lead to horrid consequences, theology and the 
weather--for recognizing them as valuable human beings and thus validating their lives.   

 
What you can do to see the stranger as a human being formed in the image of God?  What can you 
do to stop the abuse of the stranger occurring in your very backyard?  What can you do to love the 
stranger as yourself, for you were strangers in the land of Egypt?   
 
One thing you can do is to take part in our new initiative – Face to Face: Jewish Outreach to 
Immigrants in Detention. This initiative seeks to increase Jewish involvement with immigrants in 
detention, and to promote awareness about the immigration detention system.  We hope to connect 
Jewish organizations and individuals with organizations that have existing visitation programs to 
immigrants in detention.  Participation in this campaign could include recruiting members of your 
synagogue to join you in volunteering with a local detention center visitation program, planning a 
prayer vigil to show solidarity for immigrants in detention, or hosting a film screening to teach 
members of your community about the immigration detention system. 
 
You can make a difference by visiting immigrants in detention and working to alleviate their 
oppression.  Don’t be a stranger! 

 
More information at http://wewerestrangerstoo.wordpress.com/take-

action/face-to-face/. 
 

 


