
FREEING YOUR MIND—SHARING THE EXODUS WITH BOB MARLEY AND BEYOND. 

Bob Marley was dying. 

The reggae icon was in the last stages of his struggle with a virulent 

melanoma that had begun in his toe and was now destroying him.  As the cancer 

forced his soul from his body and he suffered through the end of his sojourn in 

the world, Marley recorded Redemption Song, a solo acoustic piece sung by him 

with nothing more than his guitar, not quite adhering to any musical style he had 

used in his musical career: 

Emancipate yourselves from mental slavery 
None but ourselves can free our minds… 
 

Marley was a devotee of pan-Africanism, an international movement 

seeking to unite all people of African descent on the continent and in the African 

diaspora. He borrowed these words of his lyrics from Marcus Garvey, an activist 

of the early twentieth century who believed that the only way for African 

Americans to liberate themselves entirely from America’s monstrous legacy of 

slavery and its racist aftermath was to return to Africa and build independent 

societies there.  Commenting on Redemption Song’s meaning, Marley’s wife, Rita, 



confided that, "he was already secretly in a lot of pain and dealt with his own 

mortality, a feature that is clearly apparent…particularly in this song". 

Can we imagine Marley, the man who placed Reggae on the map of world 

musical culture, contemplating his own death by placing his life in the context of 

the malingering, brutal politics of race and ethnicity?  Perhaps his words about 

freeing our minds and about mental emancipation were his last raised fist of 

defiance:  defiance against the cancer that oppressed his body and defiance 

against the cancer of racism: 

Emancipate yourselves from mental slavery 
None but ourselves can free our minds… 
 

A line of intellectual history links Marley’s lyrics and Garvey’s Back to Africa 

movement with the biblical exodus story that we relive on Pesach.  Stanford 

historian David Brion Davis has argued that Garvey viewed the return of African 

Americans to Africa through the lens of that paradigmatic story. Black people 

would leave the American Egypt – a bequest to them of nothing but slavery and 

racial hatred – to seek freedom on the continent from which they had hailed.  

Ironically, Garvey’s separatism was avidly supported by white supremacists who 

had no interest in the full equality of Black Americans, and who were only too 

happy to see former slaves and their descendants off at the docks.  However, in 



his perspective, this was the only way for Black people to throw off the brutal grip 

of the white supremacist Pharaoh that America had become after the civil war, 

particularly during the Jim Crow era. 

Of particular interest to me is Marley and Garvey’s reinterpretation of what 

exodus from slavery is at a deeper level:  freeing one’s mind from slavery, that is, 

steadfastly refusing to internalize your enslaver’s debased views of you with its 

resultant self-hatred.  We Jews have understood this idea of being mentally free 

for centuries, as we see from even a casual reading of the Passover Haggadah.  

Though I would not assume any overt connection between the two, or that 

Garvey read Jewish sources, the power of this idea of freedom from within shines 

through in the earliest Jewish traditions. 

The Torah first suggests this idea of striving for mental freedom.  For 

instance, on the eve of their entrance into the promised land, God commands the 

Israelites to tell their children about the exodus from Egypt: 

When, in time to come, your children ask you, “What is the meaning of these 
decrees, laws, and rules that the LORD our God has enjoined upon you?”, you shall 
say to your children, “We were slaves to Pharaoh in Egypt and the LORD freed us 
from Egypt with a mighty hand.” (Deuteronomy 6:20-21) 

 



That generation of our ancestors, desert-born and free, unlike the slave 

generation before them, were commanded to identify themselves as just-freed 

slaves and to invite their children to see themselves that way as well.  This idea 

found even more explicit expression in the sage Rabban Gamliel’s teaching from 

the Mishnah, the oral Torah, which was edited prominently into the later 

Haggadah: 

In each and every generation, a person is obligated to see himself as if he left 

Egypt.  

As the Torah states (Exodus 13:8); "And you shall explain to your child on that day: 
For the sake of this, did the Lord do [this] for me in leaving Egypt."  

Not only did the Holy One, blessed be God, redeem our ancestors, but also God 
redeemed us [together] with them, as it is stated (Deuteronomy 6:23); "And God 
took us out from there, in order to bring us in, to give us the land which God swore 
to our ancestors."  (Mishnah, Tractate Pesaḥim, 10:5) 

Gamliel’s exhortation erases entirely the chronological dividing line 

between the original exodus and our own time by recasting the exodus as an 

experience that we relive every day, as individuals and communities.  In his 

formulation, no matter where or when we are, we need to live like newly freed 

slaves leaving Egypt.  This psychological reframing is itself reframed, in turn, by 

later Jewish mystics.  The contemporary Hasidic teacher, Rabbi Shalom Noah 
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Beresovsky, casts the night of the Seder as much more than a psychological 

experience: 

The exodus didn’t only occur back then in Egypt. Every year at the seder, the lived 
experience of the exodus is actually renewed.  God didn’t just take our ancestors 
from Egypt then, God frees us from Egypt right now.  (Netivot Shalom, Holidays 
Volume, p. 251) 

What mystics like this Hasidic master likely have in mind is the idea that 

God, Who is eternal, frees us from the constraints of time and space so that the 

exodus is never-ending, like an endless feedback loop of divine redemption.  

Whether or not we take this idea literally, it is one to be taken very seriously, in all 

its aspects.  To truly be free, one can’t be physically free only, especially when 

one’s freedom was never hard earned and could easily be taken for granted.  

Genuine freedom is about a vital internalized perspective:  regarding yourself as a 

free person leaving Egypt, as it were, every day and with every breath.  This vital 

perspective is also what gives us the passion and the drive to help others at home 

and around the world who are not free:  when my sense of being free is deeply 

internal and integral to who I am, my ability to empathize with the oppressed can 

overflow outwardly. 

Emancipate yourselves from mental slavery 
None but ourselves can free our minds… 
 



Garvey’s and Marley’s words reflect their unique experiences as people of 

color, but they echo loudly the ancient Jewish struggle for freedom from within 

and without.  Whoever we are in our respective realities, we share that 

monumental quest for liberation as allies for freedom.  May we continue to sing 

that shared redemption song for a long time to come. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


