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BEREISHIS  

Things, Friendship, Spiritual Elevation and Succot  
 What do human beings need anyway? What are our real needs? The very first Torah 
portion, Bereishis, speaks about this in teaching us that power is not enough. Adam, the first 
man, had absolute power, but was very unhappy. The Torah reveals that G-d gave Adam the 
power to name all the animals: "And G-d created from the land all the animals of the field and all 
the birds of the heaven, and He brought them to man to see what he should call them, and 
whatever the man called every living creature, that remained its name, and the man assigned 
names to all the cattle and the birds of the sky and to all the animals of the field." When you are 
able to name something, you have undisputed power over it. 
 We all know in science, if you can describe something, you have power over it. E=MC 
squared, Einstein's famous formula, gave us power over even the atom. Describe something and 
you can control it. That's what drives scientific research. If we understand a process, we can 
manipulate it, and use it for our own purposes. It does not mean that if we understand a process, 
we are ourselves exempt from it. After all, we can understand the aging process, but that does not 
mean we will not age. We can understand cancer, but that in itself will not prevent our being 
afflicted with it. Perhaps, though, it does mean that we can manipulate the aging process or 
manipulate the cancer cells so that we can age slower and be cured from cancer.  
 Right after we learn how man named the animals, we learn how and why Eve was 
created: Man was lonely and incomplete. He had power; he could name animals, but what man 
needed then and for all time thereafter was and is companionship, friendship. Power is nice, but 
unfulfilling. Why was man lonely, the rabbis pondered? He had the angels. The angels would 
give him anything he wanted. He could talk with them. The answer is that the angels did not 
need anything from him. He could not give them anything. Man, to be happy, must have the 
capacity to give. A person is wretched if he cannot give.  
 The composer Cole Porter captured this sentiment amusingly but quite pointedly in his 
song, "Friendship." Not only did it further the theme of the musical for which it was written 
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some 60 years ago, but it strongly suggested to an America still trying to extricate itself from a 
Depression, economically and spiritually, the importance of friendship. It was a time of bruised 
egos and battered self-esteems because one could not respond to the plea, "Brother Can You 
Spare a Dime." While the lyrics made one laugh, they also became a paean to the power of 
friendship, and proved even the most destitute had something to give, perhaps not a dime, but of 
greater value: Himself.  
 One of the ways to make an enemy is to constantly give and give to another person, and 
never accept anything in return. The receiver feels that he is patronized, and he will hate you. 
That was the basis of the ugly American. America was giving to the rest of the world, but 
refusing to accept anything from the world in kind. Friendship requires give and take. Without 
friendship, life can become unbearable. Each of us suffers from a basic loneliness, which, if we 
cannot overcome, will lead to great despair. Power is important, knowledge is important, but 
they are all hollow if we do not have someone with whom to share them, if we do not have real 
friendship.  
 In the Torah, this is illustrated in the story of Cain and Abel. Cain thought that the only 
thing that was important was power, power to satisfy the divine command to fill the earth and 
conquer it, to rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the heaven. He felt his brother, Abel, 
was getting in his way. He was demanding too much time" The word, Cain, itself, means the 
acquirer; the word, Abel, means breath. Abel was interested in friendship, in speech. Cain, on the 
other hand, was concerned with acquiring more and more things. When Cain and Abel brought 
their offerings to G-d, the Torah states, "Vayisha, and G-d turned to Abel and to his offering." 
This is a strange word because the normal word would be Vayifen. Why Vayisha? The rabbis 
answer, because the word Vayisha comes from the same word as Sha'a, which means time. Abel 
was willing to give people time; Cain was not. In fact, when they brought their sacrifices, Cain 
brought "from the fruit of the ground an offering to G-d," while with Abel the Torah says, "And 
he brought Gam Hu, also himself, from the firstborn of his sheep." He did not just bring a 
sacrifice, he also brought himself. Cain did not know what he really needed in life. Therefore, he 
was forced to be a wanderer after he killed his brother. The rabbis assert he did not even know he 
could kill his brother. He just wanted to get his brother out of the way so he would not be 
bothered with him. In fact, after he killed him, Cain still called him his brother. He says, 
“Hashomer Achee Anochee, am I my brother's keeper?" All his possessions did not help him. He 
had to wander all his life because he could not form friendships, attachments. In spite of his 
wealth, he was not a happy man.  
 The Rambam describes three different levels of friendship. Pragmatic friendship is a 
utilitarian association where two people need each other for practical benefits, as in a business 
partnership. When their mutual needs cease, their friendship lapses. There is no bond between 
them. This is only a utilitarian relationship.  
 There are empathetic friendships, friendships involve a caring responsiveness, a sharing 
of innermost feelings, both sad and joyful. Because of this emotional rapport, life's burdens are 
lightened, and its celebrations heightened. Such friendships are life-enhancing and enduring.  
 The final friendship is value friendship. Not only are the friends committed to each other, 
but are also committed to a noble idea and value. They collaborate together to achieve their 
dreams. They not only are empathetic, but because they share common dreams, they are able to 
transcend their own personal concerns. This type of friendship is very rewarding. Marriage is 
based on it. A combination of empathetic and value friendships reward and elevate a person's 
life.  
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 The rabbis go so far as to declare how important friendships are by recounting the 
incident of Choni. Choni was the greatest rabbi of his generation. He was also the Rip Van 
Winkle of the Talmud. The Talmud tells how he fell asleep for 70 years. When he awoke, he 
went to the house where he had lived. He found new people living there, and inquired, "ls the 
soli of Choni alive?" They answered, “His son is not alive, but is grandson is alive." He said, "I 
am Choni," but they did not believe him. He then went to his old house of study, where he heard 
the rabbis say, II Are our teachings as clear to us as they used to be in the times of Choni, who 
used to clarify every obscurity we had in our study?" Choni desperately declared, "I am Choni," 
but they, too, did not believe him. Unhappy and alone, Choni prayed for divine mercy, and was 
granted it in the form of death. Said Rova: “This is what people mean when they say, ‘Give me 
friendship or give me death.’”  
 In those years when Rosh Chodesh Heshvan comes on Sunday, the day after we read the 
Torah portion of Bereishis, we read a special Haphtorah, which concerns itself with the 
friendship of Jonathan and David. Theirs was a true friendship, an empathetic friendship. David 
was sustained by it, as was Jonathan. When Jonathan died, David was grief stricken. It was then 
that he made the famous elegy, "How the mighty have fallen." It is amazing how lofty spiritual 
achievements that seem virtually impossible for an individual to attain, can become almost 
simple when he strives for them together with a friend. True friendship is a spiritual connection.  
 That's why the Ethics of the Fathers advises, "Acquire for yourself a friend." A friend not 
only ameliorates the existential loneliness which we all feel, but also allows a person to become 
better because of his friendship. A true friend is not one with whom one just shares his dreams, 
but also a person who will save a person from himself. A true friend will tell you the truth about 
yourself and try to save you from yourself, even if it might be unpleasant. Rabbi Yochanan Ben 
Zakai said to his students, "Go forth and see what is the right path to which a man should 
adhere." Rabbi Yehoshua answered, "Be a good friend." Rabbi Avraham Grodzensky said, "A 
good friend is not only something to find but, more important, something to become. Being a 
good friend implies intrinsic growth within the person, independent of the relationship."  
 We say every time we bless the new month, "Chavairim Ko Yisroel, all Israel are 
friends." The holiday of Succot is especially meant to deepen this friendship between individuals 
and between all Jews. It is known as Chag Simchaseinu, the Holiday of our Happiness, because 
on this holiday, friendship is stressed. To attach ourselves to others and to our people are 
especially stressed. We parade around the synagogue as a group saying, "Hoshanna, help us 
please, G-d." We can be sure G-d will listen to us because we are united in friendship. We take 
the esrog and the lulav, which is composed of the myrtle, the willow, and the palm, to 
demonstrate to G-d that we, as a people, are united in friendship, and that we are interested in 
each other, in the good of each other. Let us all hope and pray that we will realize what is 
important in life. Things are not important in life, as Cain thought. What is important is 
friendship, is the love we display to each other. Let us all hope and pray that our friendships will 
be strengthened so that we will all be blessed with a Happy, Healthy, and Prosperous New Year. 
Amen.  
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NOAH  

Influencing People, Sincerity, Being Diplomatic and 

Expressing Feelings  
 What is it that is demanded of a leader? Why is it that the rabbis all admire Avraham, but 
they are ambivalent about Noah? The Torah says about Noah that he was a righteous man, 
perfect in his generation and that Noah walked with G-d. How could the rabbis even dispute the 
fact that Noah was a Tzadek, a righteous man? It says so in the Torah. What was it that Noah 
seemed to lack that Avraham had? Why the ambivalence?  
 Perhaps the reason was because Noah did not have the requisite leadership ability to 
influence anyone. After all, we learn that G-d had him construct the ark for 120 years. G-d could 
have saved Noah in many other ways. He could have put him on a high peak and surrounded that 
peak with winds that would have driven the waters down. He could have put him on a corner of a 
continent where he would have been protected, but He had him build an ark for 120 years, and 
the rabbis ask, "Why?".  
 The rabbis answer, "Because when the curious would see him cutting down lumber and 
working on the ark for so long, they would ask him, and he would answer, II G-d is about to 
bring a flood on the world because of your sins," so that they should be inspired to repent. But 
instead of seizing the opportunity, Noah's contemporaries scoffed at him. That's why the rabbis 
explain that when G-d commands Noah to build the ark, it says, "Make for yourself an ark," 
which the rabbis explain, "Make an ark to symbolize your own behavior. You remained aloof 
from your compatriots instead of trying to save them by imploring them to improve their 
conduct. Now you will isolate yourself in an ark with beasts and animals." Noah's failure to try 
and influence his generation is why the flood in the Book of Isaiah is called the Waters of Noah, 
implying, according to the rabbis, that in a certain sense, he was responsible for the flood. He 
was responsible because he did not see that it was his job to try to raise the spiritual level of the 
people, so that they would be spared the flood.  
 He did not do as Avraham did, who tried to save even the wicked communities of Sodom 
and Gomorrah from G-d's destruction. Nowhere do we find that Noah argued with G-d. Noah is 
described as a man who walks with G-d, but Avraham is a man who is described as one who 
walked before G-d. When Avraham was 99 years old, G-d appeared to Avraham and said to him, 
"I am G-d Almighty, walk before Me." Avraham walked before G-d. He tried to serve as an 
active partner of G-d in creation.  
 That's why Rav Yochanan says, commenting on the verse that Noah was a Tsadek, 
perfect in his generation, that if Noah would have lived in another generation, he would not have 
been considered a Tzadek. Resh Lokesh, on the other hand, says that had Noah lived in another 
generation, he would have been an even greater Tzadek. Resh Lokesh knew how hard it was to 
maintain yourself against your peers. He knew how hard it was when everybody around you was 
doing evil. He, himself, had been a gladiator and a robber before he became a great rabbi. He 
appreciated Noah. Rav Yochanan, on the other hand, was a great leader who understood that 
maybe it was impossible in Noah's generation to lead, but in other generations Noah's passive 
nature would have stripped him of his title of Tzadek.  
 Noah not only never argued with G-d, he did not seem to have any effect on the people of 
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his generation to get them to change. He was not like Avraham who had a big effect on the 
people of his generation and converted many people to recognize G-d and lead an ethical life? 
What happened to Noah after he left the ark? Why didn't he make sure that the people 
maintained true monotheism? Noah was alive until Avraham was S8 years old. Why did it fall to 
Avraham to convince the people of his generation to recognize G-d and lead an ethical life?  
 The rabbis teach us that one of the gravest sins, which is morally damaging to the 
extreme, is stealing within the letter of the law. It is so morally corrupting because it weakens the 
conscience and corrupts society's fabric. We see this today in corporate America where the stock 
market is suffering because nobody believes the reports of the corporations anymore. The CEOs 
were stealing their companies blind, almost always within the law, but the stockholders were, in 
truth, being totally defrauded by their creative accounting methods and other means.  
 It takes a lot of convincing to tell people they should not indulge in the practices, even 
though they can be legally justified. Some practices may even go beyond legality, and those 
people employing them should go to jail, but even if they are technically legal, they still destroy 
faith and confidence.  
 Noah did not know how to influence people. He saw these terrible practices, but he could 
not express himself in such a way as to make people see they were wrong. The Torah, when 
describing the animals that came onto Noah's ark, does not describe the unclean animals as 
Tamay, a pejorative word. Instead, it uses a circumlocution and says, “From the animals that are 
clean and from the animals that are unclean." The rabbis say that unless we have a Halachic text 
where the text has to be clear and unambiguous, the Torah always uses diplomatic language. 
Noah did not know how to influence people. The Torah here is perhaps hinting that Noah was 
confrontational. He did not know how to influence people because he was not diplomatic. 
Confrontational people infuriate others; they do not influence them. To influence people, you 
have to be diplomatic. Perhaps Noah also did not have the requisite sincerity which is necessary 
to convince people. The text says, "And Noah came and his sons and his wife and the wives of 
his sons with him into the ark because of the waters of the flood." In other words, he did not 
come into the ark until the waters were almost up to his ankles. He, himself, did not really 
believe one hundred percent that the flood would come, and because he did not believe one 
hundred percent, he could not influence other people. He did not have the requisite sincerity 
which is necessary to convince people. As George Burns says, "Sincerity is everything, and if 
you can fake it, you've got it made."  
 Finally, it seems that Noah did not know how to express his feelings. What does he do 
right after the flood? He plants vineyards and gets drunk, and he uncovers himself within his 
own tent. He could not communicate his feelings to the people around him. We learn now that 
his son, Cham, mocks him, and how his sons, Shaim and Yafes, walk backwards and cover their 
father. We are not supposed to let everything hang out, but, on the other hand, we have to have a 
confidant to whom we can talk. Noah could not communicate his feelings to anybody. Shaim 
also means ideas, ideals and science. Yafes means art, literature and aesthetic matters. Noah 
could speak about science and idea~ and art and literature, but he could not speak about Cham, 
abou1 his emotions. Because of this, he could not communicate. He could not communicate with 
G-d telling Him to please reconsider the flood, and he could not communicate with his fellow 
human beings. He had no influence. He was not diplomatic. People die not feel he was sincere, 
and he could not communicate his feelings. You do not have to communicate feelings by 
revealing secrets or scandals, but you have to be able to make people understand the depth of 
your feelings on certain matters, Avraham knew that to influence people, you have to help them 
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develop themselves spiritually, and to do this, you have to b€ diplomatic, sincere, and be able to 
express your true feelings, Only in this way could your leadership be effective.  
 Noah was the exact opposite of Korach. Korach, who challenged Moshe's leadership, felt 
that leadership was about raising yourself above others, about dominating others, about forcing 
your views down the throats of other people. That is not leadership, and you will end up being 
swallowed up by the ground. Leadership demands that you serve as a role model -not as a 
passive role model, as Noah ultimately was, but as an active role model, like Avraham. Avraham 
tried to help people spiritually, not by trying to push things down their throats, but by 
communicating. This we do by being sincere, diplomatic and being willing to express our 
feelings.  
Noah was a Tzadek, but, unfortunately, he was a Tzadek who could not influence anyone. 
Maybe, as Resh Lokesh said, his generation was so bad that no matter what he would have done, 
they would not have listened to him anyway. Let us hope and pray that our generation is 
different, and that each of us wil1 exercise leadership by trying to raise ourselves, our families 
and our community to higher spiritual levels so we can recognize unethical ways, even if they 
are legal, and convince people not to utilize them, and also grow spiritually so we can recognize 
G-d's presence in everything so we can get closer to Him and, thus, to each other. Amen. 
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LECH LECHA  

Creation, Three Sins, Leadership  
 The rabbis ask the following questions: Why is it that the Torah starts with creation? 
Why does it not start with Abraham? After all, Abraham was the first Jew. We all know the 
famous question of Rashi of why doesn't the Torah start with the first mitzvah given to the 
Jewish people: to the leaders to declare when the new month would be, and to the individuals to 
take a paschal lamb? The answer given there is because G-d wanted to establish that He was the 
ruler of the heavens and earth, but He could have established that in the first few sentences of 
Bereishis, and then He could have gone on to Abraham. Why didn't the Torah just start with the 
birth of Abraham? After all, the Torah does not tell us much of the history of the world before 
Abraham.  
 The Sfas Emes answers by saying that although Abraham was the first Jew, and although, 
according to our tradition, he observed the laws of the Torah, we have to learn something very 
important before we could even learn about Abraham, and that is people can fall into three basic 
sins unless they are careful, even after they have accepted the Torah.  
 We know that ambition, jealousy, lust, and the pursuit of honor can wreak havoc on a 
society and bring down even very talented people. We have to learn how to control these 
impulses even before we start to learn Torah. From Cain, we learn the terrible results of jealousy. 
He was jealous of his brother because G-d turned to his sacrifice, not because, according to many 
commentaries, Cain's sacrifice was not worthy; rather, because Cain only brought his sacrifice. 
He did not bring himself, too. As the text reads, "Havee Gamhu - Hevel brought also himself." 
Jealousy made Cain kill his brother.  
 The people of the flood were guilty of the terrible crime of lusting after things and lusting 
after their passions. They would steal and act violently to get anything they wanted. Everything 
was fair game for them. If they could get what they wanted, they did not care how they got it. It 
was lusting after things which caused their downfall.  
 We also learn about the Tower of Babel, how the people said, "Let's make for ourselves a 
name." They were interested in honor. How many people have been done in by their excessive 
zeal to achieve honors at the expense of others? The Sfas Emes says that we all know the famous 
saying, "Derek Eretz Kodmo L'Torah - proper behavior even proceeds Torah," that unless you 
have this proper behavior, Torah will not help you. He goes on to say, as we learn in the Pirkei 
Avos, where Rabbi Eliezer Kapara says that Kino, jealousy - Tava, lusting after things and 
passions -and Kovod, the excessive pursuing of honors take a person out of this world.  
 In the Torah portion Lech Lecha, we learn how Abraham is searching for a successor. He 
first thinks that Lot can be his successor, but Lot is a person who lusts after things. He loves 
money, money, money. He is even willing to sacrifice his children for money. He settles in 
Sodom, knowing what recommends it is that you can make a lot of money there. Lot cannot be 
Abraham's successor.  
 Abraham then thinks that Eliezer, his servant, can be his successor, but Eliezer, like all 
servants, only wants his master's approval. He cannot stand up to his master. He just needs honor 
from him. He could not be Abraham's successor.  
 Abraham thinks that perhaps Ishmael could be his successor, but Ishmael had a jealous 
nature. He even tried to kill Yitzchak, according to the commentaries, by playing William Tell 
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games, getting Yitzchak to put an apple on his head, and Ishmael shooting it off with an arrow. 
He did not want to share anything with Yitzchak. He could not be Abraham's successor.  
 At the end of the Torah portion, we learn Yitzchak was to be his successor. Yitzchak was 
not a man who lusted after things. In fact, when he was confronted by the servants of Avimelech 
after he dug different wells, he did not contest them. He just gave them the wells. Materials 
things were not important to him. He also never ran after honor. He was an introspective man. 
He did not care what the world thought of him. Third, he was not jealous of Ishmael or any of his 
other half-brothers, but more than that, as his name implies, he was a man of laughter. He knew 
how to get along with people. He interacted with them in a pleasing and nice way, trying to 
create a warm atmosphere. It helps build human relations. Yitzchak was the man to succeed 
Abraham because even though he was introspective, he related to everyone with a smile, and 
with a good face. He was not excessively competitive or jealous or excessively seeking honor or 
things.  
 That is what is needed in a leader, not a grasping individual who tries to take advantage 
of everyone, who jealously has to guard all his perks, etc., but one who is open to others and 
willing to laugh and enjoy other people's presences, even if they disagree with him.  
 I am reminded of the story they tell about two partners who were very competitive. Each 
always had to win when they played golf. One day, they wagered $1000. They came onto the 
18th green tied. Sam hit the ball which hit a tree which hit a rock which hit another rock, and 
then went into the hole. Jake hit the ball which hit a tree which hit a rock which hit another rock, 
and then stopped two feet from the hole. Jake got so upset he turned beet red. All of a sudden, his 
face turned white, and he fell down with a stroke. The question is, did Sam win by one stroke or 
two stokes?  
 It is important that we learn not to be jealous and not to be overly aggressive in lusting 
after things and honor. Let us all hope and pray that we will get leaders who know that jealousy 
and lusting after things and honor are not worthwhile. Instead, may we have leaders who will 
stimulate laughter and warmth and will be able to communicate even with those with whom they 
disagree. Let us hope we will be blessed with these leaders so the Mashiach will come quickly in 
our day. Amen.  
 

Mention Ways to be Menschen  
 The Torah portion Lecha Lecha, teaches the history of the Jewish people. We all have 
learned how the rabbis ask the question, why does the Torah have to teach us the whole Book of 
Bereishis? Why doesn't it just start in the Book of Shemos when the Jewish people are given the 
first mitzvah, to set up a calendar and to bring the Korban Pesach? Rashi and others give the 
answer that G-d wanted to explain why the Jewish people were given the land of Israel, and why 
G-d chose Abraham to be the founder of the Jewish people, and commanded him to go to a land 
He would show him. The question, however, can still be asked, why didn't G-d just start the 
Torah from the portion Lech Lecha, when we learn about Abraham? He could have just prefaced 
the Torah portion, Lech Lecha, with two sentences saying G-d created all mankind, but they 
were not worthy, so G-d concentrated on Abraham and the Jewish people to help Him redeem 
the world. Why do we have to learn about Adam and Eve, and Cain and Abel, and about the 
story of the flood, and the tower? The Torah could have just said that the people were not 
worthy, and, therefore, G-d chose Abraham to help Him perfect the world.  
 Also, when Abraham went down to Egypt and came back with great wealth, text reveals 
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that he was Kavaid, which means that he was very heavy with flocks and with silver and with 
gold. The same word, Kavaid, is used to describe the famine, which was very heavy, that brought 
him to Egypt. Why doesn't it just say that Abraham became rich?  
 Finally, when G-d promised Abraham that he would have descendants, He promised him 
that they would be as numerous as the stars of the sky, and that they would be as numerous as the 
dust of the earth. Why did He use these two expressions?  
 Perhaps we can understand the answers to these questions by referring to the fourth 
chapter, Verse 28, of the Pirkei Avos, in which Rabbi Eliezer HaKaper says that jealousy, desire, 
and ambition remove a person from the world. According to the rabbis, Abraham knew the 
Torah even before it was given. However, before we can practice the Torah, we must be 
menschen. That's why we learn that Oerech Eretz Kodemes HaTorah, that being a mensch, 
precedes the Torah. We had to learn the earlier chapters of the Torah to teach us that three 
qualities will cause us to stop being menschen, and prevent us from even benefiting at all from 
Torah.  
 The first one is jealousy. Cain was jealous of Abel. Cain took very seriously the divine 
command of G-d to conquer and rule the world, but he forgot about man's divine nature, that we 
also need to relate to others. He felt that Abel was getting in the way of his fulfilling his divine 
mandate. He became jealous when G-d turned to Abel's sacrifice. He still considered Abel his 
brother. After all, even after he killed him, he said, "Am I my brother's keeper?" He was 
consumed with jealousy.  
 The people in the generation of Noah epitomize the second quality: They were consumed 
with desire and lust. They wanted things. They were filled with ambition. Being ambitious 
certainly has a place within the human condition, but so does thinking of the other guy. Moral 
bounds abound. We cannot do certain things to fulfill our desires. Excessive desire and lust will 
destroy everything.  
 The need for excessive honor is the third quality. We also know that the people at the 
time of the tower wanted to create a name for themselves. They believed that every 1656 years a 
flood would descend upon the earth. They wanted to make sure they left behind a name. They 
sought honor. Rabbi Eliezer HaKaper told us that jealousy, lust, and excessive craving for honor 
will destroy the world and will destroy us. Drives are important, but we are responsible for 
preventing them from being too excessive. We should be zealous in pursuing things. We should 
be ambitious. We should have desires, but we should know when and how to curb them.  
 When Abraham left Egypt with great wealth, the portion states he was very heavy. What 
does it mean? It means that wealth is a great responsibility. You have to use it to do good. If you 
use it only to further your own desires and ambitions, to fulfill your jealousy and your need for 
honor, then you will destroy yourself and everyone around you.  
 That's why also G-d said that we would be as numerous as the sand and the stars. The 
strength of the stars is that each one is an individual and sheds light. It is seen alone, maybe 
surrounded by planets, but each star is unique and special. The strength of the sand or dust is that 
it clumps together and becomes a mighty force, which can become cement, and allows us to 
build. We Jewish people were told that we should strive to be individuals, to each be a star, but, 
at the same time, we should learn how to work together, to come together so we can be a mighty 
force. We should never let our ambition get out of hand. We should never let our star-like 
qualities dominate. We should each strive to be the best in our field, to achieve fame, to be 
zealous, to try to unlock the secrets of the universe and rule over nature. At no time, though, 
should we allow these efforts to separate us from others. We should still be able to get close to 
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others. We must learn how to balance our desires. We should not repeat the sin of Cain or the 
generation of the flood or the generation of the tower. We should realize that our talents and our 
wealth are great responsibilities, and we have to use them well, like Abraham did. They are, 
though, Kavaid, responsibilities.  
 The Torah could not begin just with Abraham. We all first have to be menschen. We have 
to learn to curb out jealousy and our lust and our need for excessive honor. If we will be able to 
do this, then we will be able to utilize the Torah, to spiritually raise us all. Then the Torah will be 
a great boon to all mankind.  
 I am reminded of the story about a man sitting in a movie theater behind a woman who 
was sitting next to her collie. At all the right points in the movie, the dog laughed. After the 
movie, the man said to the woman, "I am amazed. Your dog laughed at all the right parts. He 
really enjoyed himself. He really liked that movie." The woman replied, "I'm amazed, too, 
because he hated the book." For the Torah to have a positive effect on us, we must first have 
Derech Eretz, we must first be menschen. Let us all hope and pray that we will be menschen so 
the Torah will have a positive effect on us so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
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VAYEIRA  

Family, Tolerance, Reconciliation  
 In the Torah portion, Vayeira, we learn about the Akeidah, the binding of Yitzchak. 
Abraham thought that he was commanded to sacrifice his son. Why didn't Abraham protest? 
After all, he protested when G-d said He was going to destroy the cities of Sodom and 
Gomorrah. Perhaps one answer could be that when it concerned other people, Abraham could 
protest, but when it concerned himself and his family, he did not feel he could protest.  
 I remember that my father was the president of the Seattle Talmud Torah, which later 
became the Seattle Hebrew Day School. There was an essay contest, which I entered. My father 
was one of the judges. He disqualified my essay because he was one of the judges. I asked my 
father years later why he didn't disqualify himself and enter my essay in the contest. I was also, 
and still am, the oldest of the five children. I remember when my father used to discipline some 
of my siblings by saying, “You have to go to your room”, or, “you lose your allowance," etc., I 
used to stick up for my brothers and sisters, but I could not do it for myself. Perhaps Abraham 
felt he just could not confront G-d when he was personally concerned.  
 Rabbi Soloveitchik, though, gives a different answer. He said that immediately before the 
birth of Yitzchak, Abraham went to Garor, which is the modern day Gaza Strip, and there he tells 
his wife, Sarah, to tell everyone that she is his sister. She was still a beautiful woman, and he was 
afraid that they would seize her if they knew that Abraham was her husband, and kill Abraham. 
Avimelech, the ruler of Garor, did seize her. Sarah was actually Abraham's niece, and a niece in 
many instances in those days was considered like a sister. G-d punished Avimelech, as He had 
earlier punished Pharaoh for also seizing Sarah, by making all the men in Garor impotent. G-d 
appeared to Avimelech in a dream, and said, “Behold, you will die because of this woman which 
you took because she is a married woman." Avimelech protested, and said he was innocent. He 
did not know she was married. G-d told him to return Sarah to Abraham, and have Abraham pray 
for him so he should live. Avimelech called Abraham, and protested, saying, "What did you do 
to us? How did I sin to you that you brought upon me and my kingdom to do a great sin?" 
Abraham told Avimelech that the reason he did this was because, "There is no fear of G-d in this 
place, and they will kill me because of my wife." In other words, in Garor there was no fear of 
G-d. Murder was not beyond them. Avimelech did what Pharaoh did before, and he gave much 
wealth to Abraham, and Abraham prayed for Avimelech, but then Abraham committed the same 
sin as Lot. He lived in this place for many years, even though he had said before this was a place 
which did not have the fear of G-d. He could make a lot of money there. He had broken relations 
with Lot because Lot, too, seemed to prefer the easy life instead of a moral, upright one. 
Therefore, he did not feel he could argue with G-d now. He was very tolerant of other people. He 
ran out to entertain three wandering Arabs. He prayed for the people of Sodom, but for his own 
family he was exceedingly strict.  
 In fact, at the Akeidah we learn all about Abraham's family in Mesopotamia. We learn 
how Nochor had eight children. Abraham had eight children, too, eventually. Only one of them 
stayed Jewish. According to the Medrash, he had no contact with his family until after the 
Akeidah. For over 60 years, he did not have any contact with his family. He was not tolerant of 
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their foibles, even though they had sacrificed for Judaism. After all, his brother, Choron, 
according to the Medrash, was killed by Nimrod because of his belief in monotheism. His belief 
was not as strong as Abraham's, so he did not survive the fiery furnace, but Nochor did produce a 
Rivkah eventually.  
 Abraham had to learn to be more tolerant of his own family. He had to become 
reconciled with them. How often have I had to intervene these past 27 years in family disputes 
here in Houston where members of the family were not talking to each other. Usually, it was a 
trivial incident that started the argument. Many times I was successful because I told them to say 
that the Rabbi said that they had to talk to them, so they could save face. It is important that we 
all learn how to reconcile ourselves especially to members of our own family. I have perfect faith 
that eventually the Arabs will reconcile themselves to we Jews, and peace will thrive in the 
Middle East. After all, they are our cousins. We know the Moslem religion has many 
interpretations. Right now, the Wahabi interpretation, an extremist interpretation, has gained a 
foothold. Osama bin Laden's philosophy is just a little more extreme than the philosophy which 
rules Saudi Arabia. It also is a Wahabi philosophy. There are no Jews in Saudi Arabia. Christians 
cannot practice their religion in Saudi Arabia, and anyone caught drinking will be punished 
severely, but eventually there will be reconciliation. Eventually, the terrorists will be overcome. 
Let us hope and pray that the government will continue to pursue terrorists and will support 
Israel while it pursues terrorists. After all, the law is if someone comes to kill you, you should 
kill them first, and the terrorists are trying to kill us all.  
 I am reminded of the story they tell about Sam Goldberg who was training to fight 
terrorists. He learned karate and judo. When he finished the course, the instructor asked, "What 
steps would you take if a terrorist came at you with a grenade in one hand and a knife in the 
other?" Sam Goldberg replied, "Big steps.”  
 Let us hope and pray that we will all be reconciled to our Arab neighbors, and that all 
terrorists will be defeated so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
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Chaye Sarah  
Marriage, Foibles and Gifts  
 In the Torah portion Chaye Sarah, we read how Abraham buys a burial cave in which to 
bury Sarah. G-d had promised him the whole land of Israel. Why didn't he just bury Sarah 
temporarily in a plain grave, and then when the Jewish people would own the land, rebury Sarah 
in the cave of Hebron, similar to what the Jewish people did with Joseph? They brought his 
bones up from Egypt and buried him near Schem. Rabbi Soloveitchik tells the yeshiva, who is 
known for making sharp distinctions: One day the question was asked, what makes tea sweet? 
The addition of sugar or the stirring of the tea? After a great debate, they decided that it was the 
stirring of the tea, after you added the sugar, which made the tea sweet. In other words, the great 
effort each of us must: make, will make our tea sweet and our life sweet.  
 We all know that we can own something legally, but it is not really ours psychologically 
until we expend effort. That's why it is so important that when we learn Torah, we learn how to 
analyze the text. We learn the reasons for things because it is only in this way that they become 
part of us. The same thing is true if you inherit a business from your father. It is not yours until 
you work for it. It is legally yours, but not psychologically yours. This is also similar to 
marriage. You may be married legally, but until you work at it, until you try to solve all your 
problems together does a marriage really become part of you.  
 Abraham had to buy this piece of land to declare that Sarah and he had a wonderful 
marriage, that she was more responsible for their success than he. In fact, the rabbis comment on 
the verse, "This was the life of Sarah, 100 years, 20 years, and seven years, the years of the life 
of Sarah." Everyone knows how Rashi comments on the fact that the Torah says separately 100 
years, 20 years, and seven years, but very few people know that the last words, "The years of the 
life of Sarah," are also commented on. Why does it have to say, "These are the years of Sarah?" 
The rabbis answer, because this was really the Sarah era, not the Abraham era. They say that 
Sarah had Ruach HaChodesh. She was blessed with G-d's spirit. Abraham could enumerate the 
ideals. He was a prophet, but it was Sarah who knew how to apply these ideals in practice. That's 
why Abraham was commanded to listen to her voice. She was his equal, not his subordinate. I do 
not know of any Jewish woman who feels that she has to obey her husband. This may be a 
Baptist concept, but it certainly is not a Jewish concept. In a Jewish marriage, a wife is entitled to 
her opinion, and so is the husband. A Jewish marriage is based upon the principle that the couple 
has agreed that they can disagree. This is very important. When it comes to practical matters, 
disagreements result. They always do -how to spend money, etc. You can agree to disagree. 
Eventually, you have to come to a conclusion, but there is no reason why a person cannot have 
two televisions in the house so the husband can watch sports and the wife soap operas.  
 Abraham's stronghold was Chevron. The word Chevron comes from the word, friends. 
He knew how to hold his friends spellbound with his ideas. Sarah's city was Beersheba, which 
means a well of abundance. She knew how to apply these theories, how to make them practical, 
how to develop human relationships to the fullest. She had an intuition of how and when to apply 
kindness so it did not become patronizing. She also knew, when things were threatening her 
family. She could perceive people better than Abraham. When she died, Abraham was said to be 
blessed B'Kol, with everything. Some commentators say he was blessed with a son. Some 
commentators say he was blessed with a daughter. Others say he was blessed with the kindness 
of Sarah. Now he could implement his own teachings in the proper way. Interestingly, he lived 
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38 years after Sarah, but G-d never spoke to him again. He remarried and had six more children, 
but they did not follow in the ways of Judaism because Sarah was not there to help him. He was, 
though, blessed with kindness and with a family.  
In the benching, we say that G-d should bless us as He has blessed our forefathers, Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob, B'Kol Mikol Kol. B'Kol, of course, refers to Abraham. Mikol refers to 
Yitzchak. Yitzchak would eat from all, which means he was tolerant. If a marriage is to be 
successful, the spouses must tolerate each other's foibles. You marry a person with certain 
foibles, and you are never going to correct them. This is very important to realize. You have to 
just overlook these minor foibles. One of the spouses may not be very neat; the other one may 
like things done a certain way. They may fight over small things. These things should be 
overlooked. Unless they can be overlooked, a successful marriage will never be.  
 We learn from Yaacov about Kol. Yaacov gave a present to his brother, Esau, and told 
him to take it, he had everything. What it means is that sometimes you must take a present from 
somebody, even though you do not need it. You must be willing to give presents to people which 
have nothing to do with money. For example, you know that your spouse hates to go to the ballet 
but is willing to go because he loves you. You should never says, "You don't want to do with a 
full heart, so don't go." You are rejecting his love. He is not going to the ballet because he wants 
to; he is going because he loves you. The same thing is true if a wife goes to a football game with 
her husband. She is giving him Kol, and he should accept it.  
 Abraham and Sarah had a wonderful marriage. They shared and complemented each 
other. She understood things he did not understand, and he was able to do things she could not. 
They had a wonderful marriage because they understood they had to be tolerant of each other's 
foibles, and they had to accept each other's gifts, even if they were not given wholeheartedly. 
Abraham, by buying the cave of the Machpelech, declared that Sarah was his partner, and he 
lived in the era of Sarah.  
 I am reminded of the story of a young man in love with his girlfriend. He told his father, 
"I love her, I love her, and I love her." His father asked, "Okay, what do you want to do?" The 
young man said, "I want to marry her." His father gave them a beautiful wedding, sent them to 
Europe for honeymoon, and took the young man into his business. Four months later, the young 
man came to his father and said, "I hate her, I hate her, I hate her." His father asked, “What do 
you want?" The young man said he wanted a divorce. His father asked why, and the young man 
replied, "Because she says these terrible four-letter words." His father asked, "What are the 
words?" The young man replied, "Work, cook, wash, kids, help."  
 

TOLDOS  

The Inevitability of the Spiritual and the Physical  
 In the Torah portion, Toldos, we learn how Yitzchak wanted to give the blessing to Esau. 
Why was it that Yitzchak wanted to give the blessing to Esau, and that his wife, Rivkah, did not 
want this to happen? Actually, from the Torah, itself, Esau does not come out to be a very bad 
man. In the Medrash, Esau is depicted as a very despicable character. We know that later on, 
when Esau became identified with the Roman Empire, we can understand why the Medrash went 
on to depict Esau in such a bad way. The truth of the matter is that Esau did have faults, and 
because of these faults, his mother, Rivkah, did not want him to get the blessing.  
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 Also, why is it that in the beginning of this Torah portion we learn Rivkah's pedigree 
again, how she was the daughter of Bituel, the sister of Laban? Why do we have to go over this 
again? We had already learned this several times in last week's Torah portion. If we look 
carefully at the blessing that Yitzchak wants to give to Esau, we see that it was not the spiritual 
blessing of Abraham; it was a physical blessing. Yitzchak knew that Yaacov was more fit to 
receive the spiritual blessing, and, in fact, he did give Yaacov the spiritual blessing before he 
sent him away to Mesopotamia to get a wife. What Yitzchak wanted to do was to give the 
physical blessing to Esau, and the spiritual blessing to Yaacov. In other words, according to 
Yitzchak, Esau and Yaacov would have a Zevulon and Yesachar relationship, just like Zevulon, 
one of Jacob's sons, was a businessman and seafarer whose job it was to support Yesachar, who 
studied Torah. Zevulon would actually get the reward for Yesachar's studying Torah. He made it 
possible.  
 We see the same thing today. Not everybody has the head to study Talmud. To support 
our yeshivas, we need a lot of people who are good at business, who know how 'to make money 
to support the yeshivas' needs. In fact, one of the problems we have today is that many people do 
not want their children to do anything but study Torah, when many of their children are not fit 
for it. Therefore, people in the future who have the wherewithal to support the yeshivas will be 
lacking.  
 Esau, Yitzchak knew, was not a person who could sit all day and study Torah, but he did 
comport himself as a religious Jew at least in his father's presence. He spoke words of Torah. He 
asked his father whether we should tithe salt or straw. Their father knew he was no big Talmud 
Chochum, but felt he deserved the physical blessing so he could support his brother, who was 
learning Torah. Rivkah did not want this to happen. She wan tee Yaacov to also get the physical 
blessing because she knew that unless the physical and the spiritual are combined, little impact 
on the world would be realized, and both would be corrupted.  
 Even today, there are many religions who believe only their priests and ministers have to 
keep the religion. Unfortunately there are many Jews who feel only their rabbis have to keep the 
religion. In the real world, religious ideals are not kept at all Rivkah saw this in her own home 
where lip service was given to religious ideals, but the people did not act according to them in 
the real world. That's why her pedigree is mentioned again. She knew you had to combine the 
physical and the spiritual to have any impact in the world.  
 Even today, nobody is expected to turn the other cheek, excep1 for Jews who do not 
believe in this. When Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld says the Taliban will either have to 
surrender or be killed, everyone accepts it. Only Israel cannot do this. They cannot be proactive 
and seek out the suicide bombers. According to the world, Israel has to wait until 20 or 30 of its 
people are killed first. Religious leaders who espouse other worldly goals are admired, but not 
followed.  
 That's why Yaacov is called an Eesh Tam. He was not just Tam, a man who had simple 
religious views. He was also an Eesh, and Eesh stands for a man of this world, a man of 
achievement. One of the problems of many religious people is they have simplistic views of the 
world. It is not true that if you observe religion, you will have no problems. G-d has only 
promised to give us the strength to overcome our problems. A person should never say, “Because 
I am shomer Shabbat and keep kosher, my business will not go broke, and I will not get sick," 
etc. We do not know G-d's reckonings. Religion is not a simple matter. Yaacov was not just a 
Tam; he was an Eesh Tam. He knew that you had to apply religious values in the world, and that 
was not an easy thing to do. His mother wanted to demonstrate to his father that Yaacov could 
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make it in this world. That's one of the reasons she had him pretend to be Esau. That was also 
why she sent him to her brother, not just to escape Esau, but to learn how to make it in the world 
while still maintaining his ideals. What was the matter, though, with Esau? Why wasn't he 
worthy of at least receiving the Zevulon blessing? The rabbis say that you can tell that from his 
name. His name was Esau, which means something is made; it is completed. Esau believed in 
fate, in inevitability. You could not change. He did not believe in the Jewish concept of Teshuva. 
If you are born a violent person, you had to be a violent person. You could not do anything about 
it. The Gemorah tells us that is not so. If you are born a violent person, one who shed blood, you 
can become a Shochait, a doctor, or a mohel. You can use your innate qualities for good. They 
do not have to be used for bad.  
 One of the good things about the victory of the United States over the Taliban is that it 
stopped Moslem triumphalism. There was a great feeling among the fanatical Moslems that their 
victory was inevitable. This was similar to the communists when I grew up. When you believe 
that your victory is inevitable, you are willing to align yourself with these forces and even 
commit suicide for them. After all, your victory is inevitable. Communism, too, was thought to 
be inevitable. It was a force of history. Today, many fanatical Moslems feel the same way. Look 
at all the Europeans who have been kicked out of Moslem lands. Look at the Balkans. Look at 
Chechnya. Look how the Afghans pushed out the Russians. It was inevitable.  
 This was an Esau philosophy, the inevitability of things. Rivkah knew that anybody who 
believed in fate couldn't be a religious Jew, no matter how many words of Torah they quoted. 
Esau believed in inevitability. He believed he could not be anything but a violent man. He was 
born red, which signified violence. The rabbis tell us so was King David, but he used his violent 
impulses to protect Israel. It is important that we combine the physical and the spiritual, as 
Yaacov learned to do. It is very important that we do not believe in inevitability. G-d has His 
own reasons for allowing certain things to happen at certain times. It is our job to be the best 
kind of people we can be.  
 I am reminded of the story of a boy who brought a composition back to his teacher. His 
teacher said, "This is the worst composition I have seen in 20 years of teaching. I don't 
understand how one person could make all these mistakes." The little boy replied, "One person 
didn't make all these mistakes. My father helped me."  
 When Yitzchak heard that it was Yaacov to whom he gave the blessing, it says he 
shuddered a great shudder. He realized he made a big mistake. Esau could never be a Zevulon 
partner. He believed in fate, in inevitability. Let us all hope and pray that we will all believe in 
our capacity to change, and that none of us will believe in inevitability so that we will all lead 
decent and good lives so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
 

Yitzchak: A Teacher of What and When to Do Right  
 Surprisingly, the Torah provides little information about Yitzchak. We learn about the 
Akeidah, his binding; we learn in the Torah portion Chaye Sarah how he loved his wife; and we 
learn in the Torah portion we have been studying, Toldos, a few incidents about his 180 years. 
We are informed how he, like his father, Abraham, goes to the land of the Philistines in the time 
of famine; and, as with Abraham, finds himself in a situation where he must tell Avimelech that 
his wife is his sister. We read that later, the people in Gerar become jealous of him, and throw 
him out after he has amassed great wealth. He then digs wells, and eventually the people become 
reconciled to him. Then we learn the painful incident when Yitzchak's beloved wife turns on him 
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when he wants to give the blessing to Esau, and Rivkah connives to have Yaacov deceive his 
father and receive the blessing in place of Esau. Some commentators have even put forth a 
notion that Yitzchak was really a Downs Syndrome child. He was the product of aged parents. 
He was very passive, etc. Others vehemently disagree with this view, presenting an altogether 
different view of Yitzchak. He was designated to be a Korban, a sacrifice, and, therefore, led a 
holy, introverted life; never left the land of Israel; never, like his father, Abraham, fought with 
anybody; had only one wife, etc.  
 Some very important lessons, though, emerge from Yitzchak's life. Yitzchak was the first 
patriarch about whom it explicitly said he loved his wife: “And Yitzchak brought her to the tent 
of Sarah, his mother, and he took Rivkah, and she became for him a wife, and he loved her." He 
loved his wife, loved having relations with her, being intimate with her. He is the only patriarch 
in which we learn incontrovertibly that he and his wife were intimate.  
 Rav Cook gives an entirely different interpretation as to why Abraham asked Sarah twice 
to please tell: (1) the people of Egypt that she was Abraham's sister, and; (2) the people of Gerar 
that she was Abraham's sister. Rav Cook said that this was not really to save Abraham from 
being killed because, after all, in Egypt people married their sisters. So this was no proof that 
Abraham was not married to Sarah. She could have been his sister and still be married to him. 
We know that Cleopatra was a product of ten generations of brother-sister marriages. One 
explanation is that only among the nobility was brother-sister marriage countenanced. Abraham, 
by saying that Sarah was his sister, was, in fact, telling Pharaoh, III am a mighty person. Don't 
tangle with me, or you'll be sorry." Rav Cook's interpretation is different. He says that the 
Egyptians just believed that marriage was a sexual thing.  
 We, on the other hand, all know that love is really composed of two things: sexual 
attraction and emotional attraction. Unless you have the emotional attraction in a marriage, the 
marriage will fail. Emotional attraction usually means the marriage of opposites. An extrovert 
will marry an introvert. A confrontational person will marry a diplomatic person. People marry 
to compensate for their weaknesses. They complement each other. In Egypt, up to now, just 
sexual attraction prevailed. Abraham was to teach Pharaoh that lasting marriages need emotional 
as well as sexual attraction. Time was not a concern. After all, after G-d plagues Pharaoh, 
Pharaoh does not get mad at Abraham, but showers him with great wealth and tells him to leave. 
G-d appears to Avimelech and tells him not to do this bad thing. The word had already gotten out 
that you need emotional as well as sexual attraction to make a marriage work. Therefore, 
Avimelech, too, does not punish Abraham, although he rebukes him, gives Abraham a gift, and 
tells him to stay in the land. Abraham then prays for Avimelech, and they are once again able to 
have children.  
 When Yitzchak urges Rivkah to tell Avimelech that she is Yitzchak's sister, G-d does not 
appear to Avimelech. Instead, it says that Avimelech looked through a window, and saw 
Yitzchak and Rivkah engaged in intimate relations. Yitzchak does not even have to pray for 
Avimelech. We have a principle in Hebrew that three times establishes a presumption, a 
Chazakah. The nations of the world now know that marriage must be based on emotional 
attraction as well as sexual attraction.  
 The second thing we learn from Yitzchak is persistence. After Yitzchak became rich, the 
people of Gerar chased him out. He dug a well in the Negev. They came after him again, and 
plugged up the well. He called that well Esek, which means quarreling. He then went on farther 
and dug a second well, called Tzinah, which means hatred, because they came and plugged up 
that well, too. Finally, he dug a third well, Rechoved, which means ample space. In other words, 
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his enemies eventually made peace with him. From Yitzchak, we learn persistence. Don't give 
up.  
 Today, you hear the cry there is no choice. We have to make an agreement now. Why? 
We just have to wait until the time is right. We did that with the Soviet Union. We waited and 
waited and kept our deterrent capacity up to snuff. Eventually, the Arabs will come around. We 
just have to wait and wait, as is being done today in South Korea, or what the rest of the world is 
doing with Iran it is just waiting. Eventually, people will see the truth, but we should not be so 
hasty to come to foolish agreements.  
 The third thing we learn from Yitzchak, we learn from the incident when he tried to give 
the blessing to Esau instead of Yaacov. We learn how Rivkah connived to have Yaacov deceive 
his father by putting a goatskin on his hand, to replicate Esau's hairiness. Why didn't Rivkah just 
tell Yitzchak that Esau was not worthy? Some commentators say that she did, but Yitzchak 
would not listen to her. He said, "I am very good at sizing up people. I think that Esau is very 
worthy. I cannot be fooled." Rivkah then set out to fool Yitzchak, to show him that he was not 
very good at sizing up people. After all, didn't she know that Esau was going to return, and 
Yitzchak would find out that he was fooled, and does a goatskin really feel like human hair? That 
is exactly what happened. Yitzchak had to admit that he was fooled, but, instead of getting mad, 
said, "Gam Baruch Yeyeh, also blessed he will be." In other words, my wife was right. I can be 
fooled, and Yaacov really deserves the blessing. It is very hard to accept the fact that you can be 
fooled. It is very hard to admit when you are wrong. Sometimes, people will criticize you in the 
most unconstructive ways after you have helped them, but if the essence of what they say is true, 
then it is true. Yitzchak was willing to admit the truth when he saw it, even about himself. Most 
people, if tricked by their wife like this would get mad, or be hurt by the deceit and lack of trust. 
He said, "My wife is right," an admission very hard to make.  
 From Yitzchak, we learn that we have to be able to accept criticism, even from the closest 
friends, even from our spouse, and even from people whom we have helped, though it may be 
put in an unjust way.  
 They tell the story of Rabbi Moshe Feinstein, who used to receive harassing phone calls 
because, in most instances, he would decide issues very leniently; a lot of people did not like his 
leniency. He made it a special point to listen to these phone calls very intently until the very end 
to see if a kernel of truth appeared in some of this strong criticism that he had received. 
Sometimes, it hurts very much to hear this criticism.  
 I am reminded of the story they tell about a man with a broken arm and a cast who ran 
into a post office. A little old lady offered to fill out his form for him for his package. He asked if 
she would fill out a note for his relatives, and she agreed. He asked her to add a postscript. She 
said she would be happy to do so. He then dictated, "P.S. Please excuse the terrible handwriting."  
 From Yitzchak, we learn some important things: (1) you should love your wife and be 
intimate with her; (2) you should always be persistent and not give up and; (3) you should 
always be willing to admit when you are wrong, even though it may hurt. These are very 
important lessons. Let us hope we will all learn them so the Mashiach will come quickly in our 
day. Amen.  
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VAYEITZEI  

Yiddishkeit, Frumkeit, Money and Continuity  
What is it that causes Jews to get off the track? Why do some Jews stay Jews and some do not? 
Are the values and spiritual fulfillment that Judaism offers unable to compete with the rewards 
other lifestyles and philosophies may provide? These questions are dealt with in the Torah 
portion, Vayeitzei, when we learn how Yaacov, fleeing his brother, Esau, goes to visit his uncle, 
Laban. Laban is his mother's, Rivkah's, brother. His father was Betuel. Betuel was the son of 
Nochar, and Nochar was the brother of Avraham. Nochar was actually a distinguished man. He 
had followed his brother into monotheism. According to the Medrash, when Avraham was 
thrown into the fiery furnace because he refused to bow down to Nimrod, Nochar was present. 
His brother, Charan, refused to recant monotheism and was also thrown into the fiery furnace. 
He perished. The rabbis explain that Charan perished because he said that if Avraham comes out 
alive, "Then I, too, will reaffirm my faith in G-d; if not, I will recant and worship Nimrod." 
When Avraham came out alive, Charan was thrown into the fiery furnace because he refused to 
recant, but he was consumed because his motives were not pure. He was, though, a martyr for 
monotheism. His son was Lot. There was a city in Mesopotamia called Char an, which was also 
known as the City of Nochar. These were distinguished people.  
 The rabbis note that Betuel and his son, Laban, are described as Arameans. Nochar, their 
father, was the ancestor of the twelve Aramean tribes. We know that Bilaam, who tried to curse 
the Jewish people but instead, was forced to bless them, was a grandson of Laban, and, thus, 
even a relative of the Jewish people; distant but still a relative. We also know that the people of 
Moab are descended from Lot, Avraham's nephew, whose father died a martyr's death. Yet, it 
was Moab who hired Bilaam to curse the Jewish people. What happened here?  
 The answer is found in the fact that Lot and Betuel and Laban made the mistake of 
putting money and the pursuit of money ahead of their religion, as did Bilaam later on. Lot 
actually was a very religious man. The rabbis observe that the angels came to destroy Sodom and 
Gomorrah at Pesach time. Lot was making matzah, even though the events of the exodus would 
not happen until hundreds of years later. At this time of year, Avraham always baked matzah, 
and so did Lot, continuing Avraham's tradition. He believed very much in Hachnochas Orchim, 
entertaining guests, even as Avraham did. However, Lot had a fatal flaw, and that was he 
preferred money and the making of money over everything else. He chose to separate from 
Avraham and to go to the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah - even though he knew they were 
immoral places - because he could make lots of money there. He also refused to reprimand his 
shepherds when they grazed on fields that were not his. He was making money.  
 The same thing applied to Laban. After all, Laban welcomed his nephew, Yaacov, with 
open arms. He gave him a whole month's hospitality. He even agreed to let him marry his 
daughters, although Yaacov had to work for them. Laban was however, a swindler and was 
constantly changing Yaacov's wages. He did not mind cheating even his daughters and son-in-
law. Money was everything to him.  
 The same thing we find later on with Bilaam. Bilaam, when he blessed the Jewish people, 
said, "May my soul die the death of the upright, and may my end be like his (referring to the 
Jewish people)." The word Yoshorim in Hebrew means upright; it is also another name for the 
Jewish people.  
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 The rabbis ask, what is the difference between a Yoshor and a Tzadik? They answer, a 
Tzadik is one who observes everything correctly, but is not open to others. He is not empathetic 
or sympathetic to them. He also is not too concerned about whether other people who are not in 
his group are being treated well. If you do not meet his religious standards, you are out. Rabbi 
Tzvi Naftali Yehuda Berlin, in his book Omek HaDover, states this basic distinction between a 
Yoshor and a Tzadik. He said that at the time of the second Temple there were many Tzadikim, 
but not many Yoshorim. My friend Rabbi Moshe Gorelik summed it up very succinctly when he 
said, "Frumkeit without Menschlekeit is not Yiddishkeit."  
 Bilaam thought he was a pious, righteous man. After all, he was a prophet. G-d had given 
him the ability to see things other people could not see. In fact, the rabbis say G-d made Bilaam 
great prophet so the nations of the world should not say, "If we had a great prophet like Moshe, 
we, too, would act righteously, but You did not give us a great prophet." G-d answers that He 
did, but the prophet turned out to be flawed. Bilaam came from the same stock as Moshe. He 
could trace his ancestry all the way back to Avraham's brother, but his family had given up 
Jewish values a long time ago, although they were aware of them.  
 After all, that's why Avraham sent Eliezer, his servant, to Mesopotamia to his family to 
get a wife for Yitzchak. He knew there were still some Jewish values left there. Rivkah, in spite 
of her brother and family, had maintained her ethical standards, and so did Rochel and Leah later 
on. Jews drop out of Judaism when they rearrange its values, when they forget that before you 
can even approach G-d, you have to be moral and decent. Without morality, there can be no 
Judaism. It is its very basis. However, morality alone is not enough. We also all need ritual and 
spirituality to lift us up.  
 Yaacov, when he was in Laban's house, almost lost his Judaism, too. When he first left to 
go to Laban's house, he dreamed of angels ascending and descending a ladder to heaven. 
However, when he had been there 20 years, all he was dreaming about was one sheep mounting 
another, which meant that all his emphasis now was on making money. He knew he had to leave; 
otherwise, he would become like Lot, Laban, and later Bilaam. His wives agreed with him, and 
he left, even though this dislocation would cost hin1 a fortune; even though he knew it would 
infuriate his father-in-law; and even though he knew he had to encounter his brother, Esau, if he 
returned to the land of Canaan. He had no idea how this encounter would end; he was certain that 
for his children and grandchildren to be Jewish, he had to teach them Jewish values, and Jewish 
values start with morality, not with money.  
 It is true, we need money to raise a family and to give charity and to practice a lot of the 
mitzvahs, but money is only a means to an end. It must always be gotten legally and morally, and 
it must not be the end all or be all of life.  
 Unfortunately, many people become so obsessed with money that they cannot see 
anything but themselves. Rabbi Levi Yitzchak of Bardichov once called in one of his Chassidim 
who suddenly became rich. This man still pretended to be pious, but he did not help anybody, 
even though he was now rich. Rabbi Levi Yitzchak called him into his study, and he said, "Berel, 
look in this mirror. What do you see?" "I see myself,” the man replied. "Now, look out the 
window," the rabbi said. “What do you see?” "I see the people in the street." The rabbi then 
looked at him and said, "Berel, do you know the difference between a mirror and a window?" 
The man could not reply. "Both of them are made of glass," continued Rabbi Levi Yitzchak, "but 
the mirror is covered with a thin layer of silver. When you look out of a window, you see other 
people, but when you cover it with just a little bit of silver, you end up only seeing yourself.” 
 As we read in the Book of Koheles, "He who loves money is never satisfied with money. 
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There is a sickening evil I have seen Riches take control of their owner for his own downfall." 
This is what happened to Bilaam. He allowed his quest for money to override his spirituality and 
G-d-given talents. He thought he could make up for it by offering abundant sacrifices, but this 
did not help. He was still bound by the truth. Again, Frumkeit without Menschlekeit is not 
Yiddishkeit.  
 Let none of us ever be blinded by monetary considerations Let us always be willing to do 
the right thing. Let us be able to see others and not, because we are interested in a little silver, 
save only ourselves. If we will use our wealth to help others, then our wealth will be a great 
blessing as long as we have obtained it honestly. We must learn to prioritize our values correctly 
so that our children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren will remain Jews. Amen.  
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VAYISHLACH  

Sometimes Weakness, Sometimes Strength  
 In the Torah portion, Vayishlach, we see how after 20 years, Yaacov meets Esau. Yaacov 
is very afraid of this meeting. He learns that Esau is coming to meet him with an army of 400 
men. Yaacov prepares by praying to G-d, by sending Esau a huge gift, and by preparing for war. 
The rabbis teach us that every time we confront an enemy, we should read this Torah portion so 
we should learn how we are to deal with an enemy. In fact, the Talmud says that every time the 
rabbis had to go to Rome, they would study this Torah portion. One time they forgot to study, 
and they were unsuccessful; every time they studied this Torah portion, they were successful.  
 We know that at the end, Esau reconciles himself to Yaacov and embraces him and kisses 
him, and there is no war. The rabbis are all dumbfounded. How come Esau changed his mind? 
How come he reconciled himself to his brother?  
 There are two differing views on this matter. The first says that Yaacov, the night before 
his meeting with Esau, had a confrontation with Esau's guardian angel. Yaacov was able to 
overcome this angel, but while doing so, developed a limp when the angel touched his thigh. 
Yaacov, though, did secure the blessing of this angel. These rabbis say that when Esau saw 
Yaacov limping and bowing down to him with his family and children in the background, he 
realized that it would be beneath him to attack such a weak man. In other words, because Esau 
held Yaacov in contempt, he did not have to fight him; just like in the Middle Ages, no one 
would think of fighting with a woman. Even though these were violent times, it was beneath him 
to fight such an easy battle. According to these rabbis, Esau looked at Yaacov and realized that 
there was no battle here.  
 This technique of displaying weakness was what actually saved the Jewish people during 
the Middle Ages. If you do not offer any resistance, people get tired and will leave you alone. 
Throughout the Middle Ages, we Jews emulated two of Yaacov's strategies: we prayed to G-d; 
and we offered huge gifts. When it was known that a pogrom was coming to a small town, the 
rabbis and the head of the community would arrange to meet with the mayor and police chief in a 
treif restaurant. They would eat treif food and drink the vodka, and at the end of the meal, slip a 
huge bribe to the mayor and police chief, and there would be no pogrom. If perchance they failed 
to meet with the mayor and police chief, the Jews offered no resistance because that would 
infuriate the mob. Instead, they hid. After the mob burned a few houses and killed a few Jews, 
they left. If the]ews had offered any resistance, they would have all been killed.  
 This technique did not work with Hitler, and it would not work with Osama bin Laden, 
with Hamas, or with Arafat's Fatah. They want to kill every last Jew. We have to fight now. The 
truth of the matter is, if you want to get rid of somebody who is coming to argue with you, just 
agree with everything he says, and he will leave immediately. He will have nothing to say.  
 Other rabbis, the Rashbam especially, disagree with this approach, and they say that the 
reason Esau reconciled himself to Yaacov was because Yaacov stood strong. Yaacov had usually 
confronted his problems by running away. He ran away from Esau. He ran away from Laban, 
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and some rabbis say before he had the encounter with the angel, was planning to run away here, 
too. When Esau saw him standing straight, in spite of the fact that he was limping, ready to fight, 
Esau gained respect for him and reconciled himself to him. When should we show strength, and 
when should we show weakness? Sometimes, the showing of weakness saves us, and sometimes 
the showing of strength saves us. This is a hard question.  
 We know today that the Arab street does not love us. They are envious of us, and will 
never love us. However, they can either look at us with contempt or with respect. Many 
commentators felt that the Arab street would explode if we attacked Afghanistan, but it did not. 
In the beginning, there were many demonstrations because the Arab street has held the United 
States in contempt ever since 1982 when Hezbollah killed 263 Marines, and we did nothing. All 
through the Clinton years, we were attacked, and we basically did nothing. The Arab street 
would periodically riot, etc., but our victory in Afghanistan has silenced the street. They may not 
love us, but they respect us.  
 The same thing, I think, is true in Israel. The Arabs hold Israel in contempt. The Israeli 
Arabs have gone completely over to the other side. They do not admire our restraint at all. They 
think our restraint is weakness. Israel must act strong. That will silence the Arab street, and that 
will cause the suicide bombers to cease. Suicide bombers only exist when they think they can 
win. When they know they will be defeated, there are no suicide bombers.  
 It is interesting to note that Yaacov did not go to see his father, Yitzchak, right away. He 
went to Shechem instead. Some rabbis say that Yaacov could not reconcile himself to his father 
because he thought his father was way too passive. He did not want his children to always 
display weakness. He wanted his children to have respect. When he went to Shechem, his 
daughter, Dena, was raped. His sons, especially Simon and Levi, set upon a stratagem to retrieve 
their sister. They told Shechem that he could marry Dena, but the entire city would have to be 
circumcised. They then, when the men were weak from circumcision, slaughtered the whole 
town and rescued their sister. Yaacov did not like this at all. After all, to take their wrath against 
the whole town? He said, "You have disturbed me. You have caused me to stink to the 
inhabitants of the land." They answered him, "Should he treat our sister like a prostitute?" Here, 
the brothers were showing strength, avenging every insult, showing no weakness at all. Yaacov 
did not like this because sometimes you have to be weak, and sometimes you have to be strong, 
but a person who tries to avenge every insult causes only hatred and violence.  
 We never believed in that. We’ve never believed in dueling, for example. I am reminded 
of the story about a Jewish fellow who was challenged to a duel. He was supposed to be at a 
certain place at 6:00 a.m. He sent a message that morning saying, "I'm going to be an hour late. 
Shoot anyway."  
 Yaacov then took his family to Beth El, and made them divest themselves of all the idols 
they had acquired in Shechem, and then went to meet his father, Yitzchak, a man who never 
fought, who always gave way before insults.  
 Later on, we learn how Rachel dies giving birth to Binyomin. She called him Binonee, 
which can mean the son of my strength or the son of my sorrow. Sometimes, we have to show 
strength, and sometimes we have to show weakness. Rachel was the worldliest of the mothers. It 
was her blessing that we know when to show strength and when to show weakness. It is not an 
easy thing to know. Isaiah said, "We cannot surrender even one inch of Jerusalem, but we have 
to fight to the end," while Jeremiah said, "We have to submit to the Babylonians and give up." 
He even went around with a yoke on his neck. Sometimes, we have to show weakness, and 
sometimes strength.  
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 This applies to all relationships, especially to a marriage. If a person is always going to 
show strength to every supposed insult of their spouse, the marriage will not last a week. On the 
other hand, if a person is always weak and never stands up for himself or herself, the marriage 
also will not last. If one spouse is spending the marriage into the poor house, the other has to 
stand up, but if one spouse is buying one or two extra items, it is best to keep quiet. This applies 
in many areas. You have to know when to be weak and when to be strong. Usually, it is better to 
be weak. Some things are worth fighting for; e.g., children's health 01 education; most things are 
not. It is a big secret to know when to stand tall and when to bend. It is not easy. The same 
applies in a shul, in a community. It takes a lot of insight. That's why the rabbis read this Torah 
portion over every time they visited Rome.  
 I am reminded of the story of a man who went to the cemetery. He sat crying before a 
tombstone, saying "Why did you leave me? Why did you leave me?" The caretaker came over 
and asked, "Is that one of your relatives?" The man said it was not. The caretaker then asked, "Is 
this a good friend of yours?" The man again said no. The caretaker said, "Then, who is this 
person?" The man replied, "My wife's ex-husband."  
 Obviously, that marriage did not work. The couple did not know when to be strong with 
each other or when to bend. Let us all hope and pray that we will know when to be strong and 
when to bend so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
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VAYEISHEV  

Seeing Miracles, The Menorah, The Olive Trees and The 

Tubes  
 Why is it so hard to see how G-d acts in history? How come so many people cannot see 
the miracles G-d is constantly doing for the Jewish people and for each of us? Why, too, do the 
rabbis have us constantly publicize the Chanukah miracle on Chanukah, even going so far as to 
ban us from using the Chanukah lights for any other purpose?  
 On the first Shabbat of Chanukah (this year, there are two), we read the special 
Haphtorah, Roni V'Simchi. The Haphtorah is from Zecharia and speaks about the redemption of 
the Jewish people, and about Yehoshua, the Kohen Godol, removing his dirty garments and 
putting on clean garments, which symbolized that the Jewish people were going to remove those 
ugly things they acquired in exile and were now going to serve G-d in purity. Zecharia also had 
several other visions which he mentions to Yehoshua, the Kohen Godol. In one of them he says, 
“Behold, the stone that I have placed before you, Yehoshua, seven eyes toward one stone." What 
does that mean, seven eyes? What is the symbol of the seven eyes?  
 Also in this Haphtorah, we learn about the menorah that Zecharia sees. II And behold 
there is a menorah made entirely of gold with its bowl on top and seven lamps upon it, and there 
are seven tubes to each of the lamps, and two olive trees are near, with one to the right of the 
bowl, and one to its left." What does this mean, a menorah which has an olive tree on its right 
and left?  
 It is also in this Haphtorah that we have the famous line, "Not through armies nor through 
might but through My spirit, says the Lord." On Chanukah, we all know that we light the 
menorah. The menorah is different than the Shabbat candles because we cannot use the light of 
the menorah. It is just there for pursumay neesah, for publicizing the miracle. That's why we 
have the shammus. It is not really necessary to light the other candles with the shammus, but we 
need to have the shammus burn because if per chance we would use the light of the Chanukah 
menorah, we could say we are not using the light 0: the regular candles, but the light of the 
shammus. We also know that originally the menorah was to be lit outside on the left side of the 
house as you enter it. The mezuzah was on the right, and the Chanukah menorah was on the left. 
We do not do this anymore because the Persians, who were followers of the Zoroastrian religion 
in Talmudic times, prohibited us from doing this, and for many centuries we had to light the 
Chanukah candles in the basement or hidden away; otherwise, we would be severely punished by 
the Zoroastrian priests, thrown into jail or killed.  
 Today, we light the candles in the window to publicize the miracle. The Lubavitch rabbis 
are really doing the right thing when they light these huge menorahs outside. Why, though 
should we have this great need to publicize the miracle? Wasn't the miracle evident to everyone? 
The answer is no. Many people thought that what happened on Chanukah was just a chance 
occurrence, a coincidence. After all, if we look at the events of Chanukah, they seem very similar 
to what is going on today in world history.  
 On Chanukah, we play with the dreidle. The dreidle you spin from on top to teach us that 
Jews are above chance or fate or luck. G-d is ruling our destiny. G-d makes miracles for us. G-d 
helps those who help themselves. This is different than Purim. On Purim, we spin the grogger 
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from underneath. The message of Purim is there is evil in the world, and we must make noise 
against it. Purim is a holiday which celebrates our victor) over those who wished to destroy us 
physically. Therefore, we celebrate it with food and drink. Chanukah is a holiday which 
celebrates our victory over those who wished to destroy w spiritually. It is a holiday which 
commemorates our spiritual redemption. Therefore, the symbol of Chanukah is light. As we say, 
"Our soul is the light of G-d in us." The dreidle tells us that the Jewish people's survival is not 
just a result of chance. G-d intervenes in history to help us if we will take the initiative and begin 
to act.  
 Just look at what happened in Judah Maccabee's time. What did Judah Maccabee win? 
Judah Maccabee won because of the geopolitical events of his day. Just as in our day, the birth of 
Israel came about because of the geopolitical events of our day, and we say that it was a miracle. 
These events seemed so incredible as to be impossible to have happened. We say they were not 
just coincidental acts. After all, the only thing that Russia and the United States ever agreed on in 
the United Nations was the formation of Israel. Stalin, that great anti-Semite who a few years 
after the creation of the State of Israel was planning to murder all the Jews of the Soviet Union, 
actually saved Israel. In 1948, in an operation which Ben Gurion labeled Yikum Purkum, Stalin 
sent over to Israel all the captured German weapons which he had stored in Czechoslovakia. It 
was because of these German weapons that Israel was able to defeat the Arab armies. I had 
friends who even flew Messerschmidts and fired German artillery pieces and rifles, etc.  
 Seven empires had to be destroyed before Israel could come into being because everyone 
of these empires would have taken Palestine for themselves: the Turkish Empire; the Russian 
Empire; the Austrian-Hungarian Empire; the Italian Empire; the German Empire; the French 
Empire; and the British Empire. The Six Day War, too, was a miracle. However, many people 
today could not see the miracle. It is hard for them to see the miracle. Therefore, we have to 
pursumay neesah, constantly publicize the miracle because people cannot or do not want to see 
it.  
 Why did Judah Maccabee win? Because there was a power struggle going on between 
Rome and the Selucid Empire. After Antiochus IV decreed that all the Jews had to worship 
pagan idols, Judah revolted and defeated several Syrian armies. Antiochus IV was then preparing 
a huge army to come against him when he died. He was not killed by any of the Maccabees. He 
died from natural causes, and left a young son, Antiochus V, to ascend the throne. Immediately 
upon his death, a usurper arose in Mesopotamia who claimed the throne. The Selucid Empire 
extended from Turkey to modern day Iraq. It was under pressure from Rome in the west, and 
now a revolt broke out in the east. Lysias, who was appointed Regent because Antiochus V was 
too young, did not want to fight on two fronts while also having to leave an army on Turkey's 
western edge to deter the Romans from any attack. He, therefore, made a treaty with Judah. 
However, he obtained Judah's agreement to leave a Syrian garrison in part of Jerusalem. Later, 
Lysias thought after he would defeat the usurper in the east, he would come against Judah. The 
Temple, though, now was free, and we were able to rededicate it three years to the day after it 
had been desecrated. Judah knew, however, that this was not the end, and he made a pact with 
Rome. Lysias did come after him, and Judah was killed in the battle. We did not get our freedom 
completely from Syria until 22 years after the Temple was dedicated.  
 One could look at all these events and say they were just, result of coincidence. G-d had 
nothing to do with them However, we know that this is not so. When we spin the dreidle we 
proclaim G-d is above chance, and so is the survival of the Jewish people. Sometimes, though, it 
is very hard to see how G-d works. There are so many ups and downs. If it would no have been 
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for World War I and World War II, and World War started on Tisha B'Av, the seven empires 
would not have been destroyed, and Israel could not have come into being. People can still say, 
though, that it is all coincidence.  
 In the Torah portion, Vayeshev, we see how difficult it is to see things right in front of 
our eyes. Jacob could not see how hi favoring Joseph was harming the family. Joseph could not 
see how telling his brothers his dreams would infuriate them. The brothers could not see how 
getting rid of Joseph would actually sour their relationship with their father, who now was 
perpetually in mourning. Judah could not see how his withholding his thin son from Tamar 
would cause him to actually sleep with hi daughter-in-law, although unwittingly. Joseph could 
not see how his being alone with his master's wife would lead to hi imprisonment for twelve 
years. It is hard to see things in the world, especially their ramifications and consequences.  
 That's why in the Prophet Zecharia, we have the stone of the seven eyes. We must 
constantly see the whole picture. We live in six physical dimensions, east, west, north, south, and 
in one spiritual dimension. We must see that G-d is working in all dimensions. Chanukah 
proclaims this idea, but it is not easy to see it. You can just say that everything is coincidence, 
chance occurrences, like the death of King Antiochus IV. The menorah is fed by seven tubes 
directly from the two olive trees, but the olive is a bitter fruit. You cannot eat it directly like a 
peach or a pear. You have to prepare it in some way, cure it, etc., but its light is pure, even 
though its oil can only be obtained after the olive has been beaten. It is sometimes hard to see 
how G-d works. We believe G-d helps those who help themselves. Maybe the reason it is so hard 
to see how G-d works is because otherwise, we would all sit back and do nothing, but G-d wants 
us to act, to be His partner in bringing about a better world. Also, it is hard to see how G-d works 
because He generally works in small increments from both the right and the left. That is the 
meaning of the seven tubes and the olive trees on the left and right. We have to look at the whole 
picture. One incredible event we can dismiss as a coincidence, but seven? How can we deal with 
that except to say that G-d is guiding history? We have to always look with seven eyes, see the 
whole picture, and then perhaps we can see the miracles.  
 Many times we cannot see what is obvious. Many times we do not realize that G-d is 
behind many of the events that we experience in our personal lives as well as in our national 
lives. Life has its ups and downs, but the beaten olive leads us to a greater understanding of G-d's 
miracles. Let us hope and pray that we will all see G-d's working in history and in our personal 
lives so that the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
 



36 

 

MIKEITZ  

Uniqueness, Interacting, Material and Spiritual, Rachel and 

Leah  
 What is the proper role that a Jew should play in the world? How are we to relate to the 
world? We all know that when Abraham was commanded to leave Mesopotamia and to go to a 
land which G-d would show him, G-d told him, "And I will make you a great nation. I will bless 
you and make your name great, and you shall be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and 
those who curse you, I will curse, and all the families of the earth shall be blessed because of 
you."  
 From the very inception of the Jewish people, we were to be a blessing, not only to 
ourselves but also to the whole world. We were to serve as a role model for the whole world; yet, 
we were to remain separate and unique.  
One of the reasons the rabbis say that Abraham was sitting at the entrance of his tent in the heat 
on the third day after his circumcision waiting to entertain strangers, was that he was now unique 
and special. He did not, however, want this uniqueness to cut him off from humanity. To fulfill 
his function as a role model to the world, he knew he had to relate to the rest of that world. In 
fact, the rabbis say that before he became circumcised, he even consulted his friends as to 
whether he should indeed be circumcised. Only his friend, Mamre, told him to go ahead with it 
since he knew that you can only learn from people who are different from you. You do not learn 
from a teacher who does not know the subject; you take a teacher who knows the subject. You 
do not learn to play a violin from a person who does not know how to play a violin. You do not 
learn how to work a computer from a person who does not know how to work a computer. You 
do not learn how to live a moral and decent life and get close to G-d from a person who does not 
lead a moral, decent life and does not know how to get close to G-d. The Jewish role in the world 
has always been dual: how to preserve our uniqueness while, at the same time, reaching out to 
the world to help everyone achieve a higher level of morality and spirituality.  
 The rabbis explain that Yaacov had two wives: Leah and Rochel. Yaacov loved Rochel. 
He actually worked for her for 14 years. He originally worked seven years just for Rochel, but he 
was tricked by his father-in-law and given Leah instead. He then agreed to work another seven 
years for Rochel. The text says that Leah's eyes were weak, while Rochel was beautiful of form 
and beautiful of appearance. Leah was a homebody. It was Rochel whom Yaacov met at the 
well. She went out into the world. It was she who showed initiative; she even stole her father's 
god the trofim, when she fled with Leah and Yaacov and all n children from her father, Laban. 
She was always interested j the affairs of the world.  
Leah, on the other hand, was a homebody. She did not St the world. She only saw her home. G-d 
blessed her with s sons and a daughter. The word Leah can also mean tired and exhausted and 
fatigued. She was not interested in the world. The world exhausted her. On the other hand, 
Rochel saw things clearly. In fact, the word Rochel in Hebrew can mean clearly, explicitly. She 
went out into the world. She had trouble, though conceiving and gave birth to two sons, Yosef, 
whose name can mean to add or to remove. Rochel and her children added to the world. They 
also removed the canard that Jews do not contribute to the world. Rochel died, though, giving 
birth to her second son, Binyomin, whose name can mean sorrow and also strength. The strength 
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that the Jewish people give to the world many times causes envy and hatred. The children of 
Rochel added much to the world, but also brought sorrow to themselves because of the great 
gifts they gave to the world. Rochel was ill buried in the cave of the Machpeleh with the other 
matriarch because her job was to watch out for the Jewish people as the interacted with the 
nations of the world. She was buried on the road to Bethlehem. Even to this day, the Kever 
Rochel is a favorite place for Jews to pray. It was Rochel who prayed that the Jews, should return 
to the land of Israel, and it was to her prayers that G-d heeded. In the Rosh Hashonna and Yom 
Kippur davenin it is Rochel who is featured prominently.  
 The conflict between Yosef and his brothers can be seen as conflict between the way of 
Rochel and the way of Leah. The brothers misinterpreted completely Yosef's intentions and 
Yosef's dreams. He told them that times were changing, and they would have to change, too. 
That's why his first dream was about sheaves of corn. They were shepherds. They were not 
farmers, but he told them they were going to have to change. Their professions and physical 
circumstances had to change to meet the new conditions. He then had a second dream about the 
stars and the moon. They thought that he meant that they were going to have to change their 
spiritual way of life, too. They became angry only when he told them the second dream. They 
thought that in every generation there was one bad apple. In their grandfather Yitzchak's 
generation, it was Ishmael who was the bad apple. In their father's generation, it was Esau who 
was the bad apple, and in their generation it was Yosef. They had to get rid of Yosef. They did 
not realize that if their physical basis was not adjusted to changing circumstances, then their 
spiritual basis would also be affected. They would corrupt their spiritual basis if they did not 
change their physical basis. It turned out that only Yosef remained pure even in Egypt. The other 
brothers became corrupt even spiritually. Yehuda cavorted with whom he thought was a 
prostitute.  
 In our day, too, when the physical basis of the Jewish people disappeared in Eastern 
Europe, when the ground was burning under the feet of the young people, many of the leaders of 
the Jewish people, both spiritual and political, did not see this. We had no choice but to leave. 
Millions did, and those who did not were either overcome by communism or killed by the Nazis.  
 The rabbis comment on the verse from Miketz, "And it was at the end of two years to the 
day," as referring not to the two years after the butler was let out of prison, as Joseph had 
predicted, based on the butler's dream, but as referring to two different Jewish holidays: 
Chanukah and Purim. Purim speaks about the physical annihilation of the Jews, and Chanukah 
speaks about the spiritual annihilation of the Jews. Yosef saved the Jewish people from both 
physical annihilation and spiritual annihilation. It he would not have become the ruler of Egypt, 
the Jewish people would have succumbed to the famine in the land of Canaan, and also if he 
would not have become the ruler of Egypt and confronted them with their great sin, they would 
have continued on the road of spiritual decline. The physical and the spiritual are intertwined in 
Judaism. We do not believe that you can achieve the spiritual by denying the physical. To go 
through the physical to achieve the spiritual. That's why on Shabbat we are supposed to eat meat, 
drink wine, and be friend] with our spouse. Spirituality comes from hallowing the physical, not 
denying it. We must make sure that we have a physical base so we can achieve spirituality.  
 Rabbi Soloveitchik explains that in our day, too, there are many who forgot this lesson 
and forgot that in the modern world the Jews need a state to have a physical base to achieve 
spiritual goals. Without a Jewish state, it would be very hard for even Jews who live in the exile, 
for even Jews who live in America or Europe or anyplace else to conduct a Jewish life. The 
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world only respects those who have a state, and our lot in America would t much different today 
if the State of Israel would not have bee created in 1948.  
 The Maccabees in the time of King Antiochus knew the same thing. They knew that 
without a physical basis, Judaism would die. King Antiochus had already put idols in the Temple 
and forced the people to worship them. He banned circumcision the keeping of Shabbat, and the 
keeping of Rosh Chodes especially. The way of Rochel and the way of Leah must g together. If 
we Jews are only interested in establishing a physic base, then we will quickly assimilate, and, 
like Rochel, will have great trouble retaining our children. We will, by our great success evoke 
much jealousy and anti-Semitism among the people wit whom we live. On the other hand, the 
way of Leah cannot succeed alone because then only an elite not interested in the world can keep 
Judaism. They will have to pervert it by trying to deny that Judaism achieves spirituality by 
going through the physical. They eventually will be absorbed into other religion  
 Judaism needs the way of Leah and Rochel. The Maccabet defeated the Greeks and the 
Jewish Greek sympathizers, who were only interested in interacting with the world, not in 
preserving Jewish uniqueness, but they, too, had to interact with the world. It was Judah 
HaMaccabee who made our first treat with Rome. They knew they had to balance the way of Lea 
with the way of Rochel. Thanks to Chanukah, we Jews survive as both a unique people and as a 
role model for the world. That, too, is still our task today. Let us hope and pray that we will 
continue to always be a unique people and a role model for the world so we will continue to 
fulfill our G-d-given mission so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
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VAYIGASH  

Crying, Injustice, Betrayed Values, The Temple and Lost Love  
 One of the major problems of our day is that we cry over such unimportant things, like 
whether we lost this honor or that honor, whether we have to wait one month or two months to 
get this piece of furniture or that new dress. People today cry over the wrong things. Judaism 
says that we should cry. We should not be hardhearted, unemotional, but it teaches us over what 
we should cry.  
 When in the Torah portion, Vayigash, Joseph reveals himself to his brothers, it declares, 
“And Joseph lifted his voice and cried." When Joseph was sold into slavery, he did not cry. 
When Joseph was thrown into the pit, he did not cry. When Joseph was falsely accused by 
Potiphar's wife, he did not cry. When Joseph was in prison, he did not cry. When the butler 
forgot him, he did not cry, but now he cried.  
 We learn that Joseph cried at least five times. In the previous Torah portion, we learn 
how Joseph cried when he heard his brothers say among themselves - after Joseph had told them 
that they were spies and that they had to bring back Benjamin - that they were guilty of having 
this trouble come upon them because they had not listened to Joseph's pleading when they had 
sold him. Joseph also cried on Benjamin's neck in this Torah portion after he told his brothers to 
go up to Canaan and bring their father down to Egypt. He also cried when he saw his father, and 
in the next Torah portion, we learn how he cried after his brothers told him, after their father 
died, that their father wanted Joseph to forgive them and not harm them.  
 You can tell what a person is by what he cries over. If a person cries over the fact that his 
soup is too hot or too cold, it is nothing. If he cries because someone did not say hello to him or 
send him an invitation, it is nothing. If a person cries over the fact that he was given a white rose 
instead of a red rose, he is acting foolishly . However, if a person does not cry at all, then he is 
not much of a human being. Joseph cried when he heard his brothers say they guilty, because he 
cried over injustice. We Jewish people have always cried over injustice. That's why so many 
Jews participate in do-good organizations. That's one of the reasons the Arab refugee problem 
bothers us, because we Jews also feel their pain, many times too much so.  
 Joseph cried over injustice. That's why he tried to better the lot of the serfs by giving 
them lower taxes, but he still incurred their wrath because he moved them from one part of the 
country to another part of the country. Joseph cried when he revealed himself to his brothers, 
because of the fact that he had lost the love, advice, closeness, and moral support of his family 
when he was 17. That's why it is so tragic when a young person dies. We lose his love, closeness, 
advice, and company. Joseph was bereaved of his family for all these years, and he cried. Joseph 
also cried over Benjamin, and Benjamin cried over him. They cried not just because they lost 
each other's company, but also because Joseph's sale represented the loss and betrayal of the 
values for which his family stood.  
 In fact, Rashi explains that Joseph cried also over the loss of the two temples, which 
Joseph prophesied were going to be built and then destroyed in the territory of Benjamin; and 
Benjamin cried over the destruction of the Tabernacle of Shiloh, which was in the portion of 
Ephraim, Joseph's son. A person cries when he cannot implement certain values. He cries when 
others who should be able to implement these values betray them. Joseph cried for his brothers 
because they stood for Jewish values, an then perverted some of them.  
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 One of the reasons why today we have almost lost the Temple Mount is because we have 
not cried over it enough. Before Zionism came on the scene, the same could be said for the Ian of 
Israel. Many Jews said, "We will wait until the Messiah come. We will not go back to Israel," 
but other Jews cried over it, and knew that we needed it. Moshe Dayan made two mistakes after 
the Six Day War. One was that when all the Arabs were leaving and going to Jordan, he put 
soldiers on the bridges and forced them to go back. He did not want more refugees. He thought 
the Arab-Israeli problem would be solved in a few days. After all, Israel won the Six Day War 
decisively. He was wrong. He also turned over the Temple Mount to the Waft. It is true that the 
chief rabbinate issued a prohibition banning Jews to enter the Temple Mount, because the 
rabbinate claimed we are not sure on which part of the Temple Mount the ancient Temple stood. 
Even today, no one, unless ritually pure, can step foot on the area on which the ancient Temple 
stood. Other rabbis disagree, and said we do know where the ancient Temple was located on the 
Temple Mount; we should have built a synagogue now on the Temple Mount in the area on 
which the ancient Temple did not stand. This area is not where the mosques on the Temple 
Mount now stand. I must have gone to Israel at least 30 times since 1971, and I never went to the 
Temple Mount. It was a mistake. I should have followed the rabbis who allowed us to go up· 
onto certain parts of the Temple Mount.  
 We learn in the end of this Haphtorah where G-d says, after Judah and Joseph become 
one people and the Jews have returned to the land, "And I will seal a covenant of peace with 
them, and I shall emplace them, and I shall increase them, and I shall place My Temple among 
them forever so they will know, the nations, that I am G-d Who sanctifies Israel when My 
Temple will be among them forever." Every time we bench, we precede it with a Psalm, which 
you all know, that declares, "If I forget you, 0 Jerusalem, let my right hand forget its cunning, let 
my tongue adhere to my palate if I fail to remember you, if I fail to lift Jerusalem above my 
highest joy."  
 Joseph cried because he knew he would not be able to implement all Jewish values. 
Joseph also cried when he met his father for the first time. Some commentaries say Jacob also 
cried.  
 Joseph cried for all the texts he could have learned with his father and for his father's 
advice, closeness, and love which he did not have for these 20 years. Joseph also cried after his 
father's death when he saw he was misunderstood by his brothers, when he realized that the 
brothers had not realized that he was not going to take vengeance on them. He had, and never 
had, any intention of doing that.  
 You are what you cry about. If all you cry about are unimportant things, then you are a 
very superficial person. If, though, you cry over injustice; if you cry over the loss of the love, 
advice, moral support, and closeness of family members from whom you were either separated 
or who have died; if you cry over the values of your people which have been betrayed; if you cry 
over the many texts you could have studied but did not and if you cry when you have been 
misunderstood by the people who did not realize that you were trying to help them, then you 
have cried for worthy goals. Then your crying will lead to you trying to better yourself and the 
world. Our crying today over Jerusalem and the Temple Mount should cause us to do better in 
the future. As was promised in this Haphtorah, Jerusalem and the Temple are a sign that G-d has 
sanctified Israel.  
 Many rabbis say that the Temple cannot be rebuilt until we have constructed a model 
society in the land of Israel. This is similar to the time of David. David could not build the 
Temple because in his time, the people were too preoccupied with defending the country. This 
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was an important task, but it did not leave them time to construct a model society. This fell on 
David's son, Solomon, to do.  
 Today, too, Israel, confronted with defending herself against her enemies, makes building 
a model society very, very difficult. However, we must try. We have been assured that once we 
de G-d will find a way to allow us to build a Temple again without harming any other religion's 
interests and will allow us to be a light unto the nations, a model which will help all the nation of 
the world improve and bring redemption closer. This, though, requires hard work. It requires us 
to cry over the right things.  
 It is important to cry over things. We do not believe a person should not cry, as other 
philosophies and religions do, but we believe it is very important over what you cry. If you cry 
over worthy things, you are a good person trying to be better. If you cry over nonsense, you will 
have a very hard time making it in this world, and if you do not cry at all, you are a very hard 
hearted person who can never grow and help others to grow.  
 I am reminded of the story of a principal who came into a classroom and asked the 
students, "What would happen if all of you were on a boat in the Gulf and one of the teachers fell 
overboard? What would you do?" One of the students raised his hand and said, "Which teacher?" 
We should be able to cry over any teacher.  
 We all have to learn how to cry over injustice, betrayed values loss of family, love, 
advice, and moral support, and over being misunderstood. If we are to be a complete Jew, we 
must try to improve ourselves and the world, and, thus, follow in the footsteps of Joseph 
HaTzadik. This we can only do if we cry over worthy things. May we all cry over these worthy 
things so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
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VAYECHI  

Responding to Life's Unfairness  
 One of the most troublesome, intractable, difficult problems that we all face is: How do 
we deal with life when things are just not fair? But before we can even begin to solve this 
perplexity, we have to first resolve an equally thorny issue just unleashed with the word, "fair," 
namely, what is fair? What do we mean by "fair?" The dictionary defines it as just, upright, 
honest - words as gauzy as fair itself. One of the more solid definitions is equitable, unbiased, 
and impartial. If we examine situations and incidents we encounter daily and scrutinize the 
people in the Torah and their confrontations, in an emotionally detached and impartial manner, 
we can accept, if not fully understand, life's unfairness. For openers, we know that we can work 
very hard at a position, develop and implement a project that results in huge profits for our firm, 
and then receive no compensation at all except for the same cost of living increase that everyone 
else gets. Often, we go out of our way to help people, and then are slapped down for it, criticized 
for a minor foible which does not even interfere with the help we have given them.  
 I am reminded of the story they tell about a man who went into the post office to mail a 
package. He had a cast on his right hand. A little old lady, noticing that because of the cast he 
could not write, offered to help him. She filled out the form for him, and then he asked if she 
could write a note for his relative for whom the package was destined. She said she would be 
happy to do so. She finished the note and placed it in the package. The man then asked her to add 
a postscript. She said she would be happy to do so. He dictated, “P.S., Please excuse the terrible 
handwriting." Here the little old lady went out of her way to help this man, and he, in effect, 
insulted her.  
 Life is not always fair, and sometimes we get slapped down. Sometimes it can happen in 
the United States that you can get the most votes and still not be elected to office. How do you 
handle yourself when things just do not seem to be fair?  
 We know that one of the main themes of the whole Book Bereishis is how the second son 
receives the blessing, the patrimony, in place of the first son, that the right of primogenitor, has 
no place in Judaism, that talent and character are no important than the order of birth. However, 
if the rules say that the firstborn should get certain privileges, how can we take them away?  
 We also have as a theme of the last few Torah portions that rivalry between two firstborn, 
Reuvein and Yosef. Reuvein knows that his father favors Yosef, yet, among all the brothers, he 
was the one who stepped forward to save Yosef from being killed and has him cast into the pit. 
The Torah even records that he intended to go back to the pit and save Yosef and bring him back 
to his father. Before he could do this, his brothers, under the leadership of Yehuda, had sold him 
to a caravan going to Egypt. Reuvein fades from the scene, and the contest between Yehuda and 
Yosef takes its place. Yehuda is not even a firstborn. Ultimately, Yehuda triumphs. It is from 
him that the kings of Israel will emanate and eventually from him even the Mashiach.  
 It seems strange that this should occur since Yosef's character seems so much more pure. 
He did not sexually succumb to Potiphar's wife, as Yehuda sexually succumbed to Tamar. He 
maintained his identity in Egypt even though he was, in effect, the ruler of Egypt. He supported 
his brothers and is known a Yosef HaTzadik. Yehuda, on the other hand, stayed with his brothers 
in Goshen, and did not seem to play a prominent role in Egypt. The tribe of Levi produced the 
leaders that took the Jewish people out of Egypt - Moshe, Aaron, and Miriam - and the 
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priesthood that came which served in the Temple. It was Yehuda, though, who confronted Yosef, 
and forced him to reveal himself. It was Yehuda who went back to his father, and told him that 
Yosef was still alive. It was Yehuda who went ahead of his brothers to Goshen, and, according to 
the rabbis, founded yeshivas there. It was Yehuda who first said, "Vayigash - and he 
approached," which meant that Yehuda knew that to be a leader, you have to approach everyone, 
to get close to everyone. 
 In Yosef, we find a brilliant personage who wanted to be close to everyone, who said to 
his brothers, "Geshu No Elai approach to me," but the brothers had great trouble doing so. An 
aloofness about him made getting close to him very doubtful. Here this Yosef, who had been so 
good to his brothers who wronged him, still instilled so much fear in them after Yaacov died, 
they said, "Perhaps Yosef will nurse hatred against us, and then he will surely repay us all the 
evil that we did him."  
 Life is unfair. When hearing this, Yosef cried. He had tried to get close to his brothers, 
but he could not. Yosef did not cry when they threw him into the pit. Yosef did not cry when 
they sold him into slavery. Yosef did not cry when he was sent to prison for no reason, but Yosef 
did cry when he revealed himself to his brothers; he especially cried when, after years of helping 
his brothers, they did not trust him and could not get close to him.  
 In the Torah portion Vayechi, we learn how Yaacov blesses Ephraim and Manasseh. 
They are both good boys. That is one of the reasons the rabbis tell us why every Friday night we 
bless our sons that they should be like Ephraim and Manasseh and not like Abraham, Yitzchak, 
and Yaacov. We bless our girls that they should be like Sarah, Rivkah, Rachel, and Leah, but we 
do not bless our boys that they should be like Abraham, Yitzchak, and Yaacov. Instead, we bless 
them that they should be like Ephraim and Manasseh. The rabbis say we do this because of the 
rivalry between Abraham and his brother, Yitzchak and his brother, and Yaacov and his brother. 
Between Ephraim and Manasseh there was no rivalry. They loved each other and cared for each 
other. Maybe this was so because Yosef was emotionally involved with them. Yosef cried. 
Perhaps the patriarchs were not emotionally involved with their children, and, therefore, they did 
not know how to handle the natural sibling rivalry between all children. We know that Yaacov 
had a relationship with his grandchildren, Ephraim and Manasseh. That's why of all the 
patriarchs, he is called the Zakain, which means the old man. He really was not the old man 
because he only lived to be 147 (his father lived to be 180 and his grandfather lived to be 175), 
but it meant that to his grandchildren he was the Zakain, the elder, and maybe because of this 
extra learning and attention they got from him, the boys did not feel they had to be rivals.  
 When Yaacov was going to bless them, he chose to put his right hand on Ephraim and his 
left hand on Manasseh. Manasseh was the elder and had wonderful qualities. He was not an 
Ishm, or an Esau. He really deserved to have the prime blessing. Yosef tried to move his father's 
hands but to no avail. Yaacov said that Manasseh would also be a great person, but his younger 
brother would be greater. It is true that Yehoshua came from Ephraim and effected the conquest 
of the land of Israel for the Jewish people. The Tabernacle stood for over 400 years in the Tribe 
Ephraim at Shiloh. Manasseh did not get mad. He knew that certain respects, his brother was 
superior to him. His brother had superior Torah knowledge, according to the rabbis, although 
Manasseh had greater administrative abilities. He still reacted favorably to his brother, his father, 
and his grandfather. Sometimes, in life we cannot get the maximum, but we discern from 
Manasseh how to be ready and able to accept life as it is and was for him. After all, he still had a 
wonderful position. Maybe he could have had a better position, but he still was doing very well. 
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Why should Manasseh lash out with jealousy against his brother, or try to destroy the family or 
their family institutions? He still was going well.  
 Yaacov, in the Torah portion Vayechi, gathers together all children, and blesses them. He 
again emphasizes in his blessing which really deals with this problem of fairness, how some of 
his sons met the challenges of life, even though life is not fair with dignity and respect and 
compassion, while others fail the test of life with all its warts and unfairness. Yaacov criticizes 
Reuvein and said he was impetuous like water, and, because this, Reuvein lost his firstborn 
privileges. He felt that his mother Leah, was being wronged because after Rachel died, Yaacov 
was favoring Bilhah and not his mother. So he took the bull by the horns, so to speak, and, 
according to the rabbis, moved Bilhah’s bed out of his father's tent.  
 Shimon and Levi were also roundly criticized by their father because they took revenge 
against a whole city after their sister, Dena, was captured and taken. They also were the 
ringleaders trying to get rid of Yosef. They responded only with anger and violence to life's 
unfairness instead of trying to cope with it in a better way. Zebulun, who did not have a knack 
for learning, was praised because he supported Issachar, his brother, who did. Dan was criticized, 
according to the rabbis, by being compared to a servant because he acted in a treacherous way. In 
a sense, according to Abarbanel, Yaacov criticized Yosef in the beginning, when young Yosef 
provoked jealousy among his brothers. He was not sensitive to their concerns about unfairness.  
 Life is not always fair, but rather than dwell on life's unfairness, we have to do as 
Manasseh, rejoice in the good things of life, be thankful for the blessings we have, and go on. 
We should not respond in inappropriate ways, as Reuvein and Shimon and Levi did. We should 
not become treacherous, as Dan did, and, most certainly, if we are the beneficiaries of life's 
unfairness, we must not display and exhibit our wonderful talents and riches in front of those 
who feel cheated, but modestly continue giving credit not to our own talents, but to G-d for 
having helped us. And we certainly must not, with great pretentiousness, display our wealth and 
gifts in front of others who think they should have them and not us.  
 Yosef, at the end of his life, eventually was able to enter into the hearts of his brothers 
and gain their confidence, but it took a lot of work. We have to look at life and many of the 
things in it which seem unfair, and analyze these things dispassionately and impartially to 
determine if they really are unfair. Then we have to adopt a positive view and continue on. We 
should not create hatred and jealousy and not try to frustrate and hurt and harm others, because 
we feel we did not get everything we should have gotten. May we all rather look at our blessings 
and life as Manasseh and Ephraim did, in harmony, so the Mashiach will come quickly in our 
day. Amen.  
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SHEMOS  

Terrorism, Good Bursting Its Bounds, Evil and Uniting  
: ....  We are all still reeling from the events of September 11, 2001 when over 3,000 innocent 
people were killed by suicide bombers in New York and Washington. These people were 
blameless. They had not attacked the terrorists in any way. How are we supposed to understand 
the deaths of these innocents? This question is even more pressing when looking at the 
Holocaust. How are we to understand the deaths of six million of our own people for no reason, 
just because they were Jews? One and a half million of them were children. How can we 
reconcile ourselves to the death and suffering of so many innocent people?  
 How many times have we read in the newspapers where people have been shot and killed 
who were only innocent bystanders? Even in our own congregation, several people in the last 25 
years have been shot in their own businesses by robbers who killed them for no reason. It is true 
that all of us are going to die, and that these evil killers have only advanced the date of our death. 
In the natural course of life, almost everyone will die before they reach 90, but when lives are 
snuffed out before a person has had an opportunity to get married and have a family and raise 
that family, great evil is done. That person did not get an opportunity to help G-d perfect this 
world. He or she was not given the opportunity to use his talents to make this a better world. 
Little babies who die within a few days of their birth seem such a waste. Why did G-d allow 
them to be born in the first place, and why did their mothers conceive them?  
 These are hard questions. There are no easy answers. If someone tells you he knows why, 
he is either a charlatan or a fool. He is certainly not a religious person. We do not understand G-
d's ways, and we have many questions. We do not understand why G-d had to create a world that 
is based on death. G-d is omnipotent. He could have created a world without death, but he chose 
not to. We do not understand why. We do have perfect faith that at the end of days, when the 
Mashiach comes, we will understand, but now we do not. All we know is that we must 
persevere. We must never give way to despair or hopelessness. 
 One of the reasons I admire the Holocaust survivors so much is that they never gave up 
hope. After the War, they married, even in the DP camps. The highest birthrate recorded in the 
world between 1946 and 1950 was in the DP camps. They knew they had to go on. They rebuilt 
their lives, they rebuilt Jewish institutions, and they produced a generation of young Jews whose 
contributions to the world are second to none. Rabbi Elchana Wasserman reportedly gave the 
following speech to his students before he and they were shot to death by the Nazis: "In the 
heavens we are considered righteous. It seems we have been chosen to atone with our flesh for 
all of Israel. If so, it is imperative that we repent here and now. There is very little time left. Our 
sacrifice will be better accepted if we repent. If we do so, we will save our brothers and sisters in 
America. No on should think an impure thought as it would disqualify the sacrifice. We are able 
to perform the biggest mitzvah. The same fire that will consume us is the fire that will rebuild the 
House of Israel. "  
 We learn that when G-d created the world, He said that after every day it was good, 
except for the second day when He divided the waters from below the firmament and the waters 
above the firmament. On the sixth day, after He created the animals, He said it was good, but 
after He created man, He did not say it was good. We do read, though, that after G-d finished 
creating and saw all that He had made, He said, "And, behold, it was Tov Maod, very good." The 
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rabbis explain that the Maod can mean the selfish impulse, the Yetzer Hora. The Yetzer Hora can 
also mean the Angel of Death or death, itself. The rabbis tell us that many times it is the altruistic 
impulse which is much more evil than the selfish impulse.  
 We see that today with the suicide bombers who certainly were altruistic. They gave up 
their lives for their cause. The rabbis ask, what is evil? It is good that has burst its bounds. When 
people think they are doing a good act, but it leads to death and destruction, then it is evil. Tov 
Maod can mean good that has burst its bounds. How do you know when good has burst its 
bounds? When it leads to death and destruction; the permanent division between peoples.  
 G-d did not bless the second day because He did not unite the waters yet on a higher 
level. He left them separate. It was only on the third day that He gathered together the waters, 
and He called them seas, and on the second day it says,  “And it was good," twice. We only 
separate into families and nations and regions to more fully accomplish the job of perfecting this 
world. After all, a symphony orchestra has strings, woodwinds, and brass. They are all separate 
and unique, but they join together to make glorious music. When we divide into families and 
nations and regions, it is so we should join together and cooperate to make this a better world. 
The problem with terrorists and fanatics is that they permanently divide people. If you are not 
with us, you are against us, and you must be destroyed. Osama bin Laden and his ilk do not want 
to cooperate; they want to destroy. They believe in their cause, but it is good that has burst its 
bounds. G-d destroyed the world with a flood, with water, to teach us that although we pray for 
water, and water is a good thing, yet too much water causes great destruction.  
 In the Torah portion, Shemos, we learn how Pharaoh forgets all the good that Joseph and 
the Jewish people did for Egypt. All he sees is a security threat, and in the name of security, he 
enslaves the Jewish people and begins to systematically persecute us. He also decides to destroy 
all the Jewish boys when they are born. The rabbis tell us that Egypt was a fiery furnace that 
consumed many Jews, as did the smoke stacks of Auschwitz. Rabbi Soloveitchik says that this 
terrible persecution taught the Jews forever that we must be compassionate. We must never sink 
to this level. We must never feel that by pursuing our ideology or religion we could stoop to such 
a level. We must always remember the stranger and help the poor, etc.  
 We also learn that we are not to enslave each other, as the brothers of Joseph did when 
they sold their brother, Joseph, into slavery. We are not to harass and persecute our servants, as 
Sarah did to Hagar, and that we are to learn to be compassionate to one another. This may all be 
true, but G-d could have taught us these lessons another way. Nodov and Avihu were punished, 
according to certain rabbis, because they viewed the Jewish persecution in Egypt as a good thing. 
When they saw the road of sapphires under G-d's throne, which the rabbis said were the souls of 
all the babies especially and of all the Jewish slaves who were killed in Egypt, they viewed it 
with equanimity because they said it paved the way for our redemption.  
 These facile explanations of tragedy are not satisfying, just like people are now saying 
that the deaths of these 3,000 victims of the suicide bombers finally brought about the realization 
that terrorism is evil, and the world has finally mobilized to counter it. This may be true, but the 
same result could have been accomplished in another way.  
 Life is very difficult. Judaism does not believe in simple answers to the many questions 
we have in life. This is what distinguishes it from fundamentalism. We do not know why 
innocents die. The very first commandment that was given the Jewish people was to establish a 
calendar, which emphasizes the complexity of life. We have to take into account t movement of 
the sun, the movement of the moon, and the seasons of the year. This is a very difficult thing to 
do. Because of this complexity, there are fourteen different paradigms of the Jewish year. A 
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month could be 29 days or 30 days. There a seven leap years every 19 years, etc. This emphasis 
on life complexity from the very inception of our religion teaches us be humble. All we know is 
that we have to help G-d perfect the world, and that we have to look at the totality of things 
because if we concentrate only on one thing, we will not only be wrong but we will perpetuate 
great evil. Just as when we prepare the calendar, we have to look at many things simultaneously; 
when we look at life, we have to look at many things simultaneous and cannot come up with 
simplistic answers, like the suicide bombers have done. They have caused great evil to come to 
the world.  
 Let us hope and pray that all of us will realize that there is evil in the world, and much of 
this evil comes from people who would divide permanently because they view the world 
simplistically, and do not want to allow everyone to work together to perfect this world. Let us 
hope and pray that terrorism will soon end, and that everyone will realize that terrorist methods 
are evil. Let us hope and pray that we will be able to achieve perfect world without the deaths of 
millions of innocents. Amen  
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VAEIRA  

The Logic Behind the Illogical and Before the Emotional  
 In the Torah portion, Vaeira, we learn how Moshe Rabbeinu is very discouraged. He had 
come to save the Jewish people from slavery, but their lot had grown worse. Pharaoh was not 
giving them straw anymore, and without straw, the bricks would not hold. It is similar today to 
the steel rods we put up concrete. Without these steel rods, the concrete will not hold. Moshe was 
very discouraged because he never really felt that he was the man to lead the Jewish people out 
of slavery. When the Torah says that he was Kvad P'eh, he was heavy tongued, or Aral 
Sifosayim, of uncircumcised lips, it means that he really could not talk. Many rabbis interpret 
this to mean that he was a stutterer. Others say no. He could speak very well. After all, at the end 
of his life, he gave a speech, which lasted for 37 days. No one should complain about how long 
my speeches are. Moshe spoke the whole Book of Deuteronomy to the people. These rabbis say 
that when it says he was of uncircumcised lips, it meant that he did not have any moral authority 
to speak before Pharaoh. After all, how could he protest slavery to Pharaoh? He never spent one 
day in slavery. After he found two Jews quarreling and he tried to break up the quarrel, they 
yelled at him,  “Are you going to kill us as you killed the Egyptian?" He said, "Achain Hadovor 
Nodah, surely this thing is known," which the rabbis interpret, "Now I understand why the 
Jewish people deserve slavery. They are a quarrelsome people who do not appreciate when 
someone tries to help them." He, therefore, left and went to Midian where he married a non-
Jewish girl, and even agreed to raise his eldest son, Gershon, as a pagan. He also did not know 
Hebrew. The only Hebrew he knew were the words he learned from his mother until he was 
weaned at two years old. How could he represent the Jewish people?  
 I have a friend who is a prominent rabbi who, during World War II, was raised in a 
convent in Holland. His parents gave him to the nuns to save his life. This happened many times 
during World War II. When the war was over, the nuns did not want to give up the children. 
They did not want to return them to Judaism. Another friend of mine, who was a major in the 
army and not a very religious man, decided he would go to the convents, and he would go up and 
down the halls saying Shema. The Jewish children remembered from their mother the Shema, 
even though some of them were less than two years old when they came to the convent, and they 
flocked to him. My friend, the rabbi, was one of these youngsters. He also treated the major with 
great respect, even though the major was not particularly a pious Jew.  
 Moshe was the same way. How much could he remember from his mother? When he 
came before Pharaoh, he had moral authority. That's why he needed Aaron. Aaron spent time in 
slavery. Aaron was the leader of the Jewish people, understood them and their problems. G-d 
told Moshe not to despair, to speak to Pharaoh, but Moshe spoke before G-d saying, "Behold, the 
sons of Israel do not listen to me, and how is Pharaoh going to listen to me when I have 
uncircumcised lips?" The rabbi explain that this is a Kal V'Chomer, which means this is one of 
the instances in the Torah where you learn from a lesser things a major thing. If something were 
prohibited on a holiday, then most certainly it would be prohibited on Shabbat. Moshe told G-d, 
"If the Jewish people will not listen to me, how is Pharaoh going to listen to me? After all, the 
Jewish people would like get out of slavery. They are the ones who are suffering. How would 
Pharaoh listen to me?" But we could argue that this is not a true Kal V'Chomer because to be a 
true logical deduction everything must be the same. Here, Pharaoh was not suffering although 
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some people explained because Pharaoh declared wanted to be treated like a god and given extra 
honor, he would not do his natural functions except once a day, in the morning by the Nile. 
That's when Moshe came to see him. Look at his much self-induced suffering Pharaoh must have 
gone through to preserve the illusion that he was a god! Imagine only performing natural 
functions once a day!  
 We see that today where people, for the sake of the appearance, will go through all sorts 
of cosmetic surgery, just get an extra compliment. Wonderful, but they still have to use 
deodorant.  
 In life, things are not logical. People do not act out of logical motives. G-d was telling 
Moshe here, "Forget about your logic. You say that the Jewish people will not listen to you, and, 
therefore, Pharaoh, too, will not listen to you? It is not so." We know that people are very 
illogical. I do not understand why anybody today still smokes, but people say no one is going to 
tell them what to do. Maybe it has to do with their relationship with their parents or their 
spouses. People do not always act in their logical best interests.  
 In fact, when Moshe made this Kal V'Chomer, this logical deduction from lesser to 
major, he ended it with the words, "And I am of uncircumcised lips." Moshe was still trying to 
beg off from his assignment, and doubted up to this moment whether he was the person to lead 
the Jewish people out of Egypt. In fact, after he told G-d that he would go, he went back to his 
father-in-law to ask permission, and then when he was coming down to Egypt, he was still 
debating whether he should go. In fact, the text tells us that G-d was going to kill him if 
Tzipporah, his wife, had not intervened and circumcised his son. A Jewish leader has to also act 
Jewishly. According to the rabbis, she circumcised the eldest son, who was being raised as a 
pagan.  
 The question is often asked, why didn't Pharaoh just kill Moshe? The answer is that 
Pharaoh looked at Moshe and realized that he did not have credibility. He did not want to make 
him a martyr. He just wanted to mock him and destroy his credibility among the Jewish people. 
When Moshe questioned if the Jewish people do not listen to me, how will Pharaoh listen to me, 
he really was not making a completely logical statement: Although Moshe never spent a day in 
slavery and was far from the Jewish tradition, he could gain from the irony that many times Jews 
will listen more readily to someone who comes back to the tradition after being outside it than 
they will to someone who never left.  
 We see this in our own day, how Jews listened to Theodore Herzl and Max Nordau, Jews 
who had basically left the Jewish fold and had come back to help found the Zionist movement. I 
also know that in the 1960's, I had terrible trouble getting the community to make kosher 
dinners. All of a sudden, many of the young people went to California and got involved with 
gurus, who said you are what you eat, and then when they communicated this to their parents, I 
had no more trouble. I remember also I had terrible trouble upholding the Jewish practices until a 
book was published called The American of Death, and, all of a sudden, simple funerals were in, 
and I had no more trouble.  
 Moshe, because he came from outside back to the Jewish people, probably would have 
more influence than Aaron, who never left. Pharaoh tried to destroy Moshe through ridicule 
through showing he had no standing, that he did not have moral ground to stand on, but Pharaoh 
failed. Who G-d chose and why G-d chooses certain people is up to G-d.  
 Life, though, is not logical. Many times I have couples who come to see me, and when 
the husband claims that the wife was not being logical, the wife says, “Yes, but intuitively he is 
wrong.” Usually the wife is right because life is not logical. People do do things that are in their 
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best economic interests or even their best health interests. Too many other factors come into 
play: maintaining their independence, protecting their image, etc. We are composed of all sorts 
of conflicting drives and ambitions, and they are not easily reconciled. One of the main purposes 
of Judaism is to reconcile them. Let us hope and pray that we will not conceive of life as a 
mathematical puzzle, rather always be sympathetic and empathetic to peoples’ problems so we 
can help them solve them. Emotional factors are much more important than logical 
considerations. Logic, many times, leaves things out and is completely irrelevant. Many wars are 
started for no real logical reason. They have to do with national honor, etc.  
 One of the reasons why Arafat did not accept Barak's proposal - even though everybody 
on the left thought he would and should - was because they were logical and seemed to give 
Arafat everything he wanted. After all, they maintained if I were in Arafat's place, I would accept 
them. They were not in Arafat’s place, because to a Moslem, Jews are second class, cowards, 
nothings. How can you make a deal with a Jew? You are degrading yourself. Jews do not belong 
in the Middle East as an independent state, period. The emotional factors are much more 
important than the logical considerations. Logic can get you only so far.  
 Today, in Israel there is a much better spirit because nobody trusts Arafat anymore, not 
even the left, and they are united, and they also know that the United States is behind them since 
the U.S. suffered because of the 9-11 attacks. We all hope and pray that soon all these emotional 
factors in the Middle East will be addressed so eventually peace will come to the Middle East. It 
will not come, though, by assuming that because something is logical to us, it is also logical to 
Arafat and the Arabs of the land of Israel.  
 I am reminded of the story of a young man who went to hear Frank Sinatra at a nightclub. 
He went up to Frank before the performance and said, "Frank, please do me a favor. I am 19 
years old. I'm bringing my girlfriend to the performance. Please stop by my table and say, 'Hello, 
Bernie.'" Frank, thinking he was a young man trying to impress his girlfriend, said, "Why not?" 
In the middle of the performance, he came to the young man's table and said, "Hello, Bernie." 
Bernie looked at him and said, "Frankie, don't bother me now. Don't you see I'm busy? Come 
back later."  
 People are not logical, and people do things for many different reasons. Let us all hope 
and pray that we will all be empathetic, sympathetic people who view life not as a mathematical 
puzzle, but will take into account emotional factors and logical factors, that we can solve our 
problems correctly so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
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BO 

Idealism, Testing, Faith and The Smudged Paper  
 We all are struck by the idealism of youth. The idealism of youth is what propels the 
world forward. Young people in college many times feel they can do a much better job of 
running the world and fixing the world's ills than can their parents and grandparents. They adopt 
causes, and they strike out in new directions to solve problems which previous generations have 
found insoluble. We know that when conditions change, solutions change. In fact, in many 
instances, they should change. A society which has computers and the Internet and rapid 
transportation can solve many problems impossible to solve before. Rapid transportation can 
make famine anywhere in the world inexcusable. Food supplies can be rushed everywhere. 
Rapid communication can help us prepare for hurricanes, and allow us to combat new diseases, 
etc. Importantly, we must not rest our laurels, but charge ahead.  
 We know that this is true in the religious sphere as well, that many young people have 
found great joy and inspiration in the teachings of our faith, while many in the previous 
generations, enamored by western culture, have neglected these teachings. There is a great Baal 
Teshuva involvement going on today. Our young people are coming closer to religion. However, 
not every new thrust is warranted or achieves desired results. Sometimes, because human 
passions have not changed at all in the last 5000 years, these new thrusts actually exacerbate 
problems, not solve them. They fail to realize that not everybody is the same nor every situation 
the same, and that sometimes you do indeed need different strokes for different folks.  
In the Pirkei Avos, the Ethics of the Fathers, we learn how Elisha Ben Avuha says, “One who 
studies the Torah as a child, to what can he be compared? To ink written on fresh paper, while 
one who studies Torah as an old man, to what can he be compared? To ink written on erased 
paper.” In the olden days, writing implements and paper were very expensive. People did not just 
throwaway their paper. They erased it and wrote over it again and again. At first glance, this 
statement seems very simple.  
 A young mind is like a sponge and absorbs everything, while an old mind has to discard 
false notions before it can absorb new material. Therefore, to teach the young is easier. This is 
only a surface interpretation. A deeper interpretation speaks about the fact that young people are 
untested in life. They are filled with exuberance and ideals, but have not had their ideals tested 
the crucible of daily experience. We all believe in G-d, and that He is just and good, and that if 
we try to make a difference, G-d will help us make this difference. We believe that we are G-d’s 
partner in creation, and that eventually right will overcome might. We thrive on these ideals. We 
believe the wholeheartedly, but life can be terribly cruel. Young people took in the prime of life, 
leaving behind young children, young people who have only done well, who are role models for 
a community. How can we explain this? We know that people have stepped forward to fight 
injustice, and have reported unjust occurrences to authorities; though we have whistle blower 
laws, they have lost their jobs and find it hard to find new ones their field, all for doing what is 
right. We also know people who have tried hard to help other people, and have, in fact, helped 
them only to be slapped down by these very same people. Look at Israel. How hard they have 
tried to make peace with the Palestinians, bending over backwards only to be blamed by the 
international community who do not want Israel to exist, and to be laughed at and to be mocked 
by the Arabs, who consider Israel weak.  
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 One who studies Torah as a child comes away with beautiful concepts, perfect faith, but 
his faith has not been tested. The Baal Teshuva who confronts the fact that he will not be able to 
get the job he wants because he keeps Shabbat strictly - will he continue to be a Baal Teshuva? 
The young woman who knows that she will not get a promotion if she takes off the second day 
of yontif - will she still take off the second day of yontif? A person who has weathered life's 
tests, life's vicissitudes, even though his exuberance has waned and he has realized the 
difficulties ahead - that person's faith is grounded in reality.  
 The rabbis know that G-d will help the Jewish people, an eventually G-d's redemption 
will come. However, many times we will be defeated and suffer setbacks. Look at the Holocaust. 
The rabbis were not too keen on Jews taking up arms, because there was no assurance that we 
would always win. G-d has His own reckonings. That is one of the reasons the rabbis de-
emphasize the military aspects of Chanukah, stressing instead the miracle of the oil. The miracle 
was really that we Jews continued to struggle and wanted to be a light unto the nations, in spite 
of all the difficulties heaped upon us. A mature faith is a strong faith, even though written on 
smudged and erased paper. However, the mature faith can sometimes be too passive. We need 
the exuberance of the young and the newly religious to remind us that we should try again to 
implement our faith, our ideals in the world, even if we were previously slapped down. They also 
remind us that our faith must always be joyful and optimistic, not passive and sorrowful.  
 Elisha Ben Avuha was a great scholar; the rabbis profess as great at Rabbi Akiba. 
However, he lost his faith. He could not pass the test of life's crucible. He is still quoted in the 
Talmud, even though later he became a heretic and was known as Achair. This shows that, once 
again, the truth remains the truth no matter its source. When Elisha Ben Avuha was a great rabbi, 
his teachings were valid. He, himself, at the end said, "Les Din V'Les Dayin -- there is no law 
and there is no judge." Seeing life could not support his beliefs, he gave them up. He considered 
Judaism childish. He could not pass the test of the erased, the smudged paper.  
 That's why in the next sentence in the Pirkei Avos, we learn Rabbi Yosei bar Yehuda 
propounded, "Who learns Torah from the young, to what can he be compared? To one who eats 
unripe grapes or unfermented wine, but one who learns Torah from an elder, to what can he be 
compared? To one who eats ripe grapes or aged wine?" Life is not simple. Its vicissitudes make 
it difficult, full of many nuances and ambiguities. The young very often fail to grasp this. Mature 
scholars understand this. We need both the young and the old, the young for their exuberance 
and for being willing to act, and the old for their maturity.  
 This, too, explains why when we train youngsters, we must, as the Book of Mishley 
(Proverbs) teaches us, "Train each child according to his own way, and even when old, he will 
not depart from it." We must teach each child according to temperament. We want each child to 
retain Judaism's religious and moral perspective, even when life confronts him with major 
challenges. Some children are literal thinkers, some are mystic some are rebels, and some are 
conformists. Each of them must be taught Torah in such a way that he realizes life has a way of 
testing us all; we must, no matter what our temperament, be able to withstand this test so we can 
maintain our beliefs and live kind, compassionate, loving lives. The purpose of Jewish education 
is to make us want to do what we ought to do, and make all of us into menchen - loving, kind, 
compassionate, and caring human beings. This, however, does require a different approach for 
different types of children. We must ensure our youth are filled with idealism, and we must 
ensure when the idealism hits the hard spots of life, our children do not do Elisha Ben Avihu: 
become heretics and turn their backs on our religion and on our people.  
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 In the Torah portion Bo, we learn after the plague of locusts. Pharaoh calls Moshe in, and 
he tells him," Go and serve your G-d. Who, though, is going to go?" Moshe said, "With our 
youth and with our elders, with our sons and with our daughters with our sheep and with our 
cattle, we will go because it is a holiday of G-d for us." Pharaoh got mad and said sarcastically 
"G-d will be with you when I will send you and your children away.” Moshe knew that we could 
not serve G-d with only our elders. They did not have the exuberance alone, the drive to 
recognize when conditions have changed so they could implement even further our Jewish ideals 
of morality and compassion and implement them to the world. We need our youth. We have to 
be tempered by our elders. Moshe also knew that we need financial resources to implement the 
teachings of our faith. Therefore, he said, we need our sheep and our cattle. Pharaoh only wanted 
to send men to worship, but Moshe said no, "With our sons and with our daughters." Moshe 
understood that we need the adventuresome, religious spirit of the young men and the courage of 
the young women to make Judaism a force in world. It was the women who had saved the Jewish 
people in Egypt with their moral courage when the young men's will to survive had wavered. We 
need our youth. We need their spirits and their courage and their boldness, but we need it 
balanced by maturity. We do not need anybody to take reckless chances. On the other hand, we 
need people to push for the ideals of our faith in the world, in our families, and in our 
institutions.  
 Doveed HaMelech taught us that recklessness is wrong. He challenged G-d by saying, 
"Why don't we say in our prayers, 'the G-d of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and David?'" G-d told him, 
“We do not because you have not been tested.” David then said, “G-d, test me." G-d said He 
would and even told David He would test him in a sexual matter. Immediately, the whole 
problem of Bathsheba descended on David. He, of course, failed the test. David, in the Psalms, 
regretted very much his audacity in asking for this challenge. David's hubris, though, as a youth 
was needed. He just went too far in this instance.  
 Let us all hope and pray that we will always benefit from the mettle and energy and 
enthusiasm of our youth, but that we will teach them to temper this energy with the maturity of 
our elders, so that they will continue to lead Jewish lives, even after life has tested them and even 
dealt them cruel blows. Amen.  
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BESHALACH  

Stones, Straw, Lead, Treasures, Joseph's Bones and Jewish 

Survival  
 One of the basic tactics of our enemies is always to try to pit one Jew against another, to 
always try to convince us that one type of Jew is kosher and another type is treif, while, at the 
same time, prepare to harm or kill us all. Our enemies also are constantly trying to demonstrate 
to us that our own interests are parochial and unimportant and should be discarded, and they also 
are constantly trying to convince us that our Jewish dreams are false and unworthy of us.  
 In the Torah portion, Beshalach, we learn how, when all the people were asking for gold 
and silver from their Egyptian neighbors, Moshe looked for and found the bones of Joseph and 
took them with him. The Torah uses the word Atzmos. It could have just said Moshe took the 
body or the coffin of Joseph with him. Why does it say Atzmos? Atzmos can also mean 
strengths; Moshe took the strengths of Joseph.  
 Also, we learn in the Shira, the song the Jewish people sang at the sea, that the Egyptians 
sank to the depths like a stone. It also says that G-d consumed them like straw, and it also says 
that they sank like lead in the waters. Which was it? Did they sink like stones or like lead or like 
straw? Why do we have these three expressions?  
 Finally, we know that Boker is mentioned three times in the Torah in connection with the 
Jewish people. The first time is in this Torah portion when it says, "'It was in the Boker, 
morning, watch that G-d looked to the camp of the Egyptians. It also mentions Boker later on in 
this Torah portion when it talks about the manna, "And in the Boker, morning, you will see the 
glory of G-d." It also mentions morning when we received the Ten Commandments, "And it was 
on the third day when it was Boker, morning, there was thunder and lightning and a heavy cloud 
on the mountain." Why do we mention morning three times? The common interpretation of this 
is that we need three things to ensure Jewish survival: physical safety, a way of making a living 
and Jewish values. But why use the word Boker?  
 The rabbis tell us in the Medrash that Joseph left two treasures. These were his strengths. 
The first treasure Korach took, and he misused it. The second the Emperor Anton took, and he 
later gave it to Rabbi Yehuda HaNosi, and then it is stored up for the time of the Mashiach. 
Joseph left for w treasure of Jewish unity. He forgave his brothers for the sin did against him 
because they truly had done teshuva. He knew that it is only with Jewish unity that we Jews 
could overcome the problems especially of the Galut. Without Jewish unity, we are in trouble. 
Korach took this great treasure and misused it. He said all the Jewish people are holy, and he 
tried to unite the Jewish people without recognizing any differences.  
 Unfortunately, in our own day, we have Jewish people groups who try to demonize other 
Jews or other groups who do not agree with them. When the Jewish people crossed the Sea, the 
rabbis say they did it by tribes. Jewish voices should be stifled. We have to learn to have unity 
within diversity. Joseph did not try to make his brothers into his image. He allowed them to be 
themselves. We, too, must allow all Jewish groups to express their opinion, even if we disagree 
with them. The great gift of Joseph is unity within diversity.  
 Joseph's second gift was that we have to take care of our interests as well as other 
people's interests. We learn how when Joseph revealed himself to his brothers, he told them that 
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was an Av to Pharaoh, a father to Pharaoh. He told them, “G-d has placed me as a father to 
Egypt and a master to house and a ruler in all the land of Egypt." However, when brothers told 
Jacob that Joseph still lived, all they said was he was a ruler in all the land of Egypt. Jacob's 
heart rejected the statement. He did not believe them. It was only when he spoke to him all the 
words that Joseph had spoken to them, that he was also a father to Egypt, that Jacob believed 
them.  
 What is the difference between a father and a ruler? A ruler does not take into account the 
needs of the individual. He only looks at the whole state, and if certain people are hurt, too bad. 
A ruler does what is good for the whole state, or he does what is good for his own interests and 
not necessarily the interests of his subjects.  
 A father, on the other hand, always looks out for the best interests of his children. It 
might not be good for him, but if it is good for his son or daughter, he will tell them to go ahead 
and do it. A father may tell his son to take a job in a distant place, even though it is not good for 
the father because he will not see him very often. 
 When the brothers told Jacob that Joseph was the ruler over all Egypt, his heart fainted 
because he could not believe that his son, Joseph, would not take into account· the interests of 
those close to him. Joseph did take into account the interests of Pharaoh, but he also lowered the 
taxes of all the people to just 20%. He was a father also to the people, but because he moved the 
people around, when the Jewish people later were enslaved, the people did not take up for the 
Jewish people because they had lost their original land and had been transferred to other places 
in Egypt.  
 Joseph did take care of the interests of his brothers, too. He put them in Goshen. He 
protected them. He just did not look out for Pharaoh's interests alone. He looked out for Jewish 
interests as well as Egypt's interests. That's what we must always do. We Jews have constantly 
made the mistake of looking out for other people's interests and not for our own. We had it good 
in Poland for 500 years until the Greek Orthodox Cossacks rebelled against the Catholic Poles in 
1648. The Cossacks took their wrath out on us because we were the Poles' middle class, their tax 
collectors, etc. One-third of the Jews of Poland were killed, some in very cruel ways. Even today 
in Israel, there are many Jews who are interested only in the rights of the Arabs and not also in 
the rights of our people. The second gift of Joseph was that we have to look out for our own 
interests as well as our neighbors' interests. Antonious was a very good friend of Rabbi Yehuda 
HaNosi, but after he died things got bad for our people in Israel. As the Pirkei Avos says, be 
careful of the ruling authorities. They will use you when they need you, but when they no longer 
need you, they will spit you out. We must make sure to protect our own interests as well as our 
neighbors' interests.  
 The final treasure of Joseph was Jewish dreams. In spite of the fact that he was the ruler 
in all of Egypt, he never gave up on his Jewish dreams. Unfortunately, today there are many who 
have given up on Jewish dreams. They just want universal dreams, but nobody has universal 
dreams except for us Jews. Everybody else goes through their family, their community, their 
nation, their heritage before getting to universal dreams. In Israel today, there was a textbook that 
was issued about the World Two period, which mentioned Hitler, Stalin, etc., but not Gurion and 
had hardly any mention of the Holocaust. Knesset had to force the Department of Education to 
withdraw this textbook.  
 Why is it that in the Shira it says the Egyptians sank straw, lead, or stones? It is because 
the Shira is referring to the classes of Egyptians. The Egyptians who sank like straw, which 
means that they had a hard death, were those Egyptians who refused to allow the Jewish people 
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to come together, to be united. When Pharaoh issued his order, "You shall not continue to give 
them straw," the word Toseefun, to continue, has an extra Ale so that the word can also mean to 
gather. The rabbis interpret this word to mean that not only were the Jewish people den straw, 
but were also denied the right to gather together, worship, to talk, to have social occasions. 
Jewish unity was banned. This was a terrible thing, and those who enforced the ban died like 
straw. Those Egyptians who prevented the Jewish people from pursuing their own interests and 
only allowed them to pursue Egyptian interests died like stones. The word that is used for stones 
in Hebrew is Even. This word also means millstone.  Millstones are used to mill grain. They 
would not allow the Jewish people to even mill their own grain. These Egyptians died like 
stones.  
 Those who tried to prevent Jews from having Jewish dreams sunk like lead, the easiest 
death, the reason for this being that nobody can prevent Jews from having Jewish dreams except 
for Jews ourselves. Their prattling had no practical effect except to confirm what some Jews 
wanted anyway. It is important that we maintain our Jewish dreams. There are those today who 
do not want us to keep our Jewish dreams. They want us to share Jerusalem. Why should we 
share Jerusalem? Are the Moslems going to share Medina and Mecca with us? Of course, they 
can have their mosques on the Temple Mount, but Jewish sovereignty should be retained. Moshe 
took the strengths of Joseph, his three treasures: one, Jewish unity, two, the fact that Jews have to 
look out for their own interests as well as universal interests, and, three, that we should never 
neglect Jewish dreams.  
 The first Boker talks about Jewish unity within diversity. The tribes crossed the Red Sea 
individually. The second Boker talks about the manna, which the Jewish people had to collect 
every morning. Jews have to look out for their interests as well as the world's, and finally, the 
third Boker on Mount Sinai speaks about the Jewish dreams which we all must have. We must 
constantly work to implement the values of Sinai. Boker also means in Hebrew to scrutinize. We 
have to make sure that our enemies, through the use of clever words and actions, do not cause us 
to pit one Jew against another, or cause us to forget our own interests or cause us to lose our 
Jewish dreams.  
 I am reminded of the story they tell about the Minister of Religion in Communist Russia 
who was going to entertain the Chief Rabbi of Israel on a visit. As the minister was walking to 
work, he saw a little girl with some puppies. He asked, "What kind of puppies are these?" She 
replied, "These are Communist puppies." He was very pleased with this. When the Chief Rabbi 
came, he took him outside to see the little girl. The minister asked, "What kind of puppies are 
these?" The little girl answered, "These are Jewish puppies." The minister replied, "But I thought 
this morning you told me they were Communist puppies." The little girl said, "Yes, but that was 
before they opened their eyes."  
 Let us all hope that all Jews will open their eyes, and will realize that Jewish unity, 
pursuing Jewish interests as well as universal interests, and having Jewish dreams are necessary 
for the survival of all Jews. May we all pursue these three treasures so the Mashiach will come 
quickly in our day. Amen.  
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YISRO  

When to Stand Tall and When to Yield, the Secret of Life  
One of the most difficult problems all of us face in life is, when should we be strong and 
unyielding, demanding respect, and when should we be weak and yielding, forgiving of insult? 
We all know that in our relationships with others, especially in a marriage relationship, we must 
many times be yielding and forgiving if we want our marriage to endure. Only when there are 
issues of morality or financial issues which would bring ruin to both parties or issues of violence 
or when one party refuses to be intimate with the other at any time, then strong stands have to be 
taken.  
 It is very difficult to know when a person should stand strong, and when a person should 
yield. Every party in a relationship has a right to once in a while complain and tell the other party 
that certain things have hurt their feelings, etc., but this should never be done in a demeaning or 
sarcastic way, but a spouse, especially the husband, has to learn how to take these things, and a 
wife should learn how to speak up. Many times, when I advise couples, the wife comes forward 
with many complaints, and I ask her, "Did you tell your husband about these things?" Most of 
the time, the wife will answer by saying, "No, I didn't tell him, but if he loves me he should 
know." How should he know unless you tell him? Men are not sensitive many times to their 
wife's feelings unless their wife tells them what they feel.  
 This problem of when to be yielding and when to be unyielding has confounded all 
personal, community, and national relationships since the dawn of time. We all know how until 
100 years ago if a man felt insulted, he would challenge his insulter to a duel, and they would 
actually kill each other over some trivial offense. This is a completely un-Jewish attitude. We do 
not believe that honor is the highest value. Even today, in Arab lands, women will be killed by 
their brothers, uncles, and even fathers for some alleged sexual indiscretion. The daughter or 
sister could be killed just for being alone in a car or a bus with a man, even though nothing really 
happened. This whole question of guarding your respect or honor is a foolish one. Obviously, 
you cannot let people walk all over you, by killing members of your family, raping your wife, 
and stealing all your possessions. These are things that have to be stopped and stood up for. Our 
country had to respond to the killing of 3000 innocents by the al-Qaida suicide bombers. Unless 
we stood and destroyed these al-Qaida murderers, these attacks would be repeated and repeated. 
 Israel has shown remarkable restraint in the past by not responding to the Hamas suicide 
bombers who have attacked her. I am glad that American President Bush allowed Israel to stand 
tall, too.  
 In the Torah portion, Yisro, we learn how we were given the Ten Commandments and 
the Torah on Mount Sinai. We learn how Yisro, Moshe's father-in-law, the priest of Midian, 
"heard all which G-d did for Moshe and the Jewish people, Israel, who G-d brought them out 
from Egypt." The rabbis all ask the question, what is it that Yisro heard? They say that he heard 
about the splitting of the Red Sea and the battle the Jewish people had with Amalek. They all ask 
the question, why was he impressed by just these two things? Why wasn't he impressed by all the 
plagues that G-d had brought upon the Egyptians? Why wasn't he just impressed by the very fact 
that two million people had escaped Egypt when before not even one slave could escape?  
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 The rabbis answer that the reason Yisro was so impressed by the splitting of the Red Sea 
and by the battle against Amalek was because that showed him that the Jewish people knew 
when they were to stand tall, and when they were to yield. Yisro, according to the rabbis, had 
tried all the pagan religions and found them wanting because the followers of these religions did 
not treat individuals well. They were willing to sacrifice the lives of countless individuals for no 
reason. They did not know how to balance weakness with strength. When the Jewish people at 
the Red Sea were confronted by the pursuing Egyptian army, they broke into several camps. One 
said, “Let us return to Egypt.” Another said, “Let us protest.” Another said, "Let us commit 
suicide." Another said, "Let us fight," and the last said, "Let us trust G-d and move forward." 
They eventually trusted G-d and moved forward. They did not try to fight and confront the 
Egyptian army. They did not just protest their plight or decide to commit suicide. They did not 
decide to give up and go back to Egypt. They decided to trust G-d and go forward. They adopted 
a respectful, yielding position. They were not going to go back to Egypt, and they were not going 
to fight to the last man. They were going to maintain their dignity but without fighting. G-d did 
save them, and the waters came cascading down on the Egyptians.  
 Yisro also saw the battle that the Jewish people had against Amalek. Amalek had 
attacked the weak and the helpless, the stragglers of the camp, those who were outside the clouds 
of glory, the Tribe of Dan, who were still worshipping idols. The Jewish people rose up and 
defended these weak and helpless idol worshipping Jews. This impressed Yisro very much. The 
Jewish people were unyielding when it came to the saving of Jewish life. They were willing to 
fight. In many cultures, when the weak and the helpless are afflicted they are thrown, so to 
speak, to the dogs. The rich and the mighty do not want to expend their energy or their wealth to 
save them. They feel that they do not count anyway, especially if they are people who are not 
100% followers of that society's faith. The Amalekites got paid measure for measure. Just as they 
had attacked the weak, they, themselves, were weakened. As the Hebrew says, "Vayachalosh 
Yehoshua and Yehoshua weakened Amalek and his people by the mouth of the sword."  
 The rabbis argue whether Yisro came before the giving of the Torah or after the giving of 
the Torah. Those who say he came before the giving of the Torah contend that the lessons that he 
taught the Jewish people in how to administer justice and the important balance he saw between 
when to be strong and when to be weak were necessary for the Torah to be effective and 
accepted properly. Those who say he came after the giving of the Torah emphasize this same 
point by teaching that Yisro reinforced basic Torah teachings. The Torah teaches us when to be 
strong and when to be weak, and it teaches us that justice must be administered properly, not just 
studied theoretically.  
 The rabbis tell us that this Torah portion was named after Yisro because the Ten 
Commandments and the Torah are really incomplete without these teachings of Yisro. Rashi also 
says that his name was changed from Yeter to Yisro after he became Jewish. Others say his name 
was changed to Chovaiv because he loved the Torah. Yeter means to add, and the letter Vahv 
that" added to his name means and. The things he added to teachings were important. They 
enhanced the Torah. In fact, the letter Vahv is also part of G-d's name.  
 We learn also how the rabbis disputed whether Yaacov acted in an obsequious, yielding 
way when he met his brother, Es, or whether he acted in an upright, respectful way. Many rabbis 
say that Yaacov acted in an obsequious, yielding way, and this is why Esau made up with him. 
Others say, no, that in spite of the fact that he was limping, he walked in a dignified way, 
preparing to fight his brother if he had to, and that is why Esau made with him. Others say it was 
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a combination of his yielding attitude, as displayed by his huge gift and his display of strength by 
his willingness to fight if he had to which convinced brother to make peace.  
 Purim, too, displays this double characteristic. Mordechai was unyielding in his refusal to 
bow down to Haman. However, also he tells Esther not to reveal that she is a Jew. He also 
commanded Esther to go to the king, even though there was great danger involved, to save the 
Jewish people. He did not advise the Jew people to revolt against Haman's decree. Esther goes to 
the king and invites him and Haman to a party, and then she invites them another party, at which 
time she reveals that she is a Jew, and begs the king to save her people. Her weakness turns into 
strength. She had to go to the king a second time to ask permission for the Jews to defend 
themselves. Here, too, there was weakness and strength displayed. We need both in dealings with 
each other and in our dealings in our community and in our dealings internationally. The 
problem is, when you display strength, and when do you display weakness?  
 Chanukah is our longest holiday, eight days. Eight is a symbol of a gift from G-d. The 
situation at Chanukah looked hopeless. G-d had given us Jews the gift of never giving up. The 
Maccabees had to fight. There was no other alternative, but they also, after they regained the 
Temple, were yielding, and even allowed a garrison of Syrian-Greek troops to remain in 
Jerusalem. 
 This combination of strength and weakness has always b€ the hallmark of our people. We 
have survived all these thousands of years because G-d has given us the courage to know when 
to be weak and when to be strong. It sometimes takes much more courage to be weak than to be 
strong. Let us all hope and pray that we will continue to know when to be weak and when to be 
strong so that we will continue to have wonderful families, good communities, peace in the 
world, and especially peace between Israel and her Arab neighbors. Amen.  
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MISHPATIM  

Ethics, Morality, Dignity, and Holiness  
 We all know that the exodus from Egypt was a turning point in Jewish history. We refer 
to it in all our prayers. It is the focal point upon which our view of "the world rests. G-d does 
intervene in history, and G-d wants to have a positive relationship with us. He wants us to help 
Him redeem this world. The battle cry that Moshe Rabbeinu uttered before Pharaoh was, 
“Shelach Es Ami Vayaavduni - send My people out so they shall serve Thee.” The purpose of 
the exodus was so the Jewish people would be able to get close to G-d.  
 On Mount Sinai, we received the Ten Commandments. We did get close to G-d, but even 
before that, the Jewish people felt G-d's presence at the Red Sea after they had been rescued from 
the pursuing Egyptian army when G-d caused the waters of the Red Sea to cascade down upon 
them. They were filled with an exultant spirit. The rabbis tell us that the lowliest handmaiden at 
the Red Sea had greater prophetic insight than all the later prophets. The Jewish people had a 
vision of the future.  
 That's why Pesach is the first of our holidays, because in it we received a vision of the 
future which has touched the soul of the Jew ever since. The Jew knows that he has to perfect the 
world. That's why there are so many Jews in do-good organizations. We Jews know that we can 
make this a better world. This world is not an evil testing-ground in which our soul is trapped, 
and our main job is not to see whether our soul can withstand evil temptations, but is to help G-d 
perfect the world. To do this, we need to be attached to Torah.  
 That's why three days after they left the Red Sea, when they complained about the bitter 
waters, G-d gave them parts of the Torah which would allow them to have hope, which would 
allow them to overcome all difficulties in the days ahead. G-d also, after they complained about 
not having food in the desert, provided them with manna. The holiday of Shavuot speaks about 
G-d's Torah, and Succot speaks about the fact that G-d protects us and cares for us so that if we 
will try to help Him perfect this world, He will take care of us. The whole purpose of the exodus 
was to get close to G-d so that we could feel His presence and inspired to help Him perfect this 
world.  
 Right after the Ten Commandments, we read the Torah portion, Mishpatim. The portion 
does not start with some ringing declarations about freedom. Instead, it talks about acquiring a 
Hebrew indentured servant, and it says, "If B'Gapoh he will come in, B'Gapoh, he will go out." 
The rabbis all question, what does this word Gapoh mean? Rashi and Eben Ezra say that it means 
that if he comes in alone, he will go out alone. Others are not satisfied with this interpretation, 
and they say that it means that if he will come in with dignity, he will go out with dignity. If a 
person is to have a relationship with G-d, no matter what his position in society, he must have an 
inner sense of dignity, holiness.  
 Later on in this Torah portion, we learn that "people of holiness you should be to Me." To 
have a relationship with G-d you must want to be holy. All the laws basically in the Torah 
portion, Mishpatim, are speaking about preserving humanity, dignity, preserving your own 
feelings of self-worth, preventing you from becoming depressed with yourself.  
 There is a strange law in this Torah portion which says that if you steal a sheep, you have 
to pay four times the value of the sheep to the person from whom you stole it, while if you steal 
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cow, you have to pay five times the amount. This does not seem logical. After all, a cow you 
lead, but a sheep you had to carry on the shoulders. The answer is that by carrying the sheep on 
your shoulders, you are losing some self-respect, some dignity. Who knows what the sheep will 
do on you, and, therefore, your punishment is less because, in effect, you have punished yourself 
and you only pay four times the value of the sheep, while you pay five times the value of the 
cow.  
 When the Torah refers to holiness, it refers usually to food, sex or the pursuit of self-
glory, which is personified by idol worship. When a person sinks to his animal nature, he loses 
his sense of holiness. When a person eats like a glutton, when person is not able to control his 
appetites and becomes a drug addict or alcoholic, he loses his sense of holiness. He does not feel 
good about himself. When a person acts in a sexual, immoral fashion, sneaking around, he or she 
does not feel happy about him or herself. When we wake up in the morning and are not pleased 
by what we have done, we become disgusted with ourselves. When a person, too, in the pursuit 
of self-glory, lowers himself by telling all sorts of lies, by belittling others, by twisting the truth, 
he does not feel good about himself. When we act in an animal way, we become disgusted with 
ourselves. We become depressed. Depression is usually anger directed against oneself. We all 
know the story of the good-hearted prostitute.  
 There is a difference between being ethical and being holy. You can be a very ethical 
person but not a holy person. You could not be cheating anybody, you could be honest, but you 
can still not be holy. After all, consenting adults who engage in all sorts of behavior may not be 
unethical, but they are not holy. Their behavior may make them feel very disgusted with 
themselves. The person who cannot curb his need for glory or different kinds of food or sexual 
gratification, no matter the circumstances, usually feels very bad about himself the next morning. 
The person who engages in watching pornography is not unethical. After all, the parties have all 
willfully consented and are adults, but the person does not feel holy afterwards.  
 The Torah teaches us that there were two requirements for the Jewish people to receive 
the Torah. One was they had to be united, and the second was that they had to be holy. G-d has 
promised us that we can repeat this Sinai experience anytime we want. We learn, "Wherever I 
permit My name to be mentioned, I shall come and bless you." This refers to the outside altar. It 
had to be made without iron tools, which signified war and disunity, and it had to be a place of 
modesty, not sexual licentiousness. Therefore, no steps were allowed on the altar "so your 
nakedness will not be uncovered upon it." Everyone is capable of having a spiritual relationship 
with G-d. Everyone is capable of having a wonderful self-image. None of us should ever feel that 
we are so degraded in our own eyes that we can never come back and reach spiritual heights.  
 On the Shabbat before the month of Adar, everyone was commanded to give a half a 
shekel so that beginning on Pesach, when the sacrifices for the new year began, everyone would 
be included in the sacrifices because everyone is part of the Jewish people. Everyone had Gapoh, 
inner dignity. The rabbis all ask the question, why do we only give half a shekel? One of the 
answers they give is because we can never sully our soul more than half. Our soul is that piece of 
G-d within us. G-d is with us before we sin, and He is with us even after we sin. That's why on 
Rosh Hashonna and Yom Kippur, we say Adoshem Adoshen. We say it twice, once to indicate 
that G-d is with us before we sin, and once to indicate that G-d is with us after we sin. None of us 
should feel so disgusted with ourselves that we do not feel we have self- worth. Even if we are 
forced because of poverty to sell ourselves as an indentured servant, we still have dignity. We 
still can have a wonderful relationship with G-d.  
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 So many people today are depressed and disgusted with themselves. They should 
remember that they are important and that G-d wants to have a relationship with them, that they 
have inner dignity, and that they should not do things and do no have to do things that degrade 
them. But even if they have done things that degrade them, they can still come back. They can 
reattach themselves to G-d. They can be holy. To be holy you first have to be ethical and moral, 
but that is only the firs step. You can be ethical and moral and still not be holy, but if you are 
ethical and moral, you can certainly become holy and attach yourself to G-d and to a vision of 
the history which is exhilarating and uplifting. It is that vision which the Jews san~ about on the 
seventh day of Pesach at the Red Sea. None of you should ever feel depressed because we are 
disgusted with ourselves. We can all attach ourselves to G-d.  
 I am reminded of the story they tell about a Jew who came from Yemen on an airplane. It 
was the first time he saw an airplane. He believed that G-d was bringing him to Israel on the 
wings of eagles, as G-d had brought the Jews out of Egypt. When he came to Israel, a taxi met 
him to take him to his cousin's moshav. The road to the moshav was blocked, so the taxi driver 
told him to get out and walk along the railroad tracks for a mile to get to the moshav. This was 
the first time he had ridden in a taxi. He had no idea what railroad tracks were. He started to walk 
in the middle of the tracks. Everything was hunky dory until, all of a sudden, a train came 
barreling down on him going toot-toot, toot-toot, toot-toot. He did not know what to do. He 
jumped off the tracks in the nick of time. He had bruises on his arms and legs and had sprained 
his ankle. He made his way to the moshav. His cousin took him into the house, and asked him 
what had happened to him. He put on a kettle of tea. They started to talk when the kettle started 
to go toot-toot, toot-toot, toot-toot. The Yemenite picked up a hammer and smashed the tea 
kettle. His cousin asked, "What are you doing?" He replied, “You have to smash them when they 
are small."  
 When we feel we are depressed, when we feel disgusted with ourselves, when we feel 
down, we lose immediately our capacity to be holy. We should try to get help from trained 
psychologists and psychiatrists and also from our religious teachings so that we will quickly 
regain our capacity to be holy so we can truly serve G-d and be His spiritual partner. That is one 
of the main messages of Pesach. "Send out My people so they will be able to serve Me." Each of 
us, if we are ethical and moral and holy, can be G-d's partner in redeeming this world. Let us all 
hope and pray that we will all be such partners in the coming year. Amen.  
 



63 

 

  

TERUMAH  

Talents, Genes, Expendables and Never Giving Up  
 We all know that we each have been blessed with certain talents and certain deficiencies. 
Not everyone is born with an IQ of 150 or great athletic ability or musical talent or great 
interpersonal skills. Some of us excel in certain areas, and are very poor in other areas. Some 
people are mediocre in all areas. Some people, unfortunately, are very poorly endowed in many 
areas, although everybody has certain strengths. Each of us is called upon to develop our 
strengths. Each of us must constantly work at developing our strengths. We cannot just rely on 
our G-d-given talents. We must constantly improve them and develop them.  
 In life, many of us are dealt devastating hands. Those people who came of age during the 
Holocaust were not able to enjoy normal teenage years or early adulthood, yet they never gave 
up. Some people say that the lesson that we learn from the Holocaust should be, "Never again." 
This may be true, but it is not really all up to us. It is not in our power to determine whether 
crazed enemies of our people will again come to power. After all, look at what happened with al 
Qaida and many regimes in Arab countries and Europe now. However, we are called upon to 
never give up. The lesson we learned from the Holocaust is we never give up. The survivors of 
the Holocaust never gave up. They showed us that the true role of the Jew is to never give up. 
 They started new families, and many of them became greatly successful.  
From the time of Abraham, we Jews have always been positive, no matter what the tragedies 
thrown against us. Noah lived through a holocaust, but his response to it after he survived was to 
become a drunk. We say that Abraham started monotheism, but Noah was still alive until 
Abraham was 52 years old. Noah knew all about monotheism, but Noah gave up. We, the 
descendants of Abraham, never give up. No matter what our talents, no matter what our 
circumstances, we must always try to improve, to do better, to never give up.  
 This lesson is emphasized in the Torah portion, Terum, where we learn about all the 
articles that were donated to but the Tabernacle. The Torah lists 15 articles: gold, silver, copper, 
blue wool, purple wool, crimson wool, etc. However, when Rashi speaks about what was 
donated to the Tabernacle, he said that they donated 13 items. How is this possible since if you 
count what the Torah lists, there are obviously 15 items? Why did Rashi say only 13 items?  
 What's more, when the instructions for building the Alter which contained the Ten 
Commandments are given, it says that the Ark was two and a half cubits long and one and a half 
cubits wide. Why does it use half measures? Why doesn't it just say three cubits and two cubits? 
When it talks about the table, it says it should be two cubits long and a cubit wide. Why does it 
mention a half when it talks about the Ark? Why doesn't it just say three cubits by two cubits? 
After all, the Ark was a very small object. If you say that a cubit is 18 inches, then the Ark was 
on 45 inches long and 27 inches wide. It contained the Ten Commandments, but the Ten 
Commandments were engraved on two stones. They were never ever as big as portrayed in our 
synagogue. Moshe could never have held these stones if they were as big as portrayed in our 
synagogue.  
 Many commentators discuss why Rashi says there were only 13 items donated by the 
people to build the Tabernacle when the Torah lists 15 items. The answer is that Rashi did not 
count the oil and the spices. He did not count these items because they were expendable. They 
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had to be constantly renewed. The other items that went into building the structure of the 
Tabernacle were permanent and were comparable to our G-d-given talent: The oil and the spices 
were comparable to the constant effort we must always expend, to the optimistic view that we 
must have of life.  
 We all know that the DNA that we are given, the genes that we have, are very important, 
but more important is what we do with what we have. The oil and the spices stood for what we 
do with our permanent structure. We all know that none of us is perfect. If any of us would be 
perfect, we would not need any doctors. Every one of us suffers from one defect or another. In 
fact, the rabbis say that we are only born with half a soul. All of us are born incomplete, that 
when the soul comes down to earth, it is cut in two, and each of us is looking for our mate. Eve 
was "created when Adam was split in two.” Eve was not created from his rib, according to our 
tradition, but Adam was split in two. A man needs a woman, and a woman needs a man, not just 
to procreate but to complete themselves. We all know that each of as needs to complete 
ourselves. That's why we need education. That’s why we need to learn social graces. We have to 
offer the spices and the oil continuously. I had a good friend who everyone thought was perfect. 
He was handsome and had a wonderful physique, had a fine sense of humor, and was brilliant 
with many degrees, but he died at 32 because he got involved in the drug culture. I had another 
friend who had polio as a child. He worked hard at gaining his strength back in his legs, and 
ended up a professional athlete.  
 The rabbis all ask the questions, why does it say, "And they shall take from Me an 
offering?" You give an offering; you do not take an offering. Rabbi Kenatopsky explains that 
what we are talking about here is creating holiness. When we give Terumah, which is the word 
used for offering here, to a Kohen, we first set it aside. After we set aside this portion of our 
crop, we can use the rest of it. Before we set aside this portion, we cannot use any of it, and our 
crop is then called Tevel. The setting aside of the crop is called Hafrosha. When we give it to the 
Kohen, it is called Netina. To intake something holy, we first have to set it aside, designate it. 
We have to learn how to make distinctions. We have to expend effort.  
 This, too, was the purpose of the oil and the spices. We first had to use the oil for light. 
We had to learn how to make a distinction between light and darkness. This is what we say in the 
Havdalah every Saturday night. Then we have the oils filled with spices, which was used to 
anoint the vessels of the Tabernacle, to teach us how to distinguish between the secular and the 
holy; then we have the incense spices to learn how to separate between the holy and the holy. To 
lead a good and decent life, we have to learn how to separate between light and darkness, holy 
and secular, and even between holy and holy. Not everything is on an equal level of being holy. I 
once knew a teenager who would never help his mother with chores because he had to learn 
Torah or pray. That was wrong. We also know that human life takes precedence over Shabbat. I 
am reminded of the story of a young man in Kollel whose wife always asked him before he went 
to learn at Kollel, to take out the garbage. He did not want to do it because it would make him 
lose time from learning Torah. His wife nagged him every day about taking out the garbage. 
Finally, he told his teacher about it. The teacher did not say anything at all, but the next morning 
the young man heard a knock on the door. He was very surprised when he opened the door to see 
his teacher there. He said, "Rebbe, what are you doing here?" The Rebbe responded, “I have 
come to take out the garbage."  
 In life, we must learn how to make distinctions between good and bad, between holy and 
secular, between holy and holy. It is even more important than what we have been given 
genetically. We can almost always overcome our problems if we have right attitude and do the 
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right thing, if we take the medicine are supposed to, eat the way we are supposed to, exercise like 
are supposed to, learn how to conduct ourselves the way we are supposed to, and understand the 
importance of making correct moral decisions. We must learn how to differentiate between holy 
and holy, how to prioritize our Jewish values correctly so we can reach our full potential. We 
never give up on anybody. We want everybody to reach their potential, and everybody can if 
they use the right oil and spices, even if we have been horribly wronged or been afflicted with a 
disease or had to endure the Holocaust. We all must never give up, but always strive to better 
ourselves and our conditions.  
 I am reminded of the story about the Japanese emperor who was looking for a new 
samurai. He held contests all over Japan. He finally chose three candidates who came before 
him. He had his servant let loose a fly, and the samurai went swish with sword, and immediately 
the fly was cut in half. The emperor was pleased. The second samurai stepped forward, and the 
servant let loose the fly. The samurai's sword went swish swish and the fly fell, both wings 
severed from his body. The emperor was very pleased. Finally, the third samurai came forward 
who was a Jewish boy. The emperor's servant released the fly, and the Jewish samurai made a 
little circle with his sword. The fly looked dazed but kept on flying. The emperor was very 
displeased. He said, "What's this?" The samurai replied, "I'm a Jewish samurai. We believe in 
circumcision, not the death penalty."  
 Everybody can improve. Nobody should be thrown away and considered a nothing. 
Everybody can reach his potential. We should not give up on anybody and especially on 
ourselves. That is the Jewish message, and that is why the Ark is not three by two, because we 
are all halves. None of us is completely whole. We all need to improve ourselves. We all need to 
work at it, and if we work at it, we can achieve great things. We will never be able to get to the 
three or two, but we can get close. Let us all hope and pray that none of us will throw anyone, 
including ourselves, on the dust heap in spite of the many obstacles which may be thrown in our 
way, but that we will all always try to achieve our potential. Let us all hope we will all do so, so 
the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
 

Building a Home, The Nitty Gritty and The Tabernacle  
 In the Torah portion, Terumah, we learn how the Jewish people were to build a 
Tabernacle in the wilderness. There are five Torah portions that are devoted to building this 
Tabernacle: Terumah, Tetzaveh, Ki Sisa, Vayakhel, and Pekudei. Why is it that the Torah spent 
so much time describing how we are to build the Tabernacle, especially since many of the major 
laws of our religion we learn from an extra letter here and there? The laws of Shabbat are almost, 
as it were, hanging on a thread, learned from an inference here and an extra letter there.  
 Perhaps we can understand why the Torah spends so much time on the building of the 
Mishkan if we understand that the rabbis compare our relationship to G-d to that of a marriage. 
Marriage grows and comes to fruition when a couple builds a home together. It is the building of 
the home which draws them closer to each other, and it is hard work to build a home. The nitty 
gritty details are important, and we are not just talking about bricks and mortar; we are talking 
about emotional attitudes, responsibilities, etc. It is hard work to build a marriage. It is hard work 
to 'have a satisfying relationship. 
 In fact, the rabbis say that the appurtenances in the Tabernacle signify a Jewish home. 
Rabbi Soloveitchik explains that there are four things that are required to build a Jewish home: a 
bed, a table, a chair, and a lamp. In fact, we learn about this in the Book of Kings when the 
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Suhunamite woman prepared a home for Elisha, the prophet, who, when he came to their town, 
would have a place to stay. She built an apartment on her roof. In Israel, the roofs are flat, and 
there is usually no snow. The roof serves as their patio. The Suhunamite woman built an 
apartment on the patio, which was called the Aliyas Kir. In it, she placed a bed, a table, a chair, 
and a menorah. The rabbis teach us that have a successful marriage, you must have these things.  
 The ark cover, which contained the two cherubim in love embrace, is referred to as a 
Mishkavay Hashem, which literally means the couch where G-d talked to Moshe. To have a 
successful marriage, there must be intimacy, a sharing of the physic emotional, and spiritual.  
 There was also a table on which the showbread was placed every week. This signified 
that a family needs Parnosah, that you need to make a living to have a successful marriage, and 
it’s the man's responsibility to provide for his wife and children. That's what the ketuba is all 
about, and that's why it is the man who puts the ring on the woman's hand and says, "Behold, you 
are sanctified to me with this ring according to the law of Me and Israel.” This means this ring is 
a down payment on the man's obligation to support his wife and children. A woman can 
contribute to this support, but she does not have to.  
 There also must be common spiritual values and goals in marriage. That's what the 
menorah stood for. It was only four and a half feet tall, but it was the largest object in the 
Tabernacle. There also must be a chair. The rabbis say this stands for the throne of glory which 
rested in the Tabernacle. Some others say that was the little golden incense altar, but a chair 
stands for responsibility. A couple must be responsible for each other. The first man was made 
androgynous, hermaphrodite. Adam was lonely. He had nobody to give to. The angels would 
give him, but he had no one to give to. Therefore, G-d split him in two. He now had the 
opportunity to give to Eve, and Eve had the opportunity to give to him. This also meant, though, 
that there would be inevitable differences because they would all look at the problems of life 
from a different perspective. Each of them was entitled to respect, to sit on a throne, so to speak, 
and each of their views needs to be listened to and somehow reconciled.  
 The rabbis tell us that it was because of the moral courage of the women that the Jewish 
people were redeemed from Egypt. They did not give up. The men had given up. The men also 
later worshipped the golden calf and listened to the evil report of the spies about the land of 
Israel. The women did not. In a marriage, we need the moral courage of the women, and if truth 
were told, today a woman really does not need a man for anything. There are sperm banks. There 
are guns. In the olden days, a man could take a knife away from a woman. Now, a woman can 
shoot a gun before he can come close. The rabbis teach us that it is essential that there be a 
husband and a wife, a family, if we are to raise good children. The women supply the moral 
courage, and the men teach a child self-abnegation. By handing over his paycheck to his wife 
and deferring his pleasures, he teaches the child that spiritual things are more important than 
physical things, that you are supposed to defer your physical pleasures to help your family in a 
spiritual dimension.  
 The rabbis also teach us that the table stands for kashruth, the bed for Taharas 
Mishpocha, the menorah for learning Torah, and the chair for entertaining guests. We know that 
it was a requirement for the Jewish people to prove that they had families before they could 
receive the Torah. The family means that the moral courage of the woman and the self-
abnegation of the man will be present. The woman, by the fact that she is willing to have 
children, displays great moral courage. We know that the menorah stands for the Shabbat 
candles, the table for kashruth in the home, the ark cover for Taharas Mishpocha and the chair 
for entertaining guests. All these require the active participation of the woman.  
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 The Torah spends so much time on describing the building of the Tabernacle to each us 
all that a relationship is built on the nitty gritty. The couple has to be willing to do things for each 
other and for the community, and especially for their children. It is hard work and can be very 
rewarding, but it requires courage and self-abnegation.  
 I am reminded of the story about the man who went to the doctor who told him he had a 
chronic disease. It was not fatal, but it made him very depressed and he felt terrible all the time. 
He came back to the doctor after a few months and said, "Doc what can I do? I feel so ugly and 
depressed. Even when I look in the mirror, I feel ugly and depressed. Tell me something positive, 
Doctor, so I should feel better." The doctor said, "You have, good eyesight." It is up to us to 
adopt a positive attitude. If we do so, we can, each of us, build a home which is like a Tabernacle 
We have to pay attention, though, to the nitty gritty. Let us hope we do so the Mashiach will 
come quickly in our day. Amen. 
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TETZAVEH  

Terrorism, Amalek and Moral Equivalency  
 Today is Shabbat Zochar. On this day, we are commanded to remember what Amalek did 
to us when we left Egypt. Shabbat Zochar almost always occurs on the Torah portion, Tetzaveh, 
except during a leap year. Why should this Torah portion almost always coincide with the Torah 
portion, Tetzaveh? What's more, there seems to be some great ethical issues involved. Why were 
we commanded to wipe out Amalek, and what does that exactly mean?  
In the Haphtorah, we learn how King Shaul lost his kingship because he did not fulfill the 
commandment of wiping out Amalek by letting King Agag live, and also by allowing the people 
to take the cattle of the Amalekites for themselves. There seems to be a moral equivalency here. 
The Amalekites killed us, so we are going to kill them, but if we look at it carefully, we can see 
that there is no moral equivalency here.  
 We can understand this whole concept of wiping out Amalek if we look at what is going 
on today. The Amalekites were terrorists. Agag was Osama bin Laden. They preyed on the weak 
and helpless. That's how the Torah describes the attack of the Amalekites on our people. It says, 
"Remember what Amalek did to you on the road when you left Egypt, and that he met you on the 
road, and he attacked the stragglers after you, and you were tired and exhausted, and he did not 
fear G-d." Amalek attacked the innocent, the weak, and the helpless. He did like the terrorists of 
today, striking civilians, the old, the young, the children, the innocent. After September 11 when 
we lost 3000 innocent civilians, we began to understand the evil of terrorism. As our President 
George Bush has said, "We have to eradicate this evil." This is not a racial thing. No nation can 
exist if they are constantly having attacks launched against their innocent civilians.  
 Amalek was actually our relative. Amalek was the great-grandson of Yitzchak, the 
grandson of Esau. His father was Elifaz, who the Gemora says was a tzadek, a righteous man. 
Elifaz his son, Amalek, to be friends with his cousins, the Jews, but he did not. He nursed his 
hatred. He thought that we Jews had usurped the birthright and blessing which belonged to him 
and his family. We know that if the Amalekites changed their philosophy and no longer believed 
in the survival of the fittest, that they are no longer considered Amalekites. How do I know this? 
Because the Torah tells us that the grandchildren of Haman became Jews, and their descendants 
even became members of the Sanhedrin. The Rambam says that we are supposed to sue for 
peace before we attack the Amalekites. The only Amalekites that had to be eradicated were those 
who persisted in their terrorist activities. Today, we are only hunting down all the members of 
the al-Qaida, and are only going after Osama bin Laden and his cohorts. Terrorism is a terrible 
thing. It can destroy everything. We see today that the PLO is using the same terrorist 
philosophy. I am afraid that in Israel they are making the same mistake that King Shaul did. 
Instead of striking at Arafat and the top leadership, they are just going after the lower echelon 
leaders. Terrorism will not stop until the current Palestinian Authority's leadership is gone, and 
until the Palestinian people decide to institute leadership that does not believe in terrorism. 
Arafat talks out of both sides of his mouth. We can see that every day when he orders a cease-
fire and then orders his own Fatah organization to engage in terrorist acts killing innocent people.  
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We read the Torah portion, Tetzaveh, on Parshat Zochar almost every year because the Torah 
portion, Tetzaveh, speaks about appearances} speaks about the dress that the Kohen Godol and 
the Kohanim had to wear when they served in the Tabernacle and Temple.  
 In this Torah portion at the very end, we also learn about the little golden incense altar. 
Learning about the little golden incense altar here seems completely out of place. We had learned 
about all the other appurtenances of the Tabernacle in the previous Torah portion. Why do we 
have to learn about the little golden incense altar here? The rabbis teach us that this little golden 
incense altar stood for our thoughts, for our hidden intentions. Only incense was burned on it, 
and a few drops of blood were thrown on it. The big copper altar was outside, and on it were 
burned all the animal sacrifices and meal offerings. It is our inner motivation, which determines 
many times the morality of our actions. Not all killings are the same. There is no such thing as 
moral equivalency between what the terrorists do and what our counter-attacks are. Israel has 
been unjustly blamed because it is trying to defend itself. People say, "Well, a plague on both 
your houses," but Israel does not try to kill innocent people. There may be collateral damage, but 
when we attacked the al-Qaida in Afghanistan, innocent people were killed, but not intentionally. 
There was collateral damage. Outward appearances must always be judged by inner motivations. 
It makes a big difference whether you try to kill innocent people on purpose, or whether it just 
happened as· consequences of defending yourself. There is no moral equivalency between these 
acts, even though in both instances innocent people were killed. Amalek purposely tried to kill 
innocent people, just as the PLO today tries to kill innocent people to break Israel's will. It is 
sometimes very difficult to tell the difference between an evil person and a good person. It is 
hard to tell the difference between a Haman and a Mordechai. They look similar, but it is their 
motivation, which is different. It is the inner golden altar which sets them apart. Haman was an 
ambitious, dedicated, devoted official. He was a good family man. He was willing to spend his 
own money to get what he thought was a desired result. He was willing to pay the king 10,000 
silver shekels to kill the Jews. He loved his children. He had all those qualities, which we 
admire, but he was an evil man because all his abilities were directed to kill innocent people. 
Hitler, too, had wonderful personal qualities. He was a vegetarian. He was faithful to Eva Braun. 
He loved children. He loved animals, but he was the most evil man who ever lived. He killed six 
million Jews, one-third of our people. Haman did not kill anybody; he just tried.  
 It is very important that when we judge movements and people that we judge them not 
just on their results but also on their motivations. There is no such thing as moral equivalency 
between what al-Qaida did and what the United States has done in response. Amalek was a 
people devoted to a philosophy of killing Jews, striking at the weakest, just as the PLO does 
today. They are even willing to commit suicide to achieve this end as al-Qaida does and as even 
the ancient Amalekites did. The Medrash said that Amalek knew he could not beat the Jews 
when they left Egypt, but he wanted to attack them even if this meant many of his people would 
die.  
 I am reminded of the story they tell about Sammy Epstein who left his business one day 
and started to walk home. A rainstorm came up, and he noticed an evangelist tent across the 
street. He entered the tent and sat in the last row. He listened to the pyrotechnics of the minister 
saying you had to be saved, that you should be saved, that it was important that you be saved so 
you could enter the kingdom of heaven. Sammy admired the preacher's speaking technique. At 
the end, the preacher said, “All those who want to enter the kingdom of heaven, stand up.” 
Everybody stood up except for Sammy. The preacher looked at him and asked, “Brother, don’t 
you want to enter the gates of paradise?” Sammy replied, “Yes, but what's the hurry?” 
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Unfortunately, the Amalekite type personality does not believe in pursuing its goals in a moral 
way through persuasion. They only believe in killing innocents. Let us hope and pray they will 
be quickly defeated all over the world so there will be peace in Israel and in the world so the 
Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
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KI SISA  

Humiliation, Self-Degradation, Purim and Self-Respect  
 One of the worst things you can do to a person is to humiliate him, to treat him without 
any respect at all, to look at him as a non-person. We all need to feel that we are important, that 
we make a difference. One of the biggest lies that was ever told is that sticks and stones break 
your bones but names will never hurt you. Names hurt because they diminish a person's self-
esteem. They make him feel that he is a nothing. In the Ethics of the Fathers, we know how it 
says that the world is established on three principles: truth, on justice, and on peace. As it says in 
the Prophet sharaia, “You shall administer truth, justice, and peace within your fates." Peace is 
an important value, but a person cannot base his actions on peace alone. He also needs truth and 
justice.  
 A battered wife, to maintain Shalom Bayit, peace in her home, may suffer countless 
insults and many batterings under the false idea that they are worth enduring to maintain the 
peace of her household. The rabbis agitate against this idea. They cry out against it. They say 
such a marriage can never endure. Such a marriage should be broken and divorce gotten since it 
lacks truth and justice. Why should a woman have to endure such beatings and insults? True, to 
get along in any institution, we have to sometimes cloud the truth, make ambiguous statements 
so people save their pride. Many times, people in family disputes have come to me and I have 
been able to solve the dispute by having one of the parties who had gotten off on a tangent to tell 
the other party, “The Rabbi said I have to apologize," or, “The Rabbi said that we have to forget 
what I said." By this manner, he or is able to save face.  
 We all know that when it comes to disputes, the rabbis prefer compromise rather than a 
judgment based on the merits of the case. Someone who comes before a rabbinic court is always 
asked, “Do you want a compromise or do you want a judgment?" In an argument, a winner and a 
loser result and hatred ensues. In a compromise, peace can reign. However, the compromise must 
be agreeable to both sides. It cannot be a forced compromise which blatantly favors one side, 
especially the powerful side. Both sides must compromise. Truth and justice and peace must all 
be mixed together to preserve human dignity.  
 The Torah portion Ki Sisa stresses the importance of preserving human dignity, how 
important it is to make sure that a person can maintain his dignity in the face of his comrades.  
 In Ki Sisa, we learn about the sin of the golden calf. In most Torah portions, the aliyahs 
are all of equal length, but in this Torah portion, the first two are very big and the last five are 
small. The question asked is, why, and the answer given is because we learn about the sin of the 
golden calf in this portion. We know how the Tribe of Levi did not participate in the sin of the 
golden calf. The first aliyah is always given to a Kohen. Kohanim are also from the Tribe of 
Levi. They are all descendants of Aaron, originally a Levite. The second aliyah is always given 
to a Levi, a member of the Tribe of Levi. From this second aliyah, we learn all about the sin and 
the punishments afflicted upon the people who worshipped the golden calf. This aliyah must be 
given to a Levite because none from that tribe sinned; members of the other tribes did. We do not 
want to call up an Israelite or a member of the other tribes to read in front of him his degradation 
- to humiliate him.  
 The sin of the golden calf was a serious lapse. How could a person who received the Ten 
Commandments just 40 days before decide to worship the golden calf? The rabbis adduce they 
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were overcome with fear. It was not that they no longer believed in G-d, but they felt that they 
needed to have a replacement for Moshe, who had, at G-d's behest, gone up the mountain to 
receive the tablets of the Ten Commandments. They felt that they needed an intermediary 
between themselves and G-d. They believed that Moshe had left them, and they needed some 
tangible presence to take Moshe's place. They felt that they could not reach G-d directly. This is 
proved by the fact that when Moshe returned, no one objected when he destroyed the idol. If that 
truly had been their new god, they would not have permitted it. They realized they had made an 
egregious error. They had overestimated their need for an alternative way to reach G-d. They did 
not realize that Moshe was not their conduit to G-d; he was their teacher. Everyone had to reach 
G-d themselves, and certainly they had Aaron to help them do this. They were now humiliated. 
Moshe even ground up the golden calf, and mixed the pieces with water, and told them to drink 
it. He also punished those 3000 people who actively worshipped the golden calf. The people had 
wrongly thought that Moshe was dead, and they needed another way to reach G-d. The only way 
they thought they had to reach G-d was through Moshe.  
 In our day, too, there are many people who make erroneous assumptions, and lead the 
people in the wrong direction. Before the Yom Kippur War, the Israeli intelligence community 
thought Egypt would never start a war until its air force was improved to be on a par with the 
Israeli air force. They forgot all about the Russian anti-aircraft missiles which could provide a 
shield for the Egyptian army for 30 miles into the Sinai. Today, Arafat made a terrible mistake in 
thinking that we Jews want peace so much that we will suffer any humiliation to get it, that we 
will suffer the distortion of the truth; i.e., the Temple Mount never belonged to us, that we will 
suffer the perversion of all justice, that we Jews do not have any rights in the land of Israel, all 
for the sake of peace. He treated us as a defeated people. He humiliated us, especially those 
Israeli leaders who ran after him, even after Arafat had rejected their most generous offer. This 
offer was more generous than anyone ever thought would be offered. The leaders looked like 
they were acting without any dignity and respect. What good would a peace treaty with Arafat be 
anyway, since he has broken every single agreement he has ever made? The Russians have a 
wonderful proverb which says, "If you want to attract wolves, act like a sheep." Israel was acting 
like a sheep. It if would have continued much longer, diaspora Jewry, I am sure, would have 
turned their back on Israel. Instead of giving diaspora Jews pride, Israel's sheepishness was 
reminding diaspora Jews of the ghetto Jew, who had no choice, who had no power whatsoever, 
who when an anti-Semite would spit at him would say, "Oh, it must be raining today."  
 After G-d forgives the Jewish people, G-d said that He would send an angel to lead the 
Jewish people. Moshe was not satisfied with this. He said, "If Your presence does not go along 
with us, do not bring us forward." In other words, "Unless You accompany us, G-d, directly, we 
will not have the strength to go on." The Jewish people would be a humiliated people. People 
would not see that G-d's presence was with them. Even today, the nations of the world believe 
that G-d's presence is with the Jewish people. Moshe said, "How will we know that You are with 
us?" and the answer given is, "When we will be distinguished people." Today, we know about 
the great accomplishments that the Jewish people continue to make to the world.  
 When Moshe came down from the mountain with the second set of the tablets of the Ten 
Commandments, his face shone. He was forced to put a mask on his face so the people could feel 
close to him. When he commanded the people about the laws of the Torah, he removed the mask, 
but afterwards, he placed it on his face. He did not want to cause the Jewish people to feel that 
they could not get close to him. He did not want them to be deterred from coming to him and 
asking questions. They should not feel that they were nothing compared to himself. Nobody 
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should ever be made to feel that they are a nothing. When people act as if they are a nothing, 
then they are treated like a nothing. They have no self-esteem and cannot serve G-d properly.  
 In the Shirat Hayam that we recite every day and which is found in the Torah portion 
Beshalach, we learn how the Egyptian army drowned in the sea, that they "descended in the 
depths like stone." It also says that "G-d's wrath consumed them like straw," and it also says, 
"They sank like lead in the mighty waters." The rabbis ask, what does this mean? This seems 
contradictory. Either they sank like stone or like straw or like lead. Why do we have these three 
expressions? The answer given was there were different types of Egyptians. Those who made us 
brutally suffer were tossed around like weightless straw and suffered mightily before they died. 
Those that mistreated the Jewish people but did it straightforwardly drowned like lead, which 
means they died immediately. Those who were semi-cruel sank like stones. In other words, they 
were punished measure for measure. G-d made sure that the humiliation that the Jewish people 
were forced to endure was adequately punished. Jews throughout the Middle Ages were 
routinely humiliated.  
One of the reasons diaspora Jewry has supported Israel so strongly is because with a strong 
Israel, we do not feel so vulnerable. We feel that Jews cannot be attacked and murdered without 
penalty. That's why it was so distressing to see Jews murdered in the El Ak'sa Intifada, and Israel 
not seeming to respond.  
 We are soon to celebrate the holiday of Purim. The rabbis explain one of the reasons 
Haman almost succeeded in exterminating the Jewish people was because of their humiliating 
behavior: When Achashverosh had his banquet, he invited the Jewish community, and then 
humiliated them by using the Temple utensils. He mocked the Jewish people, and no one stood 
up and said anything. They applauded their own humiliation. They seemed to revel in being 
insulted. The rabbis profess that upon seeing this, G-d said, “If the Jewish people will not stand 
up for themselves, why should I?" and allowed Haman to proceed, knowing, of course, full well 
that eventually the Jewish people would stand up.  
 It is wrong to humiliate anybody, Jew or gentile. We must all be very careful not to 
humiliate anyone, and we must also learn to stand up for ourselves if it is possible. Let us always 
have dignity and respect, and let none of us ever participate willingly in our own humiliation. 
Amen.  
 

VAYAKHEL 

Women, the Tabernacle, Shabbat, Building on the past  
 We all know that women play a crucial role in Judaism.  The rabbis teach us that when 
Gg-d first decided to give the Torah to the Jewish people, He first decided to give it to the 
women.  That’s why it says in the Book of Shemos before G-d gave us the Ten Commandments, 
“Thus shall you say to the House of Jacob and tell the Children of Israel.”  The House of Jacob 
means the women; the Children of Israel means the men.  Rabbi Tahlifa of Caesarea said that if 
G-d would have given the Torah to the men and the women would not have wanted it, the Torah 
would never have been kept in Israel, but if the Torah would be given first to the women and 
they accepted it, then it did not make any difference what the men would do.  The Torah would 
endure.  Therefore, it says to the House of Jacob. 
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 The women did not worship the golden calf, and they did not listen to the evil report of 
the spies.  The rabbis teach us, too, that it is only because of the moral courage of the women that 
we were able to endure the Egyptian bondage.  The men were ready to give up, but not the 
women. 
 We know that Purim is coming up.  Purim is a holiday on which we celebrate our 
deliverance from Haman, an ancient Hitler who wanted to exterminate the Jews.  Esther could 
have escaped the fate of the rest of the Jews because her husband, King Achaverosh, did not 
know she was Jewish, but she risked her life twice:  once to tell the King about Haman’s plot and 
have him executed, and the second time to allow her people, the Jewish people, to defend 
themselves against the anti-Semites.  They still were ready to carry out Haman’s evil decree – 
decreed by the seal of the King.  In Persian law, a King could never withdraw a decree.  He 
could, though, allow the Jews to defend themselves by obtaining arms, etc.  This they did, and 
triumphed.  Esther could have turned her back on her people, but she did not.  She knew that her 
future must be built on her past. 
 We also know that it is the woman who mainly creates the Shabbat in a person's home. 
The Shabbat is mainly created by the woman who lights the candles, who makes the house spic 
and span, who prepares delicious meals, who dresses up in fine clothes and makes sure the 
children are dressed up in fine clothes and who creates the atmosphere for the love of G-d and 
the love between a man and his wife to be felt.  
 
 
 In the Torah portion, Vayakhel Pekudei, we learn how Moshe Rabbeinu built the 
Tabernacle according to the directions given to him by G-d. Interspersed among these directions 
was the command to keep Shabbat. In fact, the Torah portion, Vayakhel starts with the command 
to keep Shabbat. Why should this be so? Why should the command about Shabbat be connected 
to the building of the Tabernacle?  
 What's more, we learn especially about the contributions of the women. Why were the 
women's contributions stressed as much here? We also learn how the word "prince" of each tribe 
is written without the Yud. The rabbis explain that the reason for this was because the princes, 
who were rich people, said that they would not give anything to construct the Tabernacle at the 
beginning, stating that they would make up any deficit. They would first let the people give, and 
what was missing from the campaign, they would add. The people, though, gave more than 
enough, exceeding even what was needed. The princes then did not have anything to contribute 
to the actual building of the Tabernacle, although they did contribute the Shoem stones and the 
stones for the setting of the Aifud and the breastplate and the spice and the oil. The rabbis tell us 
that their title, prince, is written without a Yud to emphasize that they adopted the wrong policy. 
They should have participated initially in the campaign for the Tabernacle.  
 Almost all the commentaries tell us that the Tabernacle was built to facilitate the Jewish 
people's meeting with G-d. In other words, the Jewish people wanted to continue the Sinai 
experience where they encountered G-d. After Moshe did not return from Mount Sinai when the 
people thought he should, they felt they had to build the golden calf as a necessary vehicle to 
reach G-d. They erred. The rabbis teach us that they did not want the golden calf to be their god. 
They wanted the golden calf to be the vehicle through which they could reach G-d, just as Moshe 
had been the vehicle through which they could reach G-d. They made a mistake, though, and 
confused the vehicle with G-d. They worshipped the work of their own hands. We know that we 
do not need a vehicle to reach G-d. We can reach G-d directly. It is true that if we create certain 
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experiences, we can reach G-d more readily. We can put ourselves in the mood for meeting G-d. 
The Tabernacle was to put us in this mood. It was to be a place which would enable us to meet 
G-d. It, however, was not superior to the Shabbat, and, therefore, it could not be constructed on 
the Shabbat because Shabbat is where we meet G-d every week.  
 The women understood this. They did not worship the golden calf. They knew that you 
could not worship the work of your own hands, as the men did. The women did not worship the 
work of their hands. To them, relationships are the most important. They knew that the golden 
calf could only lead to idolatry and not to reaching up to G-d. The Tabernacle, they knew, was a 
place which would prepare us to meet G-d, and they gladly contributed to it. The women, 
though, refused to give up their gold earrings and bracelets to worship the golden calf (their 
husbands had to take them by force), but they willingly gave to construct the Tabernacle.  
 It says, "And all wise hearted women spun with her hands, and they brought the spun 
yarn of purple, scarlet, and linen. Also, all the women whose hearts inspired them with wisdom 
spun goat hair." The rabbis ask, what's the difference between regular spinning and spinning 
goat's hair? They say that the women spun the goat hair on the goats. Rashi explains that the goat 
hair was spun on top of the goats, and it was used for the upper curtains, which surrounded the 
Tabernacle, while the other woven garments were used for the lower curtains. The goat, we 
know, is probably the most beneficial animal to man. Pound for pound, it gives more milk and 
wool than other animals. Its horns are valuable. It can even pull a cart. However, a goat has two 
disabilities: it has an uneven temper, and it smells. It should be our purpose to use the goat 
positively, to keep it clean so it does not smell, and to make sure we deal with it in a proper way 
so its temper does not come to the fore. On Yom Kippur, we send one goat out to roam free, and 
the other goat we sacrifice on the altar. We use the goat on Yom Kippur, in spite of its unseen 
qualities, like we must use our past.  
 The women knew that they could not reach up to G-d destroying our past, but only by 
building on the past, in spite of its problems. The lower curtains could be made out of detached 
wool, but the upper curtains had to be out of the attached goat hair. Worshipping the golden calf 
repudiated our past stretching back to Abraham.  
 Shabbat HaChodesh, the Shabbat of renewal, is the Shabbat which immediately precedes 
the month of Nisan, the month our freedom, and it comes at the end of this month. The Jewish 
people were not to give up their families to obtain freedom. They were to renew themselves by 
breaking the bonds of bondage but not by destroying their families in the process. They were to 
take the symbols of slavery and turn them into symbols freedom, which is what we do with the 
matzah. Matzah was the bread of affliction, but it became the bread of freedom. If we eat matzah 
because that is all our oppressors will give us, that is the bread of affliction, but if we eat matzah 
because we want freedom so badly that we left Egypt before our bread could rise then it is the 
bread of freedom and not the bread of oppression. The women knew that we do not reach up to 
G-d by destroying the past, but by building on it.  
 Shabbat is the day of meeting G-d. We do this by having our family around the Shabbat 
table. The Shabbat atmosphere created by women, the Shabbat candles, the spic and span house, 
the Shabbat meal, the whole aura, allows us to meet G-d. The Tabernacle prepared us to meet G-
d, but on the Shabbat, we can actually meet G-d. We, though, must build on our past. That’s why 
family is so important for Shabbat.  
 In this Torah portion, too, we learn how the mirrors of the women were used to make the 
laver, the mirrors which they used to make themselves beautiful, especially for Shabbat. The 
laver was actually in the wrong place. It was between the altar and the Holy of the Tabernacle. 
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We would have thought that would be at the entrance, so the Kohen could have washed them 
before they approached the altar, but it was placed between the altar and the Tabernacle to 
demonstrate that we have to think about what we have done in the past before we can approach 
the Holy. Are we still attached to our people, or have we rejected them? Have we sacrificed our 
family and the values of our people to achieve success? Then we cannot approach the Holy. The 
women knew that the golden calf would never do. The Tabernacle was a place of preparation and 
necessary, but it was not the vehicle for reaching G-d, just a means for preparing to meet G-d.  
 Esther taught us all that we must affirm our past if we are to have a future. Jewish women 
throughout history have known that to reach up to G-d we must create a Shabbat which will 
enable us to meet G-d.  
 I am reminded of the story of a man who came into a drugstore. He asked the druggist if 
he had something for the hiccups. The druggist looked at him and, unexpectedly, hit him hard on 
his shoulder. He asked, "Did that help?" The man replied, "I don't know. I'll have to ask my wife 
who is in the car with the hiccups whether it helped."  
 The women played a special role in constructing the Tabernacle because they knew that 
reaching up to G-d must be built on the past and not on golden calves, which meant rejecting our 
past, and that Shabbat is even more important than the Tabernacle. Let us all hope and pray that 
we will all realize this so that we will have strong families so the Mashiach will come quickly in 
our day. Amen.  
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PEKUDEI  

The Mishkan, Jerusalem, Money and Empathy  
 In the Torah portions Vayakhel and Pekudei, we learn about the building of the Mishkan. 
We learn how the women especially gave for the building of the Mishkan. The Mishkan was the 
center of all Jewish life. It was actually physically placed in the middle of the camp. We know 
that when the Jewish people entered the land of Israel, they brought the Mishkan with them, and 
they· did not build a permanent temple until the time of King Solomon. The rabbis say that when 
the Jewish people were expelled from the land of Israel by the Babylonians, the Kedusha, the 
holiness, of the land of Israel lapsed except for the temple mount. However, when the Jewish 
people, under the direction of Ezra, came back to the land of Israel, every place they settled 
became holy forever. What was the difference?  
 The difference was that when the Jews came first to the land of Israel under Joshua, they 
did not start by building Jerusalem, a place for the Mishkan, but when the Jews returned under 
Ezra, they started with Jerusalem. That was the focal point. They knew that everything flowed 
from the holiness of Jerusalem.  
 In the Torah portion Vayakhel, we learn how we were not supposed to build the 
Tabernacle on Shabbat because Shabbat represents the concept of Jewish holiness, how we are in 
partnership with G-d to create holiness in the world. We must make tremendous efforts to keep 
the Shabbat. In fact, the rabbis say if you do not prepare for Shabbat, you will 'not be able to 
enjoy it. We all have to make Shabbat every week. The same thing applied for the Tabernacle. 
The people had to be willing to support it and build it and make it the focal point of their lives, 
but they could not do it by sacrificing morality or their relationship with G-d by desecrating the 
Sabbath. It says that, “Any man who was wise of heart, that G-d gave wisdom in his heart, could 
approach to do the work.” In other words, one had to have a wise heart, which meant a 
compassionate, empathetic approach to life. The women, by and large, have this quality more 
than the men. When they donated their mirrors to make the laver, Moshe originally wanted to 
reject it, but G-d said, no, to take it because with the mirror a woman knows how overcome the 
faults of her appearance, to make herself beautiful. We, too, can do the same thing. The most 
important thing, though, is to realize that what we do, we do from our heart, as the prophet Isaiah 
teaches us, "Siyon B'Tzadekah Tipod Zion will be redeemed with righteousness," with the giving 
of money, empathy, care, and concern. It does not say Zion will be redeemed by PR. We can 
never win the battle of PR. We should try our best, but what is going to ultimately determine 
whether or not Israel is safe and secure is what the facts are on the ground. It is what we do that 
counts, not what other people think. If what other people think can stop us from doing what we 
should, then it is important, but generally, it is not important.  
 The United States has killed maybe 5,000 civilian Afghanistan, if not more, and nobody 
says anything. We say it is collateral damage. When Israel does the same thing, only much 
smaller numbers, she is blamed. Israel did not intend to kill any civilians. Israel was only after 
the terrorists, but she is blamed. It is a well-known fact that the United States bombing was only 
75% accurate in Afghanistan, but nobody talks at that.  
  am reminded of the story they tell about a woman who having trouble when the plane 
she was riding in was going down for a landing. She told the stewardess her ears hurt. The 
stewardess gave her some chewing gum and told her to try. When she got off the plane, the 
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stewardess asked if it hell and the woman replied, "It helped a lot, but how do I get chewing gum 
out of my ears?"  
 We should not worry too much about PR. As the Vilna G, said, "Redemption springs 
from the earth." We must build Jerusalem, especially building by building, and do it in a quick 
but effective way. We do not need the ears of the entire world hear about it. Building Jerusalem 
takes financial resources, dedication, and devotion. We applaud those who are going about this 
task in a quiet, effective way.  
 I am also reminded of the story about an El Al flight that was having trouble. Two of the 
engines went out, and the pilot was having trouble stabilizing the aircraft. He asked the 
stewardess if the passengers were nervous. She said they were. He then said, "Find out if there is 
a rabbi aboard." She said there was, and he said, "Please ask him to do something religious." The 
rabbi did; he took up a collection.  
 Let us remember that we, in a certain sense, have to build up the Mishkan in every 
generation. We have to make sure that Jerusalem and our Jewish values remain the focal point of 
many of our efforts. Let us hope and pray that we will do so, so the Mashiach will come quickly 
in our day. Amen.  



79 

 

VAYIKRA  

Fantasies, Delusions, The Olah Offering and The Torah  
 Human beings have not changed throughout the millennium. The same problems that 
bedevil us bedeviled earlier generations. Other things have changed during these last few 
thousand years. We have different technologies. We have different cultures. We have different 
languages, but man's passions have remained the same, man's inner structure and his basic needs 
are the same. We can pick up a book of literature from ancient Egypt or Greece or Mesopotamia 
and completely identify with what is being said there. We, each of us, have the same passions, 
the same drives, the same conflicting emotions as our ancestors. Our clothes may have changed, 
our hairdos may have changed, but our inner drives have remained the same.  
 When the Torah first introduces sacrifices in the Torah portion Vayikra, it says, "Adam, 
man, when he will bring an offering from you, an offering to G-d." Actually, the Hebrew word 
offering means when he will get close. Notice that the word Adam is used, which means any 
human being. It does not mean just a Jew. Anybody could bring a sacrifice to the Temple in 
Jerusalem, not just a Jew. In fact, the Roman Emperor, through an agent, used to bring an 
offering every day to the Temple in Jerusalem. When non-Jews want to come to our synagogue, 
they are welcome. They cannot be called to the Torah, but they certainly can pray. Each of us has 
a need to get close to Hashem. That's why it says, "And when he will bring an offering from 
you." Each of us desires to get close to G-d, to say that we count because G-d counts on us, to 
feel that we are part of something greater than ourselves. Unfortunately, there are many times 
when we are beset by all sorts of strange urges and feelings. We may even hear voices which tell 
us to do things we should not do, which we know will estrange us from man and G-d. How can 
we overcome these strange urges and seeming commands? When the sacrifices were offered in 
the Temple, it mentions that if you will offer them correctly, they will create a pleasant odor 
Hashem, a pleasing smell. Why should an acceptable sacrifice be described as a pleasant odor?  
 We know that odors have a special quality. They can recall the past for us in an instant. 
They can arouse in us nostalgia. Going into a house that is being prepared for Shabbat smelling 
the smells there immediately bring to mind the Shal table of our parents and our grandparents. 
We know that perfume industry is based upon this arousal of feeling. When you smell a certain 
perfume, you remember the wonderful I you share with your wife, etc.  
 We know that when Yaacov finally sent his sons back down to the Viceroy of Egypt with 
Binyomin to obtain grain, he gave them a present to give to the Viceroy, which included some 
balsam, some lotus, and some spices. We know that when Yosef was sold as a slave by his 
brothers, he was sold to a caravan which, too, contained balsam and lotus and spices. Usually, 
caravans going down to Egypt from Mesopotamia carried pi and tar, but this one carried balsam 
and lotus and spices. When the brothers came down to Egypt, this smell of balsam and lotus 
awakened within them the whole incident of the selling of Yosef and the remorse they now felt 
for having sold Yosef. We, when offering a sacrifice, which we describe as giving a pleasant 
smell to Hashem, are awakening within ourselves the smell of the Garden of Eden - the idea that 
we can be like Adam before sinned, that we all have great potential and can conquer our false 
urges.  
 The first sacrifice that is mentioned in the Torah portion Vayikra, is the olah, which is a 
completely voluntary offering. This was not like a sin offering which was compulsory, and 
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which could only be brought for unwitting sins, never for a witting except in very special 
circumstances. The olah was primarily brought by a person who had sinful thoughts, which he 
had not put into action, or a person who intentionally committed a sin for which the Torah does 
not prescribe a punishment, or someone who failed to perform a positive commandment. ] failed 
to shake the lulav and esrog, or failed to put on tephilli etc. There is no punishment for not 
fulfilling a position, commandment, with two exceptions.  
 The olah, as its name in Hebrew implies, is an elevation offering. It is meant to elevate 
us, to allow us to cope with our inner fantasies which may consume us, or our inner confusions 
which so disable us that we are not able to function. We all know how many times we are beset 
by feelings of inadequacies, how we may even hear voices which can cause us to do terrible 
things, or which can cause us not to do the things that we should do, thereby immobilizing us. 
These fantasies are very harrowing, and are many times symptomatic of grave mental disorders. 
We have to get help, medical and psychiatric, to overcome these inner problems.  
 The olah was a device to help us overcome these terrible problems; to overcome these 
terrible fantasies and thoughts. We need rituals and community support to help us overcome our 
inner problems. We all know that unless these feelings and fantasies are dealt with, they can be 
terribly disabling and can even cause us to be violent. This sacrifice was not meant to cure this 
condition, but to allow a. person to publicly recognize that he had some problems, and was a 
device to allow him to get help without losing face in the community.  
 We all heard, read, and saw on television the terrible case of Andrea Yates, who drowned 
her five children. She was obviously deranged. She thought that she was saving her children by 
killing them. She was saving them from hell. She was willing to go to hell herself to save her 
children. In Jewish law, she could not be found guilty. She was insane and is insane. Those 
voices got to her. We all, at some level, suffer from delusions, and we must deal with them 
before they get out of hand. We cannot claim they do not exist. The Torah proclaims that they 
exist by providing us with this elevation offering. We know that the human mind is a strange 
thing, and that it can use logic to justify anything. That's why we need the Torah to bring us back 
to the reality of the human condition, to allow us to remember that we have to balance our 
conflicting drives; otherwise, we will create horrendous injustices.  
 Everyone knows that Arafat is in back of all the terrorists in Israel, yet some people still 
think they can deal with him, a complete delusion. Israel is paying the price for this particular 
Western, European, and American delusion. It reminds me of the story they tell about the 
scholars of Chelm, who were m; of logic, but who always came up with absurd conclusion once 
happened in their town that Sender, the winemaker fit of anger, killed his neighbor. There were 
many witnesses the wise men of Chelm had to judge this case according to law. They, therefore, 
found Sender guilty and were to sen1 him to death when, all of a sudden, one of the scholars 
stepped forward and said, "What is our city to do? We have only winemaker, and the next wine 
maker lives 100 miles away. Can we execute Sender?" The wise men considered what the 
scholar said, and they looked over the roster of their town. They found that they had two candle 
makers. According to Civil law, someone had to be executed for this terrible crime of murder so 
they executed one of the candle makers.  
 In the Torah portion, Bamidbar, which we almost always before the holiday of Shavuot, 
we read how the Jewish people arranged their camp in the desert. We learn how the tribes were 
divided into four groups, and how they marched on either side of the Tabernacle, which was in 
the center of the camp. We learn how the camp marched in a certain order with the tribes of 
Yehudah, Issachar, and Zevulun at the head of the camp epitomizing the fact that wealth, 
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leadership ability, the ability to relate on an interpersonal level, and scholarship are needed to 
cause us to go forward. This applies on an individual level as well. We need to balance within 
ourselves the need earning a living, for relating to others, and for scholarship to lead a 
wholesome life. Scholarship and logic, based on principles, can mislead us. The need for 
different relationships can mislead us, and the need for wealth can mislead us. We have to, 
within our own person, balance all these forces.  
 That's what the Torah allows us to do, and what leading a Torah life allows us to do. 
When the altar was taken down and taken apart so the Jewish people could travel in the desert, 
the fire on the altar was not put out. It was covered, as Rashi says, by a copper cover, but it was 
never extinguished. This illustrates the fact that we all throughout our lives need to be able to 
bring an elevation offering, or its equivalent today, sincere prayer. We need to realize that we 
can all be acceptable to G-d; that we can all recover the aroma of Eden; that we can all overcome 
the fantasies of our mind and be able to function, and not become immobile; that we do not have 
to act on our fantasies because we know G-d will always help us. This will give us the strength to 
overcome these inner urges by allowing us to seek medical and psychiatric help. Let us all hope 
and pray that as we approach the holiday of Shavuot, we will realize that G-d has given us the 
Torah, a wonderful tool for allowing us to balance our conflicting desires so that we will have 
the ability to always overcome the voices within us and the fantasies we imagine - that we can 
truly lead a good, moral, and decent life. Amen.  
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TZAV  

Turning Suffering into Enthusiasm  
 The Torah portion, Tzav, opens in a strange way. It says, "This is the Torah of the 
elevation offering, the elevation offering which burns on the bonfire of the altar all night until the 
morning, and the fire of the altar should be kept burning, and the Kohen should dress in his linen 
tunic and his linen britches, he should dress on his flesh, and he shall lift up the ashes which the 
fire has consumed of the elevation offering, and he should put them by the altar, and he should 
remove his garments and dress in other garments, and bring then the ashes outside the camp to a 
clean place, and the fire on the altar should burn in it, and it should not go out, and the Kohen 
shall kindle wood upon it every morning, and he shall prepare the elevation offering upon it, and 
he should cause the fat of the peace offering to go up in smoke upon it."  
We always read this Torah portion on Shabbat Hagodol except on a leap year. To read this Torah 
portion on Shabbat Hagodol seems strange. What does this Torah portion have to do with the 
exodus from Egypt? Also, why does not the Torah specify which elevation offering? There was 
one in the morning and one in the evening. Obviously, the offering must be the evening one 
because the portion says it should burn on the bonfire of the altar all night until morning. Why 
doesn't it just say the evening offering? Also, why does the portion say that it was first on a 
bonfire and then on the altar, and what is this business of the .Kohen dressing in his linen clothes 
and removing the ashes, and putting them on the side of the altar, and then taking these embers 
outside the camp to a clean place? Also, why are we talking at the end about only the fat of the 
peace offering going up in smoke to heaven?  
 The Orachaim explains that this is really a metaphor, a symbol of the Jewish people's 
suffering. We read it on Shabbat Hagodol because Egypt is called the iron furnace - where the 
Jewish people, so to speak, endured horrendous hardships as if they were burnt in the ovens. We 
recall the Holocaust 55+ years ago when our people were burned in ovens. This description, 
Orachaim says, is the description of all Jewish suffering. Then why it does not say the evening 
offering or elevation offering which the priests brought every day? It just says the elevation 
offering, signifying how Jewish people were first thrust onto the bonfire. It does not even 
mention anything about holiness. Later that bonfire became an altar, the great sacrifices that the 
Jewish people were called upon to make to show the world how evil still lurks among the great 
civilized people, and how it has to constantly be combated.  
 Hatred can flare even among the people who produced Mozart and Beethoven, etc. 
Unless we are always vigilant, this terrible hatred against our people can consume not only us 
but all the world. We see it now in the Arab countries. The Oracha explains that the Kohen here 
is G-d, G-d dressed in white symbol of G-d's presence. It is G-d, Himself, Who lifts up t embers 
and brings them beside the altar, and it is He Who brings us to a clean place, and the Orachaim 
explains that clean place is the land of Israel.  
 In the Haphtorah for Shabbat Hagodol, we also read about this. We read about the day 
when Eliyahu will come and turn the hearts of the fathers to the sons, and the hearts of the sons 
to their fathers, but we also read, "And, behold, the day is coming burning like an oven, and all 
the wanton ones and evildoers w be stubble, and the coming day will set them ablaze." This time 
the evildoers will be punished. The theme is that the Holocaust will be no more because those 
who perpetuate them will see the evil of their ways and change or themselves be destroyed. It is 
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hard battle because even after the Jewish people are brought u to the land of Israel, there will still 
be sacrifices. It will not be blazing pyre with millions dying, but there will still be losses. The 
fire will still burn on the altar, but will be recognized as sacrifice to ensure the continuance of the 
Jewish people. Eventually, there will be peace offerings only on the altar, which means there will 
eventually be peace among all peoples; that further sacrifices will not be required; that just a 
perpetual fir will burn on the altar, a fire of dedication helping each other and a goal of living 
together in peace. This vision of the Orachain is explained by Rabbi Kanotopsky as comforting 
because all the suffering of the Jewish people was not for naught, and that the exile in Egypt, the 
exile in Babylonia, the persecutions in the Middle Ages, the Inquisition, and the Holocaust 
eventually will lead to world peace and harmony.  
 We say this in the Haggadah: “In every generation they rise up against us, but the Holy 
One, Blessed Be He, saves us from their hand." He will make sure that the Jewish people 
survive. The end of the Haggadah speaks about world redemption, about the great day when the 
Holy One, Blessed be He, will even slay the Angel of Death, when all mankind will live in 
harmony, when the soul of every living thing will praise G-d's name. The rabbis also explain, 
"And the fire on the altar will burn in him, it should not be put out," as admonishing we should 
always be enthusiastic. We should never feel that things are boring and humdrum. We should 
realize that we can accomplish things, and we do accomplish things. One of the greatest killers of 
Judaism was the attitude of many first generation Jews who came to this country, who felt 
observing the mitzvahs was a terrible burden, declaring, “It is hard to be a Jew." Their children 
picked up on this immediately, and threw all the mitzvahs aside. We should be enthusiastic, that 
our enthusiasm will awaken the embers of our fellow Jews to come back to Judaism. We have to 
be careful, though, that we do not let our enthusiasm turn into zealotry. The sentence says we 
should not put out the fire, but, yet, they poured wine on the altar, which, of course, dampened 
the fire. We, too, must keep our enthusiasm high, but we must control it so it does not turn into 
zealotry, like the Communists or Nazis. We must always feel enthusiastic because we know G-d 
is going to help us.  
 That is the message of Pesach. Sometimes it seems that He delays too long, but He will 
help us. He was there to get us out of the fiery furnace of Egypt and the crematoriums of the 
Holocaust. We know He will help us in every generation. Let us hope that there will be no more 
wild bonfires, and that the sacrifices being made now in Eretz Yisroel will soon come to an end, 
and there will soon be peace. Let us always be enthusiastic about our faith in G-d and faith in His 
Torah.  
 I am reminded of the story they tell about a little old lady who was driving down 
Highway 17. She had another little old lady in the front with her, and three little old ladies in the 
back seat. She was driving 17 miles an hour. A patrolman stopped her and said, "You're going 
much too slow." The little old lady said, "But, Officer, the sign said 17." He looked in the car and 
saw that the other four ladies' faces were ashen. He asked, "How come you are so pale looking?" 
The ladies replied, "We just came from Highway 119."  
 It is good to have enthusiasm, but we must make sure that we temper our enthusiasm so 
that it never hurts anyone. Let us make sure that our enthusiasm never turns into zealotry so the 
Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen. 
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SHEMINI  

Feelings of Disgust, Feelings of Compassion 
 In the Torah portion, Shemini, we learn, “You shall not contaminate yourselves through 
eating any creeping creature because I am the Lord, your G-d, Who brought you out from Egypt 
to be for you as a G-d, and you shall be holy because I am holy." Why is it stressed that you 
should not eat creeping creatures because III am G-d, Who lifted you from the land of Egypt to 
be for you a G-d?" In two other places, we learn how we are to keep different ethical 
commandments because G-d has brought us out of the land of Egypt. We learn how, in the Torah 
portion, Ki Seitzei, we are to keep honest weights and measures because G-d brought us out of 
the land of Egypt, and we learn how we should not loan money with interest to the poor because 
G-d brought us out of Egypt. It does not say that G-d lifted us out of Egypt, which is a stronger 
expression. We also learn how we are to put tzitzis on our garments because G-d brought us out 
from the land of Egypt, but here again, it does not say He lifted us out of Egypt. In other places 
in the Torah, we learn how we are to treat the orphan and the widow correctly because we were 
strangers in the land of Egypt, but, again, it does not say because G-d lifted us out of Egypt.  
 What is this whole emphasis of not eating creeping creatures? The Gemora tells us that if 
we get a reward for not eating creeping creatures, which is a disgusting thing to do, then how 
bigger a reward will we get for doing something which, on the surface, seems pleasant and nice? 
Why this stress on not eating creeping creatures because G-d lifted us out of Egypt?  
 This Torah portion is called Shemini. Shemini means eighth. Every number in Hebrew 
has a meaning. Seven is the number of holiness. The Shabbat is the seventh day. The Sabbatical 
Year is holy, etc. Eight has the connotation of a gift, G-d's gift to us. The bris is on the eighth 
day. The tephillin have eight parshas, four on the hand, and four on the head. The high priest had 
eight garments. The Temple was dedicated after eight days. Eight is the symbol of G-d's gift to 
us. G-d has given each of us a great gift. He has allowed us to feel disgusted at things that are not 
right. After all, how can we blame the nations of the world, who have never hard of the Torah, 
for violating the seven commandments of Noah? People know, though, instinctively that killing 
and stealing and excessive cruelty are all disgusting. We can, though, suppress this feeling of 
disgust.  
 This is what they did in Egypt. They suppressed their feelings of disgust when they killed 
little babies and did all sorts of acts of wanton cruelty. Even today, we can suppress our feelings 
of disgust by taking what is called sensitivity training. Sometimes, we can go against our nature 
for a good reason, but most always, it is for a bad reason. We train our elite units to kill, to 
defend America, to suppress their feelings of compassion, etc.  
 We learn in this Torah portion that Nodov and Avihu died because they offered strange 
fire to G-d. They suppressed their natural feelings to get married and have a family. They also 
suppressed their natural feelings of sympathy for the victims of the slavery in Egypt. They no 
longer were disgusted by it. They saw it as a necessary evil to bring about the Jewish people's 
redemption. G-d does not like this hard-heartedness. He does not want us to suppress these 
feelings. Sometimes, we have to do things which are abhorrent, but we should never suppress the 
feelings. We should still always feel that these things are disgusting. King David could not build 
the Temple because he had so much blood on his hands, even though it was in defense of the 
Jewish people. Unfortunately, when it comes to our people, the world does not seem to have any 
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problem suppressing their feelings of disgust at our mistreatment. The Nazis did not seem to 
have much trouble suppressing their feelings of disgust when they killed babies and women in 
the most terrible ways. Even the Allies refused to bomb the concentration camps or the railroad 
lines leading into them. They could have saved millions of Jews, but they gave one excuse after 
another. In this country they passed a bill to allow 20,000 British children to enter when London 
was under the blitz, but they would not allow any Jewish children to enter.  
 This week, we celebrate Holocaust Day. We commemorate the hard- heartedness of the 
Nazis, and even remember the failings of our country and the western allies. Even today, the 
West never lets Israel win its wars so they will not have any other wars. They have always been 
stopped. The world does not really seem to care that innocent Israelis are killed, even those 
sitting around a seder table. They want us to show restraint, to just keep taking the casualties 
without doing anything. The United States would not just keep taking the casualties and do 
nothing. Why should Israel? The world must once again regain its feelings of disgust when it 
sees terrorist activities directed against Israel and not just when it is directed against Americans.  
 G-d gave us all a great gift. He told us, do not eat creeping things. Remember, I do not 
want you to take sensitivity training so you can eat these things. I want you to know that those 
things which disgust you, do not do. Unfortunately, the world turns everything upside down, and 
many times, it gets everything all mixed up. We are expected, however, to live on such a high 
standard, to do things that are impossible for us to do.  
 I am reminded of the story they tell about the famous violinist, Yehudi Menuhin. He was 
scheduled to give a recital in New York. On that day, there was a huge snowstorm. He managed 
to get to the theater to find only one person there. He said, "In light of the circumstances, I think 
I'll cancel my concert, but I'll make sure you get the best seat in the house when it is 
rescheduled." The man protested, and said, "I've followed your career for years. I finally got the 
opportunity to hear you. I made such an effort to come to see you. The least you could do is sing 
one song."  
 Unfortunately, the world gets everything mixed up when it comes to Jews. Let us hope 
and pray that the world will really elevate itself, and that we will never, none of us, do anything 
that will disgust us morally or ethically so that the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. 
Amen.  



86 

 

TAZRIA  

Loshan Bora, Lies and Doing Nothing  
 This Torah portion deals primarily with leprosy. This was not the leprosy which we know 
today, which is really Hansen's Disease, but was a disease which came upon the Jewish people 
when they spoke ill of each other, when they twisted the truth, when they caused the reputation 
of innocent people to be besmirched. This twisting of the truth is such a terrible thing because it 
destroys all trust, and unless you have trust, families cannot function, economies cannot function, 
and people cannot live in peace with each other.  
 We see this with the case of Enron. Executives twisted the truth on their financial 
statements and engaged in all sorts of creative reporting to enhance their profits. When they were 
caught in these maneuvers, the company was forced into bankruptcy. Nobody has confidence in 
their word, and, what's more, Enron's accounting firm, Arthur Anderson, also is being forced into 
bankruptcy. People must live by their word. I am reminded of the story they tell about Arthur 
Anderson: He so admired his cousin Hans Christian Anderson that he now is writing fairy tales.  
 In the Middle East, too, who can deal with Arafat? He is such a liar. They have 
documents with his signature which show that he paid for all these suicide bombers, that he 
equipped them, that he ordered these attacks. His supposed condemnation of these attacks was a 
complete fraud. He never did it in Arabic. He has been totally unmasked. This has been his 
modus operandi from the beginning to say one thing and do another. His minister of Jerusalem, 
who recently passed away, Faisel Hussein, said the Oslo Accord was nothing more than a Trojan 
horse to get the leadership in Tunis into Israel and the West Bank so they could start these 
attacks.  
 There is a strange law when it comes to leprosy. We learn that the Kohen is to look at the 
leper and see whether or not all his skin has turned white. If all the skin turned white, the Kohen 
declared him pure. If his skin turned partially white, he is declared unclean. This seems 
completely illogical. If all his skin is white why should he be clean, and if his skin is only 
partially white with this infection, why should he be unclean?  
 Perhaps we can understand this if we understand how lit work. If you tell a lie which has 
partial truth, it is much more effective than telling a lie which everybody recognizes as a lie. The 
more truth you have in a lie, the more effective the lie. Arafat and company has known how to 
put just enough truth in the lies to make them plausible. Now, however, all of their lies have 
turned white. Arafat and company cannot claim any truth anymore, and, therefore, they really 
cannot be effective, excel for those who do not care what they say. They just want to destroy 
Israel.  
 We also learn that when a leper is cured, he is to take two birds, fill a clay pot with spring 
water, and slaughter one bird over that pot so its blood flows into the pot. He is then to take the 
other bird, and dip it into the pot, and let it go. What is the meaning of this ritual act of 
purification? It is meant to demonstrate to the leper that his lies, his partial truths have muddied 
up the clear waters of life. Spring water is called in Hebrew the water of life. He has made trust 
and cooperating among people impossible, but why do we have the second bird. Why do we dip 
it into the water, let the blood combine, and then let it go? The Zohar says that we have two birds 
because there are two ways to destroy trust and destroy human cooperation. One way is through 
actively speaking ill of other~ of saying things which may even be true but in the wrong contex1 
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which the Zohar calls Leeshna Beeha. Another way to also destroy trust is failing to support 
people when they do good things; failing to praise children when they do good deeds; failing to 
compliment your wife; failing to thank people in the community for helping and doing good 
things, also for not helping you people. For example, we do not help our people when we do not 
participate in rallies for Israel, when we fail to put in a good word when we can; or when we do 
not support the United State in its war against terrorism. The Zohar calls this Leeshna Tova. The 
living bird is dipped into the pot filled with the waters of life, and the blood of the other bird to 
demonstrate that we can also kill society by not standing up for the good. As the popular folk 
saying goes, "All evil needs to succeed is for good people to do nothing." We know that 
politicians are influenced by what we say and what we do. We must make our voices heard so 
that good will prevail.  
 I am reminded of the story they tell about the politician who insisted on living in an area 
in which on one side was a glue factory, on the second side was a fertilizer factory, on the third 
side was a slaughterhouse, and on the fourth side was a chemical plant. He was asked, "Why do 
you want to live in a neighborhood like that? He replied, "Because I want to know which way the 
wind is blowing."  
 We must all stand up so our politicians will know which way the wind is blowing. Let us 
all hope and pray that we will do so and there will quickly be peace in the world. Amen.  
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METZORAH  
Fighting Loshan Hora With Encouragement and Appreciation  
 In the Torah portions Tazria-Metzora, the leprosy which we learn about is not the same 
leprosy that we have today. Centuries ago, it was a special disease which beset people especially 
for speaking Loshan Hora, or gossiping about someone else. It was a disease which could only 
occur in the land of Israel, and which ironically, was an indication of a high spiritual level.  
 Today, we know that pain is actually a blessing if it is not too intense, because it warns us 
of danger, and warns us to take precautions to prevent disease. We know that some people suffer 
from a medical condition which prevents them from feeling pain. Unfortunately, their limbs 
become mangled and burnt because they feel no pain, they do not take precautions, and do not 
know when certain sicknesses come upon them.  
 This leprosy told people that they had gone too far in maligning others, that they were 
suffering from a spiritual disease which had to be cured. This was a spiritual disease: A person 
did not go to a doctor to determine his affliction, but to a Kohen, or priest, and the Kohen did not 
prescribe any medicine. He examined him when the individual thought he was cured, but the 
Kohen did not treat him in any way.  
 Loshan Hora is telling the truth in an inappropriate time, saying things about a person 
when it has no real purpose. For example, why does a person have to know that a certain young 
lady in our congregation had a child out of wedlock when she was sixteen? What business is it to 
know that a young man in our congregation was incarcerated for stealing 2S years ago? If there 
is a need to know; e.g., you are hiring a person or arranging a marriage, then maybe certain facts 
can be brought out; otherwise, whose business is it? We do not have to speak Loshan Hora. We 
do not have to spread gossip about other people. The truth is no defense when it comes to Loshan 
Hora, because the sin of Loshan Hora is when you tell the truth at an inappropriate time.  
 Rabbi Soloveitchik says that when we talk about Loshan He it says, "When there will be 
in a human being a rising or a sca. When we learn about the sacrifices in the Torah portion Vayn 
it says, "And it will be a human being when he will offer for you a sacrifice to G-d." In other 
words, a human being needs a sacrifice. It comes from within you, but a human being does not 
have to speak Loshan Hora. He can stop, just like a person, stop smoking if he wants to stop. It 
may be difficult, but he can do it. After a Kohen declares a person as having leprosy, the leper 
must go outside the camp, and must call out, "Ton Tomay," in effect saying twice, "I am 
contaminated, I am contaminated." Why does he have to say this twice? Also, as he is declared 
clean, he goes through a purification ceremony outside the camp. This is prior to his bringing his 
sacrifices and is not a sacrificial ceremony. The person who had leprosy commanded by the 
Kohen that he shall take two clean birds. They do not have to be birds that are sacrificed on the 
altar, or turtledoves and doves, but just two kosher birds. One bird is be slaughtered over an 
earthenware vessel which contains spring water. Then the living bird is taken and dipped into the 
earthen vessel that contains the blood of the slaughtered bird over the spring water. The bird 
should then be set free. Why two birds? 
 We can understand how Loshan Hora kills people. The first bird stands for this fact. In 
fact, the rabbis say Loshan Hora kills three people: the one who spoke it; the one about whom is 
spoken; and the one who hears it because from now on, he can’t look at the person about whom 
the Loshan Hora was spoken the same way. We can understand why the bird was slaughtered 
over living waters because that person destroyed trust in the community. Loshan Hora destroys 
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trust, and that is the living waters of interpersonal relationships. Dipping the second bird in the 
mixture of the blood and the living waters can symbolic too, the fact that once Loshan Hora is 
released, it is hard to bring it back. However, that is obvious when we see how the living waters 
have been bloodied, and are no longer living waters.  
 The Zohar says that the two birds really stand for two types of Loshan Hora: Leeshna 
Bisha, which talks about negative Loshan Hora; and Leeshna Tova, which talks about positive 
Loshan Hora. Negative Loshan Hora occurs when we speak about somebody. Positive Loshan 
Hora results when we withhold appreciation from people. We do not encourage them. We do not 
compliment them on their positive achievements. A story is told about a famous Rosh Yeshiva 
who had to struggle to allow his yeshiva to exist. He had to take off several days every week to 
raise money. One of his students asked him why he had to do this. He was such a scholar. Why 
did G-d make it so hard for him? He answered, "Sometimes, when I am teaching, a student will 
ask what I think is a silly question, and I will mock him or speak harshly to him and not 
appreciate his efforts to learn. Therefore, I have to struggle." I remember once when I was in 
yeshiva. I had a teacher who liked me and even raised my grades when he thought the tester gave 
me too Iowa mark, but he was tough. He said, "I have a difficult question on the text which I find 
perplexing." I raised my hand and said, "Why do you say this?" He looked at me and said, "It is 
so simple, Radinsky, yes? It is like the theory of evolution, yes?" I did not know what to say. He 
said, "From a fish came a monkey, and from a monkey came you, Radinsky. Speak, animal, 
speak." He was too rough and many students were completely turned off by him. He, too, spoke 
Loshan Hora, according to the Zohar, by not encouraging his students.  
 We have to always encourage each other. We always have to make sure that we 
understand that we have to build people up when they do good things, not knock them down. It is 
very important that we encourage people and not discourage people. Discouraging people is also 
Loshan Hora, according to the Zohar. That's why we have two birds. The bird that flies free and 
soars should be above Loshan Hora. We should encourage everyone to soar high and to shake off 
discouraging comments. That's, too, why the leper says Tomay Tomay twice, once for negative 
Loshan Hora and once for positive Loshan Hora.  
 I am reminded of the story about a man who was sitting at home crying. He was very sad. 
His friend came over and asked what happened. He said, "In January, my father died and left me 
$10,000. In February, my mother died and left me $50,000. In March, my aunt died and left me 
$20,000, and it's already April 29th and nothing has happened." That is a person who does not 
appreciate anybody. He only looks for money.  
 Unfortunately, there are many people like that. They do not want to appreciate people and 
build them up. They only want to destroy them, and take what they can from them. Let them 
hope and pray that not only will we all not speak negative about people, but, rather, will speak 
positively about them so we will have wonderful families, wonderful communities, and 
wonderful world so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
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ACHAREI MOS  

Withdrawing, Reaching Out, Meaning and Suffering  
 One of the major paradoxes of life is that we all need meaning in life, but this need for 
meaning can also cause great suffering. We all need to be attached to something more than 
ourselves. This attachment to something more than ourselves leads to the development of such 
wonderful traits as devotion, dedication, loyalty, etc. It is the basis for family life and creating a 
civil society, but it also can wreak havoc and cause terrible destruction in the world. Religion is 
built on this quest for meaning, as well as are most philosophies. We need, as human beings, to 
give and to be able to attach ourselves to others and to worthy causes. The problem is that if we 
attach ourselves too deeply to what we consider a worthy cause, we can cause destruction and 
the loss of thousands and even millions of lives. How do we balance this need for dedication and 
devotion with a holding back which will allow us to be attached but not too attached, dedicated 
but not too dedicated so that we will not cause harm to others? Too much dedication leads to 
death and suffering.  
 We saw this with the suicide bombers. These young men did not destroy the Twin 
Towers and part of the Pentagon because they were desperate, depressed individuals mired in 
poverty. They all came from the best families. Most of them came from the finest families in 
Saudi Arabia. They had a good education. They had wonderful families. They had good incomes. 
They had everything to live for, but their devotion to their ideal, the triumph of Islam according 
to their Wahabi interpretation of Islam, demanded that they destroy the United States so that 
Islam could take over the world.  
 When G-d created the world we learn that He had to withdraw to make room for the 
world, but He is still constantly sending down His Sefah, His beneficence to us. He is constantly 
trying to convince us to follow the right path, not for His sake but for our sake. He, though, did 
not have to do this. He could have, by being an open, active presence in the world, so overpower 
us that we would have no choice but to follow His ways, but He chose to withdraw and to use 
very subtle forms of communication to convince us to follow the right path. Unfortunately, we, 
His creatures, have failed to learn from Him, and we have refused many times to give others 
space. We have used all sorts of terrible tactics to impress our values, our goals on other people, 
going so far as to even use our suicides to maim and kill others so we can get our way. We know 
that the Mafia holds their family sacred, that they will do anything to protect what they consider 
their family's right to have a good life, even if it harms and hurts others beyond repair. We know 
that this is also true with nations, too, who, for the sake of their national goals, will seek to 
destroy their neighbors and anybody who gets in their way, and this is true of all the isms, 
communism, Nazism, and it can be true of religion, too.  
 That's why it says in the Talmud that G-d said, "Better you forget Me and just keep My 
moral commandments than you remember Me and fail to heed My moral commandments." Life 
is not simple, and we do not understand everything in it. We need to be humble and realize this. 
We have to realize that when our ideological positions, whether they spring from religion or 
other sources cause us to act in a terrible and immoral manner, we have to rethink these 
ideologies. We do not have to give them up, but we have to have faith that if our values and 
goals are correct, they will eventually triumph without our having to act immorally. Of course, if 
we are attacked by people who are so imbued by their ideology that they have no compunction 
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about taking innocent life, then we must respond. We must eradicate these terrorists from our 
midst.  
That's what the commandment of wiping out Amalek meant. It was not a racial thing. After all, 
the grandsons of Haman, an Amalekite became Jews and their descendants served in the 
Sanhedrin, according to the Talmud, but those who would kill innocent people to further their 
agendas even going so far as to commit suicide to do so must be stopped. One of the great 
dangers of belief in an ideology of being dedicated and devoted is that we lose our capacity to 
empathize with the suffering of others. We can say, as Stalin is reputed to have said, "The death 
of millions is good for Russia because it causes its modernization, and it is going to create true 
equality under communism." This capacity to be so devoted to your ideal so as not to see human 
suffering has wreaked great havoc in the world, and unless checked, it will continue to cause 
such havoc.  
 In the Torah portion, Acharei Mos, we learn how the high priest went once a year into the 
holy of holies. He carried in his hand a sensor which obscured his vision. This signified the fact 
that the future is cloudy, that we should never be so sure of our beliefs that we can, with 
equanimity, cause great suffering to come upon others.  
 Often asked is why the Torah portion which deals with the duties of the high priest on 
Yom Kippur is prefaced by the statement, "And G-d spoke to Moshe after the death of the two 
sons of Aaron when they drew near before G-d and died." The answer given by the rabbis is that 
Nodov and Avihu adopted a cruel position. They were inured to suffering. When they beheld the 
G-d of Israel in the Torah portion, Mishpatim, and under His feet were like sapphire brickwork, 
they did not recoil. This Brickwork, according to the rabbis, were the souls of all the children 
who were killed during the Egyptian bondage. They just felt that this was necessary to bring 
about the Jewish people's redemption from Egypt. This is not the way we grow close to G-d - by 
becoming inured to suffering.  
 Before the high priest could officiate at the Temple, he had to be ritually pure, which 
meant that if he had come into contact with the dead during the preceding year, he had to, like 
any other Jew, be sprinkled with the ashes of the red heifer on the third and seventh day. The 
ashes of the red heifer presented a great paradox because they had the capacity to ritually cleanse 
those who had come into contact with the dead, while at the same time, everyone who had a hand 
in preparing the ashes became themselves ritually unclean. There is a mystery here which we do 
not understand. This is true of all of G-d's ways.  
 We know that when a person comes into contact with the lead, they become depressed. 
They feel that life is meaningless. We know that to serve G-d, we must be optimistic and joyful. 
The ritual of the sprinkling of the ashes of the red heifer and of he going into the mikvah were to 
symbolize our rebirth. We need to be attached to something greater than ourselves; otherwise, 
the death of loved ones will destroy us. On the other hand, if we are too attached, then we have 
no problem at all causing the deaths of others unjustly. Those who prepared the ashes of the red 
heifer had to realize this. They were, so to speak, the purveyors of attachment and dedication and 
devotion. On the other hand, they had to realize that G-d withdrew when He created the world, 
and that they had to have a certain amount of detachment; otherwise, this same devotion and 
dedication could cause them to be inured to suffering and cause great death and destruction.  
 We know that the rabbis discouraged the studying of the Kaballah until a person was 40 
because there are many ideas in the Kaballah which can be misinterpreted; e.g., the idea of 
reincarnation, which could lead people to believe that people need to suffer in this world to make 
up for the sins in a past life, and, therefore, we should let them suffer. In Viet Nam before the 
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French arrived, there were no hospitals for children because it was believed that children who 
were sick merely were the souls of those who had to spend only a short time on this earth to 
correct past abuses in a former life. In other words, this philosophy, carried to its extreme, caused 
much suffering and many needless deaths. We must walk humbly with the Lord, which means 
that unless there are terrible moral outrages like terrorism, we must be patient, wait for our ideas 
to prevail, and not try to use force to impose our beliefs on others.  
 The rabbis teach us that when the Jewish people left the Red Sea, they tried to make a 
deal with G-d concerning religion. They first said, "G-d, if You will make sure we have no 
problems, we will keep all the Torah no matter how hard it is," but G-d refused, saying the Torah 
is not an insurance policy. "I only promised to give you the strength to overcome your problems, 
not that you will have no problems." The people then said, "Okay, just make sure we can always 
make a living, that we will always have parnosah, and then we will keep the Torah." G-d said, "I 
cannot do that either." Thirdly, the Jewish people said, "Okay, just make sure that we will have 
no doubts, that we will believe in You 100% no matter what happens, that we will be totally 
dedicated and devoted. Then we will keep all Your Torah." G-d said, "I cannot do that either." 
The Jewish people then said, "If G-d cannot do these things, who needs G-d?" Right afterwards, 
according to the rabbis, Amalek struck them. Religion is meant to elevate us and give us hope for 
the future, but it is not to make us so self-assured and cocky that we feel justified in causing 
suffering on others with equanimity. It is wonderful to be attached to ideals. It is wonderful to be 
attached to a nation. It wonderful to be attached to a family, but we should never be attached that 
we are willing to do immoral things to others, at we are willing to cause terrible suffering, or to 
accept terrible suffering with equanimity.  
 The rabbis tell us that the 24,000 students of Rabbi Akiva ~d between Pesach and 
Shavuot because they did not show respect one to another. They were not willing to abide any 
type of Halachic differences. Their devotion to their own principles nded them to their fellow 
students' humanity. We must never show our devotion and dedication to our principles to blind 
us our humanity. Let us hope and pray that we will truly learn w to emulate our Creator by both 
withdrawing and reaching at the same time. Amen.  
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KEDOSHIM  

Mitigate Suffering - Change Fate into Destiny  
 Today, we read the double portion Acharei Mos - Kedoshim. Usually, when we read two 
sedras together, we always do the Haphtorah from the second sedra. However, today we did the 
Haphtorah from the first sedra, Acharei Mos. Why? This is the only exception to the rule. Also, 
why is it that we combine Acharei Mos and Kedoshim? These Torah portions are so different. 
Acharei Mos speaks mainly bout Yom Kippur, while Kedoshim teaches us how to be holy. t has 
51 mitzvahs in it: 13 positive commandments and 38 negative commandments. It is mainly 
concerned with the behavior of one man to another. Seventy percent of the mitzvahs peak about 
ethical behavior.  
 Rabbi Soloveitchik, in his book, Eesh Halacha: The Halachic Man, contrasts the Eesh 
Halacha with the Eesh Dat, the religious man as opposed to the Halachic man. The religious man 
is concerned very much with his soul. He believes that the soul is imprisoned in the body, and 
that he must subjugate the body to berate the soul. In fact, he believes to find a good way to 
liberate his soul from his body, which was not sinful, would be a great blessing.  
 I remember when I was a young man going to yeshiva, I had friend who was attending a 
Catholic seminary. He came to me one day and said, "You know, Joe, I wish G-d would take me 
tonight." I said, "What's the matter with you? You're only 20 years old." He replied, "I know, but 
up to now my soul has been pure, and I'm not sure how long I can keep it pure."  
 This can also explain suicide bombers. They are so filled with the idea of their soul that 
they want to liberate it from their body in a way that is acceptable to G-d, and which, in turn, will 
further His cause. They feel they are furthering the cause of Islam with their actions.  
 The Eesh Halacha, on the other hand, wants to live as long as he can. He does not believe 
that the soul is imprisoned in the body. The soul and the body are one unit that G-d has created to 
help Him perfect this world.  
 There is a famous story between Rabbi Yehuda an Antononius. Antononius said that both 
the body and the soul can escape judgment. The body can say, "Since the soul left me I have 
been like a stone in the grave,” and the soul can say, "Since I left the body, I have been flying 
around in the air like a bird incapable of doing anything.” Rabbi Yehuda answered by telling him 
the story about a man who had a beautiful garden. He appointed two watchmen. One was lame 
and one was blind. The lame man told the blind man, "There is beautiful fruit in this garden. 
Let's go and eat it. Let me climb on your shoulders and I will direct you to the fruit, and we will 
both eat it.” The blind man agreed, and that is what they did. A few days later, the owner of the 
garden said, "Where is my fruit?” The blind man said, "Can I see to find the fruit?” The lame 
man said, "Can I walk to obtain the fruit?” What did the owner of the garden do? He took the 
lame man and put him on the shoulders of the blind man, and judged them together. Both the 
body and the soul are capable of wanting to sin and to do good. They need each other.  
 In the Torah portion, Acharei Mos, we learn how it says, "And G-d spoke to Moshe after 
the deaths of the two sons of Aaron when they grew near before G-d and they died.” Why did the 
Torah portion, which speaks about Yom Kippur, have to talk about this? The answer the rabbis 
say is because Nodov and Avih, each of them, wanted to be Eesh Oat, a religious man, not Eesh 
Halacha, a Halachic man. They wanted to cling to G-d so much that they would not get married, 
would not have children. They were willing to forego accepted norms to achieve their goal union 
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with G-d.  
 Yom Kippur teaches us that there are limits, and Eesh Halacha knows that we cannot give 
in completely to the yearnings of the soul, just as we cannot completely give in to the yearnings 
the body. To understand, though, why these two people we killed without warning is hard. The 
Torah always enjoins, so why does it say that G-d spoke to Moshe after the deaths of the two 
sons of Aaron? This is to teach us that suffering prevails the world, suffering that we do not 
completely understand, suffering for which no adequate answer exists. We do not understand 
why Nodov and Avihu were struck down. Why weren't they just reprimanded? After they died, it 
says that Aaron was silent, because in the fact of suffering, many times our response should be 
silence. As Esther Wachsman, the mother of Nochshon, the young Israeli soldier who was 
murdered by Arab terrorists a number of years ago, said, "When tragedy befalls us, we should 
not ask why, but rather, what shall we do now?" It does no good to ask the question why. When 
tragedy strikes, we should not only cry out, "Woe is me," but, rather, we should overcome it by 
.trying to devote ourselves to being even better partners with G-d in creation. As Rabbi 
Soloveitchik said, "We must change our fate into destiny." Fate means that we just sit back and 
do nothing but say why, why, why? Destiny means that we take our fate in our hands and try to 
make something positive of it.  
 That's why Acharei Mos and Kedoshim are always combined. Acharei Mos starts with 
tragedy, and Kedoshim then comes in to teach us how to overcome tragedy by going forward, by 
assuming responsibility for the world and for ourselves. We should not say, "Well, it's hopeless. I 
can't do anything." There is always something you can do. If the world will not let you be a 
doctor or a lawyer or a farmer, then become a junk man or ragman or tavern owner. If you are a 
college graduate in the middle of the depression, like my father was, and you cannot get a job 
because of the bad economic times and anti-Semitism (firms would not hire Jews in the 1930's), 
you come to the dump and get bottles and crush them and sell them to roofing companies. You 
change your fate into destiny. You just don't sit home and say, "Woe is me."  
 That's, too, why Rabbi Soloveitchik says we always read the Haphtorah from Acharei 
Mos, and not that of Kedoshim when the two sedras are combined. The reason is because in both 
Torah portions, near the end, we read about the fact that if the Jewish people will not act morally 
and justly, the land of Israel will vomit them out. Only in the Haphtorah of Acharei Mos does 
talk about the Jewish people coming back to the land appear. The image of vomiting out means 
that you are still whole, and you can still come back. In the Haphtorah from Acharei Mos, we 
read, "On that day I will erect David's fallen booth. I will repair their breaches and erect their 
ruins, and I will rebuild it as in days of old. I shall bring back the captivity of My people; Israel, 
and they will rebuild desolate cities. They will return and plant vineyards and drink their wine. 
They will make gardens and eat their fruit. I shall implant them upon the land. They will not be 
uprooted again from upon their land which I have given them, says Hashem, Your G-d."  
 We are never to give up. In spite of tragedies, we meet them head on by changing out fate 
into destiny. We take the tragedies mentioned in Acharei Mos, and through the admonitions to be 
holy and to fulfill the mitzvahs in Kedoshim, we are able to overcome adversity. I am reminded 
of the story about the man telling his friend, "I have had so many problems lately. My wife is in 
the hospital. One of my children is a drug addict, and the other ran away from school. My 
business is going bankrupt." His friend said, "Oh, that's not too bad." The first man exclaimed, 
"What do you mean? How could it be worse?" His friend answered, “If it happened to me.”  
 We hope that nobody will have suffering, but if they do suffer, they will meet it head on 
and change their fate into destiny so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
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New Beginnings, Relationships, The Seder and Shavuot  
 All beginnings are difficult. In starting new ventures, we have to be prepared for the 
inevitable setbacks. Almost always, new methods are not as efficient as the old methods until the 
kinks get worked out. We all know the famous story of a hundred years ago when automobiles 
first came on the scene. People would always jeer at the owner of an automobile when it broke 
down, by saying, "Get a horse. Get a horse." They soon learned that the automobile and truck 
were much more efficient than a horse and wagon. Starting anything new is difficult, even a 
newly found religious way of life.  
 Rabbi Avi Weiss made an incisive comment on this hardship when he quoted Rabbi 
Samuel Belkin, the former president of Yeshiva University, who stated that the famous phrase, 
"All beginnings are difficult," is in the plural. Rabbi Belkin noted that this statement may refer to 
one single venture that may require many different beginnings to succeed. Rabbi Weiss revealed 
that at the beginning of his own rabbinic career, he had many struggles. Rabbi Belkin told him, 
"Have patience. When beginning any enterprise, there are invariably stumbling blocks." Rabbi 
Belkin penetrated his despair with the phrase - "this should be no cause for undue pessimism. We 
all have many chances." We can all start again when we have taken a wrong turn in our 
marriages or in our business. We need not stick with bad policies and bad initial expectations.  
 Marriage! Many young couples are not prepared for the fact that the initial years of 
marriage are going to be rough, especially the first few months. All their loyalties have to be 
rearranged. All their ways of thinking have to be rethought. From now on, their spouse is number 
one, not their parents or siblings or friends. It does not mean that you break off contact with your 
parents and siblings and friends; it means you have to rearrange your priorities. Your husband or 
wife must come first. You have to mesh your lifestyles. Every marriage is unique and special, 
and perhaps the greatest error young couples make is that they try to replicate their parents' 
marriages. After all, that is the only marriage they know. The wife thinks her husband should act 
like her father, and the husband thinks his wife should act like his mother. They never do, and 
they never should. Each is a separate individual, and each marriage is unique and special. The 
couple has to learn how to create its own marriage, how to divide the responsibilities. The 
husband must be king over a certain area, and the wife must be queen over a certain area. The 
areas of responsibility are not important. It could be that the wife keeps the books, and the 
husband does the cooking, or the wife maintains the kitchen, and the husband maintains the yard. 
What is important is after they have agreed on parameters - for example, how much should be 
spent on the kitchen weekly and how much should be spent on the yard weekly - the other spouse 
butts out and lets the person who has the responsibility do the job. The other spouse may be able 
to do a better job and do it more cheaply, but he or she should stay out of it. They have agreed on 
parameters, and the spouse who has the responsibility should do the job, and the other should just 
say thank you. If the wife is in charge of the kitchen, she should hire the maid, choose the food, 
etc. Suggestions can be made, but the ultimate decision is then the wife's. If the husband's 
responsibility is the yard, the wife can make suggestions, but the ultimate responsibility is his.  
 As for the world of business, there also is a way to delegate authority to employees. 
There is a concept called management by exception, where the boss does not interfere unless a 
problem arises. He perhaps could do the job better, more quickly and cheaply, but if it is within 
the guidelines, the budget and deadlines are met and the job completed, the boss should stay out 
if he wants to retain his employees. It is hard to make a marriage work, and it is hard to manage 
employees.  
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 In the Torah portion, Emor, we learn about all the Jewish holidays. We learn how they 
are called holy convocations. They are holidays in which we are invited afresh to examine our 
lives to see whether they are being lived according to the principles of our faith and of good 
interpersonal relationships. We are called, and we call others to our homes to help us celebrate 
together. If for different reasons our friends and relatives do not invite us, and we do not want to 
invite them, then something must be wrong, and we should renew and repair what has not gone 
right.  
 On Pesach, we have a Seder. The Seder actually has many beginnings as well as many 
endings. The Seder is made up of eating special foods, telling the story of the exodus from 
Egypt, and of praising G-d. Each section, as Rabbi Avi Weiss points out, has many starts. We 
wash our hands, but we do not fully do so because we recite no blessing. We partake of the 
karpas, a kind of hors d'oeuvre, but we do not continue with the meal. We break the matzah, but 
we do not follow through with eating. We hear the four questions, but we do not answer them 
right away. We begin by telling how we were slaves in Egypt, and then interrupt it with the 
asking of another four questions by the wise, wicked, and simple sons and the son who does not 
even know how to ask. We then begin telling the story again, only this time we say, "In the 
beginning we were idol worshippers." Similarly, we begin praising G-d by reciting the first two 
paragraphs of the Hallel, and then we eat the meal, and then we finish the Hallel after the meal. 
Originally, the Seder ended right after the Great Hallel, but we continue with other songs and 
praises. We then officially announce that the Seder has ended, and we sing "Next Year in 
Jerusalem," and then we add more songs of praise to G-d, ending with the "Chad Gadya." Some 
people even recite Shir HaShirim after the Seder is concluded.  
 We see that there are many beginnings. The rabbis compare our relationship to G-d with 
the marriage relationship between a husband and wife. There are many starts in our relationship 
with G-d. The Seder reflects this. There are many ups and downs. There are so many strands in a 
marriage; love is composed of many elements: emotional attraction, sexual attraction, physical 
attraction, financial attraction, class attraction, cultural attraction. They all have to be dealt with, 
and many times, we forget that so many of these elements require our attention. We have to 
begin many times with each of them over again. The same goes with our relationship with G-d. 
There are many strands: our need for meaning, purpose, partnership, feeling of oneness, etc. 
However, many people do not realize that they can start over again, that what they have 
experienced up to now is not false, but only part of the picture. We have to continually reassess 
and recommit and relearn.  
 That's what the Seder is teaching us. As a free people, we have the ability to reevaluate 
and reassess and reconnect. Our relationship with G-d is not a slave-master relationship like a 
human slave-master relationship. Just like a relationship between a husband and wife that has 
high points and low points, it always can grow and get stronger and more beautiful as time goes 
on. New hues and new beauty can always be seen in it. One of the reasons we break a glass at the 
end of a wedding is because glass is different from all other elements. Iron rust, wood decays, 
other elements disintegrate, but a fine piece of cut glass can last for thousands and thousands of 
years, and every morning when the sun rises, new hues and colors can be seen in it. However, 
glass has one big drawback: If you let it slip through your hands, it will smash into a million 
smithereens and will be unable to be reconstituted. The same holds true in a marriage. We must 
constantly reevaluate and reassess it. While love brings a man and a woman together, respect 
keeps them together. We have to realize that occasionally we will make false starts and end up in 
a blind alley, but we can reassess our relationship. We can make our marriages work. We do not 
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have to let our relationship completely disintegrate unless, of course, there is violence or 
complete disrespect within it. Our relationship with G-d is the same. Like in a marriage, it can 
grow and flourish. Sometimes, we think our relationship is leading us up a blind alley, but it is 
not.  
 That's one of the reasons we count seven weeks until we get to the holiday of Shavuot. 
We learn about this in the Torah portion, Emor. There, the name Shavuot is not even mentioned. 
It just says, "You should count from the morrow of the Shabbat from the day of your bringing 
the omer of the waving. Seven complete weeks they shall be until the morrow of the seventh 
week you should continue 50 days, and you should offer a new meal offering to Hashem." This 
offering was to be of wheat. Why do we have to count seven weeks? Because our relationship 
with G-d takes time. It takes time to go from barley, which is basically animal food, to wheat, 
which is human food. We encounter many false starts along the way, but should never despair. 
We can make it. That is what the counting teaches us. It does not mention that we received the 
Torah on Shavuot because the important thing .is the struggle to obtain the Torah. We have to 
work at it, and even after the Jewish people received the Torah, they backslid. When Moshe did 
not return, the Jewish people built the golden calf. That was not the end of their relationship with 
G-d. It was a new beginning. Moshe went up and brought back a second set of tablets, and this 
second set of tablets endured. People should not give up. There is always a new beginning 
possible. There is always a solution to the problem lurking somewhere out there. We just have to 
find it.  
 This is one of the great Jewish messages just now being learned by the world. Up to now, 
most of the world said you had to bear your problems and forget about solving them. We always 
said G-d created the cure before the disease. There is a solution. We just have to think anew. Let 
us all hope and pray that all of us will not be overcome when we hit blind alleys or make false 
starts, but that we will learn to reevaluate and to reassess. The Torah is there to help us.  
 Shavuot proclaims there will be many false starts, but we can establish wonderful 
relationships with ourselves and with G-d. We can overcome our problems. The word to count in 
Hebrew, Sefar, is also the same word which means to tell, to recount, and also to praise. We can 
many times solve our problems if we will learn how to talk to each other, to praise each other, 
and to count the blessings we derive from each other. Let us all hope and pray that we will 
remember beginnings are hard, but that life has numerous beginnings, and that we can all begin 
again if we hit a blind alley. Let us all be given the strength to do so. Amen.  
 

Freedom, Undermining Legitimacy and The Omer  
Why do Arafat and the PLO enjoy such widespread support in Europe and among certain so-
called progressive circles in the United States? Why is it that he can literally get away with 
murder? Arafat ordered the murder of two U.S. ambassadors in Sudan in the 1980's. The U.S. 
has it on tape, yet, he is still revered. " Is he still the pinup boy of Europe and the UN after he 
launched this suicide-homicide bomber campaign against Israel? Was it that when his suicide-
homicide bomber kills 28 people Seder, it is not called a massacre, but when Israel fights a battle 
against tough opposition in Jenin, it is called a massacre? Perhaps (besides the underlying anti-
Semitism, which is found in Europe, the site of the Holocaust) it is because Arafat has been able 
to clothe himself in the mantle of a freedom fight. Israel has been cast in the role of a colonial 
power and occupation. Therefore, since Arafat's cause is just, the Europeans say his men can be 
excused. They are not nice, the Europeans would continue but they are understandable since his 
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cause is just. Others would say that since he is the elected leader of his people, he has to given 
respect, in spite of his deviations from civilized norms. This argument is especially disgusting 
since Hitler was an elected leader. He was elected democratically, while Arafat was not any 
stretch of the imagination, yet the Allies did not say that they had to deal with Hitler. They knew 
that Hitler was untrustworthy and would never keep his word. This idea of being a freedom 
fighter is rooted in the Jewish tradition, but it has been completely perverted by the Palestinians.  
 We know that each of us exists in space, and that we must sanctify our space. The word 
for desecration in Hebrew, Halal, the same as the word for space. We must fill our space with 
holiness. We do that by sanctifying time, by knowing there are limits to our power. We Jews 
know that we must sanctify over time; otherwise, our lives will degenerate into a meaningless 
pursuit of non-fulfilling vices, or of material concerns which do not satisfy. We need to add 
holiness to our lives.  
 That's why we read in the Torah portion, Emor, “And ye shall observe My 
commandments, and you shall do them. I am G-d, and you shall not desecrate My holy name, 
and I will be sanctified in the midst of the Sons of Israel. I am the Lord, Who has made you holy, 
who brought you out from the land of Egypt to be for you a G-d. I am Hashem." This is 
immediately followed by all the holidays. The purpose of freedom was so we should help G-d 
sanctify life in the real world, in time, that we should elevate all elements of life, and make them 
holy.  
 Immediately after we left Egypt, we were commanded to start counting the Omer. We 
started counting the second night of Pesach, the first full night that we were free. This was to 
teach us that we would desecrate our freedom if we misuse power. The word, Omer, can mean in 
Hebrew not only the measure of grain we brought on the second day of Pesach, but it can also 
mean tyranny. The letters which comprise the word, Omer, stand for the three sources of power. 
The Ayin stands for Osher, wealth, the' Mem stands for Madah, knowledge, and the Raysh 
stands for Rachaim, love. We can exercise power in three ways: through wealth, through 
knowledge, and through love, the granting of approval or the withholding of approval. We know 
that if we are wealthy, we have the opportunity to use our wealth to further the causes we like. 
Knowledge can allow us to build sophisticated weapons, but these two components of power are 
not enough. We also must feel inwardly that our cause is just. The kings of Europe and their 
armies lost their power, not because they did not have wealth or because they did not have 
weapons, but because they did not believe sufficiently in the righteousness of their cause. They 
could not summon up the will to fight with all their might against the enemies of the monarchy.  
The same thing happened in our day. The people of South Africa no longer believed in the 
righteousness of their cause. They, at the urging of the Afrikaner church, decided that apartheid 
was wrong and could no longer be supported. They did not lose militarily. They lost because 
they, themselves, no longer approved of their cause. The same thing happened in Russia. 
Communism fell because the people no longer believed in it, and the army would not fire on its 
own people. In the United States, too, segregation in the South fell because when Martin Luther 
King confronted the powers that were in Selma, the sight of dogs and state patrolmen beating 
defenseless people caused the people of the United States, and especially the power elite of the 
South, to realize that the ideas of segregation were wrong.  
 G-d, too, did not want to have Pharaoh let the Jewish people go because of the plagues 
He afflicted on Egypt. That's why He hardened his heart, but He wanted Pharaoh to let the 
Jewish people go because he knew that he was wrong in keeping them as slaves. Later, he 
changed his mind, but he actually thrust the Jewish people out of Egypt on the Seder night. You 
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can have wealth and technology and weaponry, but if you do not be in your cause, your regime 
will fall.  
 You can obtain power in three different ways: by wealth, buying off your enemies, like 
Saudi Arabia tries to do; by military conquest using technology and arms; or you can obtain pt 
by causing your enemy to no longer believe in his cause. A has wrapped himself in the mantle of 
freedom. He surrounded himself with all the symbols of victim hood. He tried to portray his 
cause as one of discrimination and service. He has been successful, especially in Europe, because 
Europeans, conditioned by 1900 years of the churches' teachings of contempt for the Jews, want 
to believe everything bad about the Jews. He also tries to portray himself as weak and helpless 
before the fierce Israel. He hopes, through the approval of Europeans, to force Israel to give up, 
to agree to no longer e but, more importantly, he hopes to convince the Israelis their cause is 
unjust, and that they should lay down their arms and give up. He may have had a better chance at 
succeeding this plan if former Prime Minister Barak would not have unmasked him by offering 
him almost everything that Palestinians asked for. They would have had a state alongside Israel, 
but they turned it down because they do not want a state alongside Israel; they want a state in 
place of Israel. They want Israel destroyed. They misused the freedom given them under the 
Oslo Agreement to stockpile arms, to begin a murder suicide campaign to unnerve the Israelis 
and cause them to question their own legitimacy. After all, the Israelis could tell if a young 
person is so willing to blow himself up for his cause, his cause must be just. This quest to 
undermine Israel's legitimacy in Jewish eyes, compounded by the terrible disruption of Israel's 
economy and the spreading of fear among the Israelis was Arafat's plan to assume power. 
Freedom means that now you have time. You no longer have to listen to what your mind tells 
you. You can use your time wisely now, or you can desecrate see it by misusing power. Arafat 
misused his power.  
 That's why the Torah, when it speaks about the seven weeks between Pesach - the 
holiday of freedom, and Shavuot, holiday of the giving of the Torah - calls these weeks Shabbat, 
which means seven Sabbaths because our time must be sanctified. We cannot desecrate it by 
misusing power. If we do, then that demonstrates that our cause is not just because what we want 
is not freedom, but what we want is to destroy another nation's freedom. Unless we can square 
our cause with Shabbat, with the ideals of living in harmony with our neighbors, with nature, and 
with G-d, then we have misused our freedom and are not true freedom fighters.  
 Arafat does not want primarily freedom for his people. His primary goal is to destroy 
freedom for Israel and for all the Jews there. That's why it is so important that we participate in 
rallies and letter-writing campaigns to show the world that the Jewish will has not been broken, 
that we believe fervently in the justice of our cause, that the State of Israel is not an immoral 
enterprise, but that it reflects the highest moral values. We are not trying to deprive anyone of his 
or her freedom. They can have their freedom. Let all the Arab nations sit down with Israel, and 
an equitable deal, I am sure, can be worked out.  
 In the Torah portion, Korach, we learn how Moshe Rabbeinu was almost unseated. His 
cousin, Korach, almost deposed him. How did he do it? He did not do it through force of arms 
with an army putsch, and he did not try to do it by buying off the people, although he was a very 
rich man. He almost succeeded because he capitalized on the fact that the Jewish people seemed 
to no longer approve of Moshe's leadership. The people felt that Moshe was an immoral leader. 
He had not brought them to the land of Israel like he promised. Never mind that it was the 
people's own sin of listening to the spies which caused them to wander in the desert. He 
appointed his brother high priest, nepotism. He was banning the Levites from participating in 
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offering sacrifices at the Temple. He was enforcing marriage laws which banned certain types of 
marriages, which were okay before and which were now considered incestual. Korach almost 
won over the people because he was sure that he could convince the people, who already 
doubted Moshe's leadership, that Moshe did not deserve power, that Moshe was immoral and an 
autocrat, etc. Eventually, he was defeated when the people saw how humble Moshe really was, 
how he tried by going to Doson and Aviron, the leaders along with Korach of the rebellion, to 
reason with them even after they would not come to him, and G-d answered Moshe's prayers. 
They also saw how Moshe and Aaron saved them from a plague, and how it was that only 
Aaron's ~ blossomed, and none of the other leaders' staffs did when t were placed together in the 
Holy of Holies. Moshe won because the Jewish people realized that in spite of their pain and 
their doubts, Moshe was a moral and great man who was leading them in a just and great cause 
and doing his best in difficult circumstances.  
 We, too, know that the cause of Israel will overcome because it is a just and right cause, 
and although there may be problems and difficulties, they will be overcome. Arafat may try to 
win himself in the mantle of freedom, but that is not his ultimate goal. His ultimate goal is to 
destroy the freedom of Israel; the Jewish people in it. Let us all hope and pray that even Europe 
will soon see this, and that the day will soon come when there will be true peace in the Middle 
East between Arabs and Jews. Amen.  
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BEHAR  

Assuming Responsibility, Completing Ourselves, The 

Mountain and Sinai  
 We all know that the basis of Judaism is assuming responsibility for our actions. It is so 
easy to slough off responsibility and to blame others, for our misdeeds. It is so easy to rationalize 
away our lack of sensitivity. We can always find somebody else to blame. We can always feel 
that it is impossible to change. We are too lowly creatures. We do not have the stature or strength 
to stand up for lofty principles. We are just lowly cogs in the wheel, and people will just have to 
accept us the way we are. On the other hand, we can also feel that we degrade and demean 
ourselves when we admit we can make mistakes. Admitting mistakes could lead to terrible 
consequences in our relationships with our spouse or family or with our boss. We could lose our 
job, or we could lose respect in the eyes of those whom we love. Judaism says that we must be 
responsible. We cannot just confess our sins and say that is it. We have to change.  
 The Torah portions Behar and Bechukosai are many times combined. It seems strange 
that they are combined because they appear, on the surface, to talk about different things. Behar 
talks about how society should be organized, how we should have a Sabbatical Year and a 
Jubilee Year, how all the land is to revert back to its original owners in the Jubilee Year and all 
slaves freed, etc. The Torah portion Bechukosai speaks about the blessings that will come upon 
us if we observe the Torah, and the curses that will come upon us if we do not.  
 Bechukosai starts off with the words, "If you will follow My decrees and observe My 
mitzvahs, and you will do them Va'Aseesem Osom." The Medrash says you should read it Va' 
Aseesem Atem - "and you should make yourselves." We all know that we are born incomplete. 
We must make ourselves, according to Judaism, by assuming responsibility for ourselves, for our 
community, for our people, and for the world. That's why the key word of the Torah portion 
Bechukosai is Eem - if. In English, the middle of the word life is if. If we assume responsibility, 
we will have a good life. If we do not assume responsibility, we will not have a good life. We 
make ourselves by assuming responsibility. We complete ourselves by assuming responsibility.  
 One of the prime reasons why we Jews have been hated so much throughout the 
generations is that the nations of the world do not want to assume responsibility for themselves 
and actions. Somebody has to be blamed for their problems, and Jews have been the scapegoat. 
We see this today in the world, where, because the Arabs do not want to solve problems, they 
must blame us. They do not want to be democracies, their leaders do not want to give power to 
the people, they do not want to confront the moral and practical problems that the world presents 
them, and so we become their scapegoat. They need somebody to blame. Their failure to assume 
responsibility is the cause of this great hatred toward us. We see how Syria, Egypt, and Saudi 
Arabia promote the protocol Zion and allege the Jews killed Jesus and attempted to kill 
Mohammed, and that we are a perfidious people. They publish blood libels against us, and call 
us monkeys and pigs.  
 This hatred for us is primarily because the Arabs and others do not want to assume 
responsibility for their actions. They need somebody to blame. No Allied soldier set foot on 
German soil after World War I. The Germans had completely defeated the Russians. They still 
held positions in France, but the German general staff knew the Americans were pouring in 
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millions of men, and they decided that eventually they would lose them in four or five years 
down the road, so they gave up. Someone had to be blamed for Germany's defeat and the great 
inflation which occurred afterwards in Germany, and we Jews were what was and is the failure 
to assume responsibility for one's actions which causes and has caused so much grief in the 
world.  
 We know that in Judaism marriage is the happiest of occasion because each spouse is 
assuming responsibility one for another. They complete themselves by marriage. Not everybody 
will marry, for one reason or another, but everyone can as responsibility for his community, for 
his nephews and nieces, for his extended family, for his synagogue, for his people. We all know 
of many good people who never married, but nevertheless assumed responsibility for their 
family, for their synagogue, and for their people.  
 In Bechukosai, we learn, "And they shall confess their sin and the sin of their father, for 
acting treacherously against Me, and for having behaved toward Me casually. I, too, will behave 
toward them casually, and I will bring them to the land of their enemies." What does this mean? 
They have confessed their sins, and G-d is still punishing them? The answer is, true, they have 
confessed their sins, but they have not assumed any responsibility for them. They, in effect, have 
said, "Yes, I did these sins, but this is just the way I am." They treated their sins casually. They 
refused to take responsibility for them. The word for casually in Hebrew is Keree. This is an 
interesting word because it is also used to denote how we read the word in the Torah, and not 
how it is spelled. When we. read the Torah, many times there is a Keree and K'Seev. Keree is the 
way we read it, but of K'Seev is the way it is written. Many times, we can forget about how it is 
written. We can, so to speak, gloss over our sins. Yes, many times we can make excuses, but we 
have to know what sins are, what we have done. We cannot fool ourselves. We may be able to 
smooth what we have done, but we have to assume responsibility for our deeds. We have to 
realize that our deeds are written on the hearts and minds of others. We cannot rationalize them 
away.  
 The Gemorah tells a story about this concerning Eliezer Ben Dordi, who ran after every 
courtesan. To support this habit, he engaged in thievery. He heard about a courtesan who lived 
far away, who was the hottest courtesan in the Roman Empire. He saved his money and traveled 
to see her. She took one look at him, and although she accommodated everyone, she would not 
have anything to do with him. She said, "You have gone too far." He took that as a sign from 
heaven that he had to change.  
 He then turned to the mountains and said, "Mountains help me." The mountains refused 
to help him. He then turned to the heaven and earth and said, "Help me." The heaven and earth 
would not help him. He then turned to the sun and moon and said, "Help me." The sun and the 
moon would not help him. Then he turned to the stars and said, "Stars, help me," but the stars 
would not help him. He then put his hand between his knees in a fetal position and cried and 
cried, "G-d, help I and G-d helped him. He was born anew and was able to live a good and 
upright life.  
 The question is asked in the Gemorah, what does this Med mean? The rabbis answer, he 
prayed to the mountain, which meant he said, "I was born in a certain place, and I am 
responsible. The place made me do it.” He then prayed to heavens and earth, which meant he 
said, "I am a human being, and this is the way humans act. I can't help it." He prayed to the sun 
and moon, which meant he said, "I am a product of my time. This is the way people act during 
our time in history.” He prayed to the stars, which meant he said, "It is my nature. I have a big 
libido. I can't help myself.” That did not help either. Then he cried and cried to G-d and was able 
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to overcome his problem because he assumed responsibility. We have to assume responsibility 
for our actions to overcome our problems. Every twelve-step program acknowledges this.  
 The Torah portions Behar and Bechukosai are combined because the Torah portion Behar 
also talks about assuming responsibility. The rabbis ask, why isn't this Torah portion called 
Behar Sinai instead of just Behar? After all, Sinai is the '" right after Behar. The answer they give 
is that the word Be on the mountain, stands for standing straight, assuming responsibility. Sinai 
stands for being humble, for not making fuss. After all, the Torah was not given on Mount Leban 
or Mount Herman, but on Mount Sinai, a low mountain. We supposed to be humble. When it 
comes to life and to relationships, we must sometimes stand tall and sometime: humble. When it 
comes to moral principles, we have to stand tall. We must assume responsibility. We cannot be 
humble if a wife finds her husband is embezzling or defrauding people, should stand tall and 
make him quit. If a husband finds his wife is becoming a drug addict, he should stand tall and get 
her to quit, but on mundane matters, like what color the bathroom should be or what style the 
furniture should be, there should always be give and take. This Torah portion is called Behar 
because it stressed that we all have to take responsibility for actions. We have to stand tall and 
assume responsibility where moral issues are involved.  
 That is the message also of the Torah portion Bechukosai. If we act morally, things will 
go well for our society; if we act immorally, things will go badly for our society. We should act 
like a mountain when it comes to moral issues. We must always stand tall. On other issues, we 
can be a Sinai. We can be humble and non-committal, but not on moral issues. Each of us must 
assume responsibility for ourselves, our family, our community, and our people.  
 I am reminded of the story they tell about a young boy who came to his father with all F's 
on his report card and said, "Dad, is this the product of environment or heredity?" He had not yet 
learned that he had to assume responsibility for his acts. I hope he has learned this since then. We 
all must assume responsibility. We have been assured that if we do so, we will lead blessed lives, 
lives which may not be free of problems, but lives in which we will be given the strength to 
overcome them. Let us hope that we will live responsible lives so that the Mashiach will come 
quickly in our day. Amen.  
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BECHUKOSAI  

Acts Have Consequences but Don't Extrapolate Too Far  
..  The Torah portions, Behar and Bechukosai, are often combined. It is hard to understand 
why it is that they be combined. They seem to deal with two different subjects. Behar deals with 
primarily the Sabbatical Year and the Jubilee Year, about land being returned to their owners, 
etc., while Bechukosai deals with the blessings that will come upon the Jewish people if they 
keep the Torah, and the curses that will come upon them if they do not. After all, the preceding 
Torah portion, Emor, is never combined. You could really combine Emor with Behar and leave 
Bechukosai by itself.  
 Also, in the Torah portion, Bechukosai, we learn in the middle of the curses that "the 
Jewish people will confess their sin and the sin of their forefathers for the treachery which they 
have betrayed Me, and even that they walked with Me with casualness, and even I will walk with 
them with casualness, and I will bring them in the land of their enemies.” What's going on here? 
Here they are confessing their sins, and G-d is being tough with them.  
 Also, why does it say immediately afterwards, “And I will remember My covenant with 
Jacob and even My covenant with Yitzchak and even My covenant with Abraham.” Why is 
Jacob mentioned first?  
 In the Torah portion Behar, we learn how we are supposed to let our land fallow in the 
seventh year, and we read how the sentence ends, "And when you will say, 'What will we eat in 
the seventh year?” This does not seem to make any sense at all. We all know that in the seventh 
year, we would eat the fruit and grain of the sixth year. What they should have said was, “What 
are we going to eat in the eighth year if we do not sow in the seventh year?” 
 Also in the Torah portion Behar, it says, "And you shall proclaim liberty in the land to all 
its inhabitants. A Jubilee it will be for you and each man will return to his ancestral estate and 
each man to his family. “Why does it say that? After all, most people would keep their ancestral 
estate, and very few people are slaves. Too, in Jewish law you could only be sold as a slave if 
you stole something and could not pay it back. You were an indentured servant for a maximum 
of six years to pay back the value of the object you stole. You could also sell you into slavery 
because of extreme poverty, but that was a disgrace to the community for you to have to do this, 
and this act very rarely done.  
 It seems to me that what ties these two Torah port together is the concept that acts have 
consequences. Until a person learns that acts have consequences, he will not be able to be a 
responsible human being. In fact, one of the most important lessons we teach the children of our 
Montessori School is that their acts have consequences. A child, if he always gets away with 
everything, will be a very maladjusted adult. A parent who always threatens a child but never 
follows through is not doing the child any service. I know one parent who was constantly 
threatening her child with terrible things, which, if done, could have gotten her arrested for child 
abuse, but she should not have threatened her child. The threats should be reasonable, like time 
out, etc, and she should follow through.  
 In Bechukosai, we learn that we are accountable for actions. If we do good, we will be 
blessed; if not, we will punished. The rabbis all ask the question, how can the Torah say this? 
After all, we learn in the Talmud that there are no rewards for doing good in this life. The reward 
for doing mitzvah is the opportunity to do another mitzvah. The cu and blessings in this Torah 
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portion are really to teach us that acts have consequences. For example, when you buy a new car 
and you are given an owner's manual which says you have change the oil every 3,000 miles and 
tune the car up every 30,000 miles, etc.; if you do not do it, your car will break down. There is a 
cause and effect relationship. If you want your car to last, you had better maintain it. The same is 
true here. If you want your relationships to last, you had better maintain them.  
 In Bechukosai, when it says they confess their sins, to me that is all they did. They 
verbally acknowledged that they should have changed the oil in their car, but they did not do it. 
Just talking about the things you have done wrong does no good; you also have to make an effort 
to change these things. The rabbis say that G-d was even merciful when He said, “And I will 
bring them to the land of their enemies." The Ramban explains that G-d would bring them back 
to the land of Israel which would be filled with enemies. He would still look for them to change. 
That's why it mentions Jacob first. Jacob was a man who deceived his father and cheated his 
brother. He had to change, and he did change. He realized there were consequences to his acts. 
He had to leave Israel for 22 years. In Behar, we learn that we have to be worried about the 
consequences of our acts, but not overly worried in the sense if we do not sow in the sixth year, 
where will we get the crops for the seventh? We do sow in the sixth year. Some people are afraid 
to give charity or to help, even though they have things now, because they are worried about 
many years down the line. We have to worry about the consequences of our acts now, and we 
cannot extrapolate down the line. That's why the King Cheeskeeyahu was punished - because he 
did not want to get married as he foresaw his son would be wicked. That's not his business; that's 
G-d's business.  
 Acts have consequences, and we have to recognize it but not extrapolate too far. It is like 
the story they tell about a yeshiva bochar who was sent by a shatchen to a man who had several 
daughters. The man told him, "If you marry my 25- year old daughter, I'll give you 800 rubles. If 
you marry my 30-year-old daughter, I'll give you 2000 rubles. If you marry my 35-year old 
daughter, I'll give you 3000 rubles." The yeshiva bochar asked, "Do you have a daughter who's 
50 years old?"  We all know, too, that G-d always gives us a second chance after we have 
suffered the consequences of our acts. Usually, you can always repair the car after you have 
failed to maintain it, even though it costs lots of money. We have second chances. That's why it 
says, "You should proclaim freedom in the land to all its inhabitants." What does it mean, to all 
its inhabitants?  
 Each of us fails to realize many times that our acts have consequences, but after we have 
suffered the consequences, we can come back. There is always a Jubilee Year.  
 In the Middle East today, unfortunately, the Arabs have not ever suffered the 
consequences of their acts, or have suffered very little. Israel won the war in 1948, and the 
British stopped us from defeating Egypt entirely. We won the war in 1956, and Eisenhower 
forced us back. We won the war in 1967, and United States and Russia stopped us from 
achieving a victory. The same thing was true in 1973. The Arabs were never made to pay for the 
consequences of their acts. Even today, Arafat talks about destroying Israel in stages. He has 
started the Intif, and he does not want to suffer any of the consequences for doing it. In fact, the 
world has never made him pay for what he done. He killed two U.S. ambassadors and is still not 
made to pay for it. Oil, the fear of an oil embargo, has kept him in power. The Saudis especially 
want him in power. There is no going back to the 1967 borders. They lost that war. Their acts 
have consequences. There can be some compromise reached after Palestinian leadership 
changes, but acts have consequences. 'Palestinian people have a second chance, but Arafat and 
his crew have used all their chances. They have had many more than two or three chances.  
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 I am reminded of the story about the Jewish man arrested in Nazi Germany who was 
brought before a judge. The judge said "You are accused of maligning the Nazi Party." The man 
fearfully replied, “I wasn't talking about the Nazi Party. I was talk about the Socialist Party." The 
judge said, "But you said they were all a bunch of thieves, murderers, and crooks. We know who 
you were talking about."  
 When we look at Arafat and his crew, we are looking a bunch of crooks, thieves, and 
murderers, and they have demonstrated that they do not want to change. A new leader is 
required. May this happen soon so that peace will reign in Israel so the Mashiach will come 
quickly in our day. Amen.  
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BAMIDBAR  

Second Chances, The Physical, Spiritual and Shavuot  
 One of the reasons that many people fail today is that they cannot or will not make 
second efforts. Success in life is usually determined by whether we make a second effort. We 
know this in sports. It looks like the running back is stopped, but he makes a second effort and 
either breaks free or gains many yards. We know this in business, too. It looks like a deal is lost, 
but the salesman makes another call and adds a sweetener, and the deal is closed. We know the 
same thing in interpersonal relationships. You inadvertently insult a person, and then, after 
making a cursory attempt at reconciliation, drop the matter instead of making a second effort 
which would allow your relationship to endure. We know that this applies to spiritual matters, 
too; learning Torah and observing mitzvahs, how people will take a stab at learning Torah or at 
keeping this observance or that observance, but will not make the second effort necessary to 
make it part of their being.  
 In life, in both the physical and spiritual realms, we must make second efforts. This is the 
theme of almost all the books of the Torah. Each of them speaks about how our forefathers and 
matriarchs had to make second efforts to stay Jews, how not everybody was redeemed from 
Egypt because many Jews there gave up. However, in Bamidbar, the fourth book of the Torah, 
which we always begin before Shavuot, the holiday on which we received the Torah; this is 
stressed over and over again. We all must make second efforts. G-d always gives us many 
chances. We should not give up even if we have failed.  
 Today, we started the fourth book of the Bible, Bamidbar. The Ramban tells us that 
Bereishis, the first book of the Bible, talks about the Ovos. It gives us the history of the Jewish 
people, and it tells us how we are just like everybody else, how we were descended from idol 
worshippers. Terach was an idol worshipper, and we Jews, unless we keep to our traditions, can 
also become idol worshippers again. Bereishis explains why G-d chose the Jewish people 
because of the personal qualities of Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaacov. However, we all know 
Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaacov had children who ba Yaacov was able to keep all his children 
Jewish. Avraha Yitzchak could not. If we are to maintain ourselves as children as the children of 
Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaacov, we have to maintain our traditions. We have to want to 
maintain our link with G-d.  
 The second book of the Bible, Shemos, speaks redemption, how we were redeemed from 
Egypt, but even according to the Medrash, many Jews were not redeem fact, as many as four-
fifths of the Jewish people because they did not want to be redeemed. They did not want to make 
the necessary second efforts to stay Jewish. The book also talks about the building of the 
Tabernacle, which allows each one get close to G-d. The third book of Bible, Vayikra, gives the 
details of how we are to become holy, how we are to uplift ourselves. We are to love our 
neighbor as ourselves. It also speaks how the Kohanim are to make peace between us and our 
Father in heaven, and peace between each of us on earth by giving second chances.  
 Bamidbar stresses over and over again how we all are a given another chance. In it, we 
learn about the spies, and Korach's rebellion, and we learn about the concept of Teshuva of 
repentance. It is important that we always realize that we always get another chance.  
 In the beginning of this Torah portion, we learn how a census was taken of the Jewish 
people. Two words are used to do this census. One is Seuh, which means to lift up, and the other 
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is Tifkadu, which means something is lacking. It is used when you notice that someone 
physically is missing. The normal word for counting is Manu. In fact, this is the word that we are 
acquainted with when we say we need a minyan. Minyan comes from the word to count, Maneh. 
Why are the two words Sueh and Tifkadu used instead of the word Manu?  
 Rabbi Cook tells us that it is because there are two aspects a human being: a spiritual 
aspect and a physical aspect, both are needed. Seuh refers to the spiritual and Tifkadu to the 
physical. He says this is true for a nation also. It must have a physical and a spiritual component. 
The spiritual component is the culture of the people, the religion of the people, and the language 
of the people. The physical has to do with its armies, politics, and government. In Europe, the 
Jewish people had a wonderful spiritual life, but they had no physical structure as a people, no 
army, no government, no intelligence services, etc., and they were wiped out during the 
Holocaust. On the other hand, you can have an army, a government, and an intelligence service, 
but if you have no inner spirit, you will not be willing to sacrifice for your cause, for your nation. 
Communism fell without almost a shot being fired because nobody was willing to fight for it. 
South African apartheid fell apart because nobody was willing to fight for it. Arafat thought and 
still thinks that Israel and Zionism will fall apart, too. All you have to do is give Jews a few 
casualties because Jews do not believe in Zionism anymore. We all need to have the spiritual to 
overcome the vicissitudes of life, because without the spiritual, we will not have the will to fight 
and defend ourselves, and sacrifice for the future.  
 In America today, we need to have physical structures like synagogues and federations 
and old folk’s homes and schools, but they will not endure unless the people feel that Judaism is 
worthwhile. We know that sending your child to a day school is essential to preserve Judaism for 
the next generation, but most Jews will not do it. They are not willing to sacrifice to do it. After 
all, it costs almost $9,000 a year to send your child to day school, and even if you get half 
scholarship, it will still cost you $4,500. It requires a great deal of spiritual grit to want to send 
your child to day school.  
 We know that in a marriage, too, there has to be not only physical attraction, but also 
spiritual attraction. You have to be willing to sacrifice for each other, and help each other, and 
want to communicate with each other. A marriage based only on physical attraction will not last. 
On the other hand, a relationship only based on spirituality without intimacy will not last either. 
We need both, and in both the spiritual and physical realms, there is always room for a second 
chance.  
 The Jewish people sinned by listening to the spies. They failed spiritually. They did not 
feel equal to the task of entering the land of Israel. They did not feel that they could conquer the 
land of Israel. During the rebellion of Korach, many of them sinned physically. Korach wanted 
power, and his followers wanted power. It is true that many of the Levites wanted a relationship 
with G-d, but most of Korach's followers were interested in furthering their position in society.  
 The book of Bamidbar teaches us that in both realms, physical and spiritual; we are 
always given second chances. The rabbis teach us that we always read either the Torah portion 
Bamidbar or Nasso before Shavuot, to teach us that the Torah was given with fire, with water, 
and in the desert. To appreciate the torah we must have enthusiasm, a spiritual quality. We must 
also have persistence, like water. Water is a very soft thing, but it makes mark on stone by being 
persistent. This is required in both the spiritual and physical realm. Finally, it was given in the d 
to teach us that we have to be adaptable. We cannot say we want only learn Torah in an air 
conditioned room surrounded by aromatic essences, and in the physical realm, too, we cannot 
say that we will only take this kind of job or that kind of job. We must be adaptable.  
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 On the holiday of Shavuot, the rabbis tell us we celebrate marriage of G-d to Israel. This 
marriage requires physical as well as spiritual attributes. We need the wherewithal to procure 
things we need for Shabbat, to buy the books we need to study the Torah. We should always 
remember that G-d gives us second chances. We should never say that just because I have not 
been able to celebrate Shabbat up to now, I will not do it. I cannot do it. Somehow, you will be 
able to get a job which will allow you to keep Shabbat. A person should never say I have not 
read Torah up to now. I cannot do it. You can do it. We just have to keep making second efforts. 
We need to have both the physical and the spiritual, but this requires constant second efforts. If 
one way fails, we must always try another way.  
 I am reminded of a story Bob Hope used to tell. He said that every girl he met was very 
spiritual, and he just could not measure up. When he would ask a girl for a date, she would say, 
"You don't have a prayer.” Let us all hope and pray that we all learn the lessons of the fourth 
book of the Bible, that we always know that G-d is always giving us second chances; that we 
should never give up on our spiritual and physical lives so that we can get closer to Him and, 
thus, to each other so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
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NASSO  

Atonement: Repairing the Breach, Uplifting the Soul, Solving 

Problems  
 In the Torah portion Nasso, we learn how the Kohanim, the priests, are to provide 
atonement for the people. "When a person shall act treacherously, he should confess his sins, and 
then he shall bring a Korban, a sacrifice, and the priest shall provide him with atonement.” This 
refers specifically to someone who swore falsely claiming he did not embezzle anything. Then 
he regrets his sin, brings a guilt offering, and adds a fifth to it. This is one of the few sins in 
which a sacrifice is required even when you did it on purpose. The Rambam says that confessing 
your sins here is a general requirement for all sins, and the whole concept of Teshuva is found 
here.  
 We also learn that when a Nazerite is unable to fulfill his thirty-day Nazeriteship because 
someone near him died and he resultingly became unclean again, he has to bring a sacrifice, and 
the priest makes atonement for him. We also learn about the wayward wife, and how to preserve 
and restore the marriage. The priest presides over a ceremony in which she drinks the bitter 
waters. In all these instances, we find that the priest is a restorer of a breach. He is a repairer of 
brokenness. He gives people hope to come back after they have fallen.  
 At the end of the Torah portion, we learn about how the princes brought their offerings 
for the Tabernacle, and the sacrifices they made on the altar. The altar, too, is a symbol of 
repairing the breach, of atoning for sins. We know that most of the sins we commit are 
unwitting; even though we feel guilty for them, and we need to have our soul restored to a pure 
form. It was the job of the Kohanim to restore the breach, to restore our souls, but that was only 
one of their duties.  
 In the middle of this Torah portion, we learn about the priestly blessing. "Speak to the 
sons of Aaron and to the sons saying, 'So you shall bless the sons of Israel. May G-d bless you 
and keep you; may G-d shine His face upon you and be gracious unto you; may G-d lift up His 
face to you and give you peace. '" This duty was not to repair the breach, but to lift people to 
higher stand to allow them to get close to G-d, to allow them to achieve potential. The priests had 
two functions: One was to reset from our feelings of depression and low self-esteem; and to us to 
fulfill our potential. Moshe and Aaron each fulfilled the roles. Moshe predominately set 
standards, goals to which people should aspire, and Aaron was the consoler who said no matter 
what you have done in the past, you can still make it right. You can restore the breach.  
 In Jewish life in Europe, there were two distinctive rabbinical figures: the rebbe and the 
rav. The rav set standards. He was Moshe Rabbeinu. He challenged people to reach their 
potential. The rebbe, on the other hand, consoled people. He understands their failures and urged 
them to try again. When the Torah "You shall bless the sons of Israel," the rabbis say that Ko 
stands for 25 because there are 25 times that G-d's blessings are talked about in the Torah, and 
there are 25 times that peace is mentioned, in the Torah. Also, there are 25 letters in the Shema. 
For reaching our potential, we must aim for peace and G-d's blessings and understand we are 
under His yoke.  
 There are also three other times in the Torah when the word Ko is mentioned. When 
Abraham says to G-d that Eliezer servant, will inherit him, G-d says, no, and He took him out 
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and He said, "Look to the heavens and count the stars. So be your children Ko." Abraham 
wondered how this could be. After all, he was already 8 7 years old, and had no children. G-d 
told him not to give up hope. Sure enough, when he was100 years old, he had a child by Sara. 
For us to reach our potentials, we must realize that even though solutions to our problems don’t 
seem obvious now, we should never give up.  
 In Israel today, there seems to be no solution, but then be. That terrible bombing in Tel 
Aviv showed that Arafat and people do not want to divide the land of Israel; they want peace. It 
is difficult to know what to do. We cannot just sit back and let them kill us. On the other hand, if 
we reconquer the land Arafat holds, what are we going to do with two million Arabs? We could 
be more aggressive and counteract each terrorist but will that solve the problem? Perhaps the 
best answer, reconquer the land, reform the society, and let them hold elections, like we did with 
Germany and Japan. A solution will come. It will be good. We should never give up hope, and 
we should never settle for second best solutions which will not help anyway. Abraham did not 
settle for Eliezer or even Ishmael. He had to have a Yitzchak, an Isaac. 
 We also learn that when Abraham and Yitzchak went to the Akeidah, and when they 
spied the mountain, Abraham said to the gentile boys who were with them, "Stay here and the 
lad will go Ad Ko (until here)." When it comes to the shedding of Jewish blood, it is not the 
business of the nations of the world to tell us what we should or should not do. We should not 
worry about the media, and what they will say. We should only do what is in our best interests. 
The world does not care about Jewish blood anyway. Look at the Holocaust. Look at how the 
world promised that our hostages would come out of Lebanon when theirs did; ours are still 
there. We are the judge of when and how Jewish blood should be spilled. We will go to war 
when we have to go to war, not to protect Europe's oil supply. Sharon stood on our pulpit and 
projected an image of strength. We have to have an image of strength; otherwise, weakness will 
invite more aggression.  
 The third time Ko is mentioned is when G-d was to give the Ten Commandments to the 
Jewish people. It says G-d said, "Ko, so you should say to the House of Jacob." Ko refers to the 
women. It was the women who saved our Judaism. It is they the rabbis say who were not swayed 
by momentary emotions. They did not worship the golden calf, and they did not listen to the 
spies. They remained steadfast to Judaism, doing what they do, buoyed by common sense. 
Unfortunately, men many times go overboard.  
 How we could ever have trusted Arafat, I do not know. He broke 22 cease fires with King 
Hussein before King Hussein finally expelled him. Even Assad, that great Syrian democrat, 
kicked Arafat out of Lebanon, forcing him to go to Tunisia because he broke so many promises 
to him. Who ever thought of the idea of giving him weapons that he is now using against us?  
 Before we can reach up to achieve our potential, we need to have Ko. Before the 
Kohanim can bless us, it says, "Ko, so you shall bless." We need to believe that there is a 
solution to our problems, even if they are not readily apparent now. We should not settle for 
foolish solutions. Secondly, we have to determine when Jewish blood is to be spilled, and, 
thirdly, we have use common sense, based on our values, and not be swayed by momentary 
emotions, like the Jewish men were in the desert. 
 I am reminded of the story they tell about a general who was having a hard time in battle. 
An angel appeared before him and offered him three wishes, but the angel told him, “Remember, 
everything I give you, I am giving double to your enemy." general said, “Give me 500 tanks." 
Immediately, he had tanks, but his enemy had 1000. He then said, “Give me planes." He 
suddenly had 500 planes, but his enemy had 1000. The angel reminded him he had only one 
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more wish. The general said, “Scare me half to death."  
 We need not be scared in the current situation. We will prevail, with G-d's help, but we 
need to believe that a just and good solution, not a false one, will arise. We must always 
remember that we have to be the sole determinant of when Jewish blood will be shed, and we 
should never lose sight of common sense and our values so the Mashiach will come quickly in 
our day. Amen.  
 

Striving to be a Mensch  
 The Torah portion Nasso enlightens us about the offers that each of the princes of the 
twelve tribes offered the twelve days of the inauguration of the Tabernacle in the wilderness. An 
inevitable question arises - are each of their offerings repeated since they are identical? The 
Torah could have just revealed that each of these twelve princes on twelve successive days 
offered the following offering. Why the need to repeat it in detail? The Torah, which is so lacon 
in style, the Torah, from which we learn basic laws of Shabbat, and the holidays from an extra 
letter here and there - why does it spend so much time repeating each of the offerings of the 
princes? 
 What's more, why in this Torah portion, which speaks about the princes’ offerings, do we 
also have such subjects as confessing sins when an embezzler, who has acted treacherously 
toward Hashem, brings a sacrifice, which a Kohen supervises? Why do we learn about the 
wayward wife, who goes through the ritual of drinking the bitter waters if she wants to preserve 
her marriage, because otherwise, she could just get a divorce, again supervised by a Kohen? 
Then we read about the Nazerite, who does not cut his hair, or drink wine or come into contact 
with the dead. After the period of his Nazeriteship, he then participates in a ceremony, again 
presided over by the Kohen. We then are apprised of the priestly blessings. Why are all these 
things in the same Torah portion, especially the priestly blessings?  
 To me, what we are dealing with here is how to be a mensch. The reason each of the 
prince's offerings is mentioned over and over again is to teach us that we all know the level to 
which we must reach. Every individual must strive to reach this level in his own way. The ocean 
looks level, but it is not. Beneath the water are hills and valleys, and sometimes in the ocean, the 
depth of a particular place is several miles; in another place, it may only be a hundred feet or 
less. The ocean, on the surface, looks the same, but to reach the same level, there must be 
different quantities of water.  
 The same goes for individuals. Individuals, to obtain the same level, many times have to 
go through all sorts of different efforts. Some can perform mensch-like in certain areas very 
easily, while others in these same areas find being a mensch almost impossible. Some people 
have a high libido, and some have a low libido. Some people have a natural tendency to give; 
others have a miserly nature to take.  
 The Torah is teaching us that we all, regardless of our abilities and skills, must aspire to 
the same level. That's why it is so important that we look at each child individually. To get to the 
same place, everyone has to work differently. In many schools, educators try to fit square pegs 
into round holes. Different children respond in different ways, and we have to try all sorts of 
methods so children learn to read, etc. Not everybody is the same. To get them up to the same 
level is a difficult job. Teachers should never give up on children, but, rather, learn what works 
with one will not work with another. I know, from teaching children for many years, that to 
motivate a child and to teach a child requires altogether different methods for each child.  
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 The first part of this Torah portion speaks about how Kohen's duty is to repair broken 
relationships. It is to restore a person his self-esteem, and to allow him to continue to be a 
mensch. The Kohen would officiate over a person confessing his sin, and bringing an offering 
that he might rid himself of the guilt he felt for the past deeds, and strengthening himself better 
in the future.  
 The story of the wayward wife, whose husband had been loyal for the ritual of the bitter 
waters to work, wanted to repair her marriage, repair trust. The same goes for the Nazerite who 
became a Nazerite, according to the Rambam, because he had tendencies toward alcoholism or 
other vices, and he use the institution of the Nazerites to moderate his actions of rehabilitation. 
He went from over-indulgence to complete abstinence. In a certain sense, the rabbis say, this was 
a sin be a person should never withhold himself from enjoying the permitted pleasures of this 
world. He had to repair and restore himself so he could function as a normal human being in the 
world. It was the Kohen's function to oversee this repair.  
 Finally, we learn about the priestly blessing because each blessing was to set standards 
for people. "May the Lord you and keep you," or, as the rabbis explain, may the Lord you with 
material things, but keep them from possessing "May G-d shine His face upon you and be 
gracious unto you. My people can become great intellects but not gracious people. They can let 
their own talents go to their heads, and they can be obnoxious. "May G-d lift up His face to you 
and give you peace.” May we all gain a sense of wholeness. The priests had functions. One was 
to bless the bearers of offerings and to enlighten them, to show them what they could be. The 
goal was to encourage them after they fell short of these goals. The offerings of the princes 
demonstrated that we all can be menschen, that we can all be what we should be, even if we have 
fallen, we can repair and restore ourselves to our former state. We cannot, though, excuse 
ourselves and say that the level of correct conduct does not apply to us.  
 This is what occurred in our Haphtorah with Samson. He could not make up his mind 
whether he wanted to be a scholar or a buffoon, a Jew or a Philistine, a holy man or a skirt 
chaser. When he lost his hair, his image of himself as a holy man, he also lost his sight. Too 
many people feel that the rules of menschlekite apply to somebody else but not to them. If they 
do certain charitable acts, that is enough. For example, a person in our synagogue used to wrap 
himself in a tallis and pray with such Kavanah, but he cheated everyone. He even cheated his 
brother-in-law before he died. Not only can each of us reach the required level of menschlekite, 
but each of us can never lower the level by saying that is all we have to do. We have to always 
strive to reach the same level. We may fail, but we can try again, and again.  
 In Nasso, we learn that the Kohen had a dual role: to set the standards to which we must 
aspire; and to help us rise when we fail to meet them. The princes teach that each of us can reach 
these goals. We should never fool ourselves and say that we cannot. Each of us can.  
 I am reminded of the story they tell about a boy who came to his grandfather's house. He 
had his clarinet with him. He asked, "Grandpa, do you mind if I play my clarinet here?" His 
grandfather replied, “Of course not. I am an expert musician myself. Once I even saved my life 
with music." The little boy asked how that was possible. His grandfather said, “Once, we had a 
flood, and as the water rose over six feet in our house, your grandmother got on the dining room 
table and went out the front door, and I accompanied her on the piano."  
 Each of us can reach the desired level of being a mensch, but we cannot fool ourselves. 
We cannot settle for anything less, and if we fall below the required level, we should try again 
and again until we reach the level of menschlekite. May we all try to be menschen so the 
Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
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BEHA' ALOSCHA  

Criticizing Constructively - The Only Way  
In the Torah portion, Beha'aloscha, we learn about the evils of excessive criticism. There is 
destructive criticism, and there is constructive criticism. Both are dealt with in this Torah 
portion. We can tell the difference between the two. If the purpose of the criticism is to assume 
more responsibility and to help solve different problems, but if it is just to knock people down 
without offering any type of solution, if it is just to point out faults for the sake of pointing out 
faults, then it is completely destructive. Unfortunately, in America, following the idea of H.L. 
Mencken, the idea that the more you criticize, the bigger man you are, has gained a hold, and not 
only among journalists. The more you can show that people have clay feet, the better person you 
are.  
 This Torah portion opens by describing how Aaron was to light the menorah. The 
menorah is the symbol of Judaism. It stands for our dreams. It stands for shedding light in the 
world without doing violence. It stands for lifting ourselves up on high like a flame lifts itself up 
on high. All the flames of the six candles were directed toward the middle so they form a unity. 
It was a balance between spiritual and physical needs. The right hand stands for the spiritual 
needs, and the left hand of the menorah stands for the physical needs. The central shaft was 
never to go out. Our dream was to always be there. If criticism becomes too severe and destroys 
the dream, then it is self-destructive. We must always bear in mind in any relationship we have 
that our criticism should not be so destructive that it destroys the dream, which that relationship 
represents. If it does, then that relationship is doomed. We all know that a man and a woman 
look at the world differently. They are two parts of the same soul, and, therefore, a man and 
woman must be careful not to try to destroy the other person's inner core by going for the jugular 
every time a dispute arises. G-d meant for there to be differences of opinion in a marriage. The 
miracle of a marriage is that somehow two people can get along, even though from each of their 
respective points of view, each is 100% right. A mountain looks differently from different sides. 
The woman will say, "The kids need shoes," and the man will say, "We have no money," and 
they are both right. When a man and a woman go into a marriage, they have to both agree that 
they can disagree. 
 In Beha' aloscha, we learn about how a group of people come to Moshe complaining that 
they have not been allowed to celebrate Pesach because they are ritually impure. They had dealt 
with a dead body. There is a disagreement among the rabbis whether these people were the ones 
who were carrying Joseph’s bones in the desert, or whether they were the cousins of Moshe who 
had taken the bodies of Nodov and Avihu out of the Mishkan. However, they had definitely done 
a mitzvah, and they were barred from celebrating Pesach. They had a positive criticism. They 
wanted to be part of the Jewish dream, and G-d said they were right, that they should be able to 
bring the Korb Pesach, but they were not going to be able to do it on Pesach. They could, 
however, do it a month later after the ritual impurity had long since disappeared.  
 We learn also another positive criticism when Moshe tried to convince his father-in-law 
to stay with the Jewish people, that he needed him, even though the Jewish people had a cloud 
which, when it lifted, directed them where to go; they still need a person like Yisro who knew 
the terrain to help them.  
 At the end of this Torah portion, we learn about negative criticism which has no rhyme or 
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reason. It is just meant to destroy. After all, there is nothing perfect in this world, and if a person 
wants to destroy something, he can do it easily by harping on the one percent or two percent or 
five percent of the things that are wrong, instead of concentrating on the nine percent things 
which are right. The Jewish people just wanted complain. Their needs were all taken care of. The 
manna would taste like anything they wanted, but, as the Chofetz Chaim says "They craved to 
have cravings." Nothing would please them. They asked for meat when the manna tasted like 
meat. Mos could not understand them. He was fit to be tied. This was negative criticism, which 
was meant just to undermine Moshe’s leadership and to just express negativity, which destroyed 
everything.  
 At the end of this Torah portion, we learn how Miriam complains against her brother, 
Moshe. Miriam, the sister who saved Moshe, by bringing a wet nurse, Moshe's own mother, to 
Basya, Pharaoh's daughter; Miriam, who did not understand Moshe's singularity. After all, she 
had taken care of him when he was a baby. Her criticism was not justified. There is nothing 
wrong with criticizing, especially in a marriage, if it is positive, if it is meant to make the dream 
of the couple better, but if it is meant to tear down one of the partners, it is totally destructive, 
and the relationship will not last. The same is true with the relationship with G-d and the Jewish 
people. Criticism is not wrong if it is meant to strengthen the relationship, like the men who 
wanted to celebrate Pesach, but if it is meant to denigrate and totally destroy our confidence in 
our people and our G-d, then it is worse than useless. It will destroy not only our relationship 
with our people and our G-d, but it will destroy us. We must be careful in all our relationships, 
especially in our relationship with our spouse, to be positive and never indulge in negative 
criticism. We should never attack our spouse by screaming at their character traits or personality, 
but our criticism should only be issue-oriented to find the best way to solve our problems. This 
applies to all our relationships.  
 I am reminded of the story about a man who was always complaining about his wife. If 
she made scrambled eggs, he asked why she didn't make poached eggs. If she made poached 
eggs, he wanted scrambled eggs. Finally, one day she got wise and decided to make one poached 
egg and one scrambled egg. The husband said, "You scrambled the wrong egg." He could never 
be pleased. His criticism was completely destructive. Let us hope and pray that our criticisms 
will only be constructive and not destructive so that our relationships will get better and better 
and not worse and worse so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
 

Contradictions In Light and Life  
 The menorah. We study the significance of the menonorah in the Torah portion Beha' 
aloscha. The menorah shed light in the Tabernacle. Scientists argue on what light is. Is it a 
particle or a wave? Logically, it cannot seem to be both. However, Nils Bohr said it is, and, 
based upon the concept, comes the whole Quantum Theory of subatomic physics. Einstein, at the 
beginning, could not accept Quantum Mechanics because it only talks about probabilities. That's 
why he said "G-d does not play dice with the universe," but the truth of matter is, life is filled 
with many contradictions. Just because light can be both a particle and a wave seems logically 
impossible does not change the fact that it is. Ironically, even though we cannot determine what 
light is precisely, without it, we cannot see anything.  
 The same thing is true in marriage. We believe that marriage completes a human being. 
However, there are many contradictions in marriage. People want to be dependent, independent 
at the same time. Many times I have had a wife come to see me and say, “My husband is too 
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distant. He is not spending enough time with me. He is not listening to problems." I then have to 
call in the husband and talk to him. Then a week or two later, the wife returns and says, "What 
have you done to me? My husband is smothering me. He is not leaving me alone." She now felt 
that the independence, threatened. We have to balance both independence and dependence. In 
marriage, we always have to look at the fact that in spite of the annoyances, we are better off 
together than apart. You have to believe that you see more and accomplish more because you are 
married. Marriage completes you, in spite of the annoyances. The wife may be annoyed that the 
husband does not pick up after himself or help in the house enough, and the husband may feel 
that the wife does not cook what he likes or spends too much money. In spite of these 
contradictions, marriage enables us to be the best we can be. Indeed, we cannot really be 
anything with it. Just like life is filled with contradictions, we cannot see anything without it.  
 Life is filled with many contradictions. Spiritual light is the same way, but a couple who 
understand that each of them is better because they are together will have a happy marriage, even 
with the annoyances and contradictions. If you do not believe that you are better together than 
you would be apart, then your marriage will be in trouble; but if you believe that you are much 
more complete because you are together, then your marriage will endure in spite of the 
contradictions.  
 Let us hope and pray that everyone will realize that there are contradictions in life, and 
just like light, though contradictory, illumines everything, so marriage fits the human soul, 
allows us to be more than we could be without it, and illumines our life in a spiritual way. May 
we all realize these things so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  



118 

 

SHELACH  

Faith and The Three Responsibilities  
 In the Torah portion Shelach, we have the word Ureesem used three times. Moshe 
commands the spies by saying to them, "Ureesem Es Ho'Oretz, and you shall see the land." In 
Shelach, we also have the third paragraph of the Shema in which we speak about the tzitzis, and 
in that paragraph it says, "Ureesem Oso, and you shall see it." The rabbis say that the tzitzis 
stand for the 613 commandments. The word tzitzis, itself, is 600. With the eight threads with five 
knots in each corner, which stands for 13, we have 613 commandments. The question can be 
asked, though, why do we have this third paragraph of the Shema in the same Torah portion as 
the incident of the spies? Also, why did Yehoshua need a special blessing from Moshe by having 
his name changed from Hoshea to Yehoshua?  
 The rabbis tell us that the spies were actually great men. That's why they were referred to 
as Anoshim. However, they knew that once the Jewish people entered the land of Israel, they 
would no longer be in charge. Not having the talents and skills to lead the Jewish people in the 
land of Israel, they would be relegated to being submissive followers. Moshe told the spies, 
"Ureesem Es Ho'Oretz, and you shall see the land," but, instead, they saw only themselves. 
Therefore, their judgment was colored and was askew. They did not see the land; they saw 
themselves.  
 This is similar to what happened in our modern day when Chaim Weitzman was the head 
of the Jewish people until the State of Israel was proclaimed, and then Ben Gurion took over. 
Chaim Weitzman was a powerless president, while Ben Gurion was the premier. Ben Gurion had 
the necessary talents and skills to lead the people after the State was proclaimed. Weitzman was 
good for the exile.  
The other time the word Ureesem is found in the Torah is when we learn about the midwives, 
when Pharaoh told the midwives, "Ureesem, and you shall see the boys on the birthing stone, 
that you should kill them." The midwives did not listen to Pharaoh. A Jew has three 
responsibilities: to see the land; to see the mitzvahs; and to see the Jewish people. We are 
supposed to be close, have mercy, and risk our lives for all Jewish people, even those who are 
not religious. The midwives saved the Jewish boys, even from the Tribe of Dan, who were idol 
worshippers. Two of the spies came back with a good report, Yehoshua and Kolaiv. Why is it 
that Moshe gave his blessing to Yehoshua? The answer is Kolaiv did not have much to do with 
the other spies. He protected himself from them by going alone. Throughout the Torah portion, it 
mentions the spies in the plural, but when Kolaiv went to Chevron to pray at the tombs of the 
patriarchs, the singular is used. Yehoshua, on the other hand, mixed with the people. He tried to 
influence them. There is a danger in that, though. The danger is that they may influence you.  
 I am reminded of the story they tell about a rabbi who got a pulpit when he was 25 years 
old, and he was always screaming at his congregants. A person came back 40 years later, and 
found the rabbi was still screaming at his congregants. They asked him why he was doing that. 
He said, "In the beginning, I screamed at my congregants to change them, but now I scream at 
my congregants so they should not change me.” 
 Yehoshua needed a special blessing because he put himself at risk. The rabbis say that 
Moshe changed his name from Hoshea to Yeshoshua by taking the Yud from Sara's original 
name, Sorai, because Yehoshua had the qualities of Sarah, two of which were to never give up 
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hope, and to be open to everyone. Sara even gave Hagar to Abraham to have a child, although in 
the end she had to send Ishmael away. She, however, never gave up hope that she would have a 
child. Why is Yehoshua Bin Nun known as Bin instead of Ben? Because they had to take two of 
the dots of the vowel Eh, which leaves only an e to form the Yah sound in Yehoshua. Bin also 
means understanding. Yehoshua knew that he could not give up on any Jew. What were the 
different rewards for Kolaiv and Yehoshua? Kolaiv was given an extra piece of land around 
Chevron, while Yehoshua was made the leader of the Jewish people. Yehoshua looked at the 
Jewish people, at the land of Israel, and at the mitzvahs, but Kolaiv was weak at looking at the 
Jewish people.  
 Why does a tzitzis need to have a blue thread? The rabbis teach us the blue signifies the 
ocean, which signifies the sky, which, in turn, signifies G-d's holy throne. It signifies the faith we 
must have to succeed as Jews. The white signifies reason, according to Rabbi Soloveitchik. The 
Rambam says we must have one blue thread. The Ravaid said that we must have two blue 
threads, while Rashi said we must have four.  
 There are actually four corners on a tallis, to teach us that the Mitzvahs apply all over. 
After all, one corner adds up to 613, but· the four corners add up to much more. A Jew must 
have faith. To live in the land of Israel today, even before the Intifada, means you have to have 
faith because it is a dangerous place. To observe the mitzvahs, you have to have faith so it will 
not destroy your economy, and you have to have faith in the Jewish people, that no matter how 
far away they have drifted, they will come back. Let us all hope that we will have such faith, that 
we will see the good in the Jewish people, the good in the land of Israel, and the good in keeping 
the mitzvahs so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
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KORACH  
Hatred, Failure to Assume Responsibility and Jews  
 What is it that causes people to hate? Why is there still so much anti-Semitism in the 
world after the Holocaust? Indeed, why is anti-Semitism the conduit through which hatred 
permeates civilization, virtually corroding away its foundation like some unstoppable acid? Why 
is it that Assad had to, when the Pope made his historic visit to Syria, reiterate the lies that we 
Jews are a vile people who killed Jesus and persecuted all the early Christians, and treated 
Mohammed and his early followers perfidiously? Why did Suha, Arafat's wife, proclaim openly 
how she hates Jews and does not want to associate with them? Why is this hatred still so deep 
among many people, even in Europe and in the United States? Look at how many anti-Semitic 
websites there are. How and why can such a small minority as skinheads and neo-Nazis have 
such a hold on the imaginations of so many people in America? Why also is there hate directed 
at other races and ethnic groups? It seems almost beyond belief that we still have to contend with 
these forces. What in the human psyche seems to demand from some people the necessity to hate 
others?  
 We all know that we are deficient. We all know that we have to fulfill ourselves. In 
Judaism, we say that when we assume responsibility, we complete ourselves, we fulfill 
ourselves. The reason marriage is considered a great Simcha is because through it, we then have 
the opportunity to help our mate every day, to be responsible for each other. It is the assumption 
of responsibility which sanctifies us and completes us. That's why marriage is known as 
Kedushim, or sanctification. The word in Hebrew that we use for a marriage and for many other 
religious rituals, like a bris or a bar/bat mitzvah, is a Simcha. The word Simcha, the rabbis 
explain, means more than joy; it means fulfillment. A marriage is a fulfillment. Marriage, 
though, is only one form of fulfillment. We also have to fulfill ourselves by being responsible in 
all areas of life, by being responsible on our job, by being responsible in our community, etc. 
This permits those who cannot get married to fulfill themselves. There are some people who do 
not want to fulfill their responsibilities for some reason, feel they cannot. These people then feel 
the reason that they are not fulfilled is because somebody is stopping them. Some people or some 
group is stopping them from being fulfilled.  
 This is what Haman felt. Because Mordechai did not bow down to him, he could not 
fulfill himself. Mordechai was stopping Haman from being complete. Hitler believed that Jews 
were stopping individuals and especially the German Nazis from fulfilling themselves. We were 
partners with the devil, we were eradicated, there would be no perfidy in the world, no 
dishonesty in the world, no evil in the world. The movement was really a Messianic movement 
to eradicate Jews from the world. The Jews were stopping the German people from fulfilling 
themselves.  
 Fear, many times, also is the source of hatred. If you are afraid that certain people are 
going to overtake you finances you will hate them so you can eradicate them. Envy also has a 
role to play since many times you feel there are those who have stopped you from becoming rich. 
They have stopped you from earning a living. They have stopped you from providing your 
family. They have stopped you from acting responsibly. Many times, hatred is caused because 
you feel your value a theological system is threatened. They will not subscribe to your beliefs, 
and by their being successful and productive and motivated they have shown that your beliefs are 
fake. You can no longer be fulfilled by following your beliefs. Therefore, you must hate them 
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and destroy them.  
 We see that hatred is primarily caused because people want to blame others for their lack 
of assuming responsibility. They want to claim that you are preventing them, or we Jews 
preventing them, from fulfilling their destiny. These devils incarnate, Jews, prevent us from 
being who we know we should be. That's why the Me'am Loez says, "In every generation 
Amalek arises to destroy us, and each time he clothes himself in a different nation." We have to 
remember that although no such physical people named Amalek are around anymore, the ideas 
of Amalek still survive. We are taught to hate the sin but not the sinner. 
 In the Gemora Berochas, we learn the following story: There is an outlaw living in the 
neighborhood of Rabbi Meir who used to persecute him. Rabbi Meir wanted to pray that he 
should die. "What you are thinking?" his wife, Broria, asked. "ls it written that all wicked shall 
be consumed from the earth? No, it is written all the wickedness shall be consumed from the 
earth. Furthermore, look at the end of the verse in Psalm 104, “And the evildoers will be no 
more. Since wickedness will cease, then evildoers will be no more.” You should pray for him 
that he repent," Bruria continued. Rabbi Meir prayed for him, and the outlaw repented.  
 We all know that everyone of us has the potential to assume our responsibilities. We do 
not need scapegoats. It is the easy path to make scapegoats. Peoples of the world, unfortunately, 
many times, instead of trying to solve their problems and assume their responsibilities, turn 
instead to hatred. They need to blame somebody for their problems. They need to blame 
somebody for their failure to feel fulfilled. Somebody had to be blamed for Germany's defeat in 
World War I. After all, no Allied soldier set foot on German soil. Why did Germany have to 
surrender? Why was the great German economy subjected to such inflation and depression? 
Somebody was to blame. Why are our beliefs crumbling under our feet? Why have our children 
deserted our values? Somebody has to be blamed. In all these instances, we  Jews were blamed.  
 In the Arab world today, the leadership does not want to solve its problems. The 
landlords and the powers that be do not want to turn their countries into democracies. They do 
not want to give power to their people. They do not want to have to rethink their spiritual and 
theological and moral positions. All the problems of the Arab world they claim are caused by the  
Jews. Israel challenges them. How can Israel, a small, little country with almost no resources, 
have a standard of living that is at least sixteen times the average standard of living of Egypt, 
Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, and is even higher than some of the oil-rich countries? Instead of 
assuming responsibility by trying to raise themselves up to Israel's level, they blame Israel for all 
their problems. The anti-Semitism in the Arab countries is unbelievable. When Peres visited 
Egypt recently, he was portrayed as a Nazi storm trooper by the press. Arafat's radio and 
television stations, built with United States money, spews forth the worS1 form of anti-Semitism, 
which is more than a match for Nazi Germany's. Why doesn't the ADL and other organizations 
point this out? Why do the United States and Western Europe put up with this? Everyone 
protests when Hideger in Austria makes a few anti-Semitic comments, but nobody seems to 
mind the PLO and Arafat's anti-Semitism. The anti-Semitism of the Syrian pres~ is even worse 
than the Egyptian press. Iran portrays Israel in the vilest terms. We are again portrayed as the 
source of all evil.  
 In the Torah portion, Korach, we learn about the rebellion of Korach against Moshe 
Rabbeinu. Korach is joined by members of the Tribe of Reuven and 250 princes of the 
congregation, men of renown. They all gathered against Moshe and Aaron and said "It is enough 
for you because all the congregation is holy, and G-d is in their midst. Why do you lift yourself 
over the congregation of G-d?" Korach was claiming that Moshe was stopping these people from 
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fulfilling themselves. The Tribe of Reuven especially felt aggrieved. Reuven was the firstborn, 
and as the firstborn, should have received the double portion, the religious leadership and the 
political leadership. Instead, the double portion went to Joseph, the political leadership went to 
Judah, and the religious leadership went to Levi. Many in the Tribe of Reuven felt they were 
unjustly deprived, but their own faults caused them to lose these privileges. Reuven always dilly- 
dallied. He wanted to do the right thing, but could not quite bring himself to do it. He failed to 
assume responsibility. Reuven wanted to save Joseph, but all he could bring himself to do was to 
convince the brothers to throw him into the pit. He wanted to help his mother, Leah, after Rachel 
died, to be acknowledged as Jacob's wife, but he went about accomplishing that in a sneaky way. 
He never could assume responsibility for his acts. His descendants also suffered from some of 
these same faults, but they had to blame somebody. Therefore, Moshe became the center of this 
hatred.  
 Korach, too, felt aggrieved that he was not given the position of power he craved. 
Although he was the richest man in Israel he was envious of Moshe and Aaron. There were 
others among the Levites who felt that they should be made the Kohanim not Aaron. Again, none 
of them wanted to take responsibility for themselves. They thought that they could only find 
fulfillment by bringing down Moshe and Aaron, not by building themselves up. They felt Moshe 
and Aaron were stopping them from being who they could be. They stooped to accusing Moshe 
of grave sexual misconduct, of embezzlement, and of all sorts of other crimes, of how the laws 
that he was giving them were prejudicial against widows and orphans. They stopped at nothing 
to try to bring him down. Doson and Aviron even claimed that it was Moshe's fault that the 
Jewish people were not brought into Israel. In fact, they even said sarcastically, "Is it a small 
thing that you brought us out from a land flowing with milk and honey to kill us in this desert, 
that you are also going to dominate us, and, moreover, you did not bring us to a land flowing 
with milk and honey, nor give us an inheritance of field and vineyard. Even if you would gouge 
out the eyes of these men, we will not go up to meet with you." Because the people heeded the 
words of the spies, they had forfeited their right to go up to the land of Israel. The hatred that was 
displayed against Moshe and Aaron was incomprehensible to them. It was, in effect, Doson and 
Aviron who summed it all up in a Medrash by saying, “Do you think you can blind us to your 
failures? We hate you because you are stopping us from being fulfilled. You are stopping us 
from going to the land of Israel. You are stopping us from being who we could or should be."  
 Hitler said something of the same nature when he said, "You Jews with your morality are 
stopping the German nation from taking whatever they want whenever they want however they 
want." Hatred comes when we blame others for our own deficiencies. Hatred does not solve 
anything; it just makes our problems worse. Hatred ties us to our past failures. It does not let us 
progress. We should never forget what hatred can do.  
 Let us all remember what hatred accomplishes: holocausts, destruction, and death. We all 
must remember the evils of the past, but we must go beyond them and live lives filled with hope 
and love and concern. After we learn about Korach's destruction, we learn how the Jewish people 
were commanded to share what they had with the Levites and the poor when they would enter 
the land of Israel. Let us always look to the future and never center our lives around hate, but 
around building a better future for our children and our grandchildren so the Mashiach will come 
quickly in our day. Amen.  
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HUKAS  

Recurring Problems, Solutions and New Circumstances  
 In the Torah portion Chukas, we learn about the laws of the red heifer. We learn how 
when we come in contact with death, we must be sprinkled with the ashes of the red heifer on the 
third and seventh day for us to enter the Temple.  
 We also learn about the people's complaints, how after Miriam dies, the people complain 
that they do not have anything to drink. “And why did Moshe bring us out of Egypt to bring us to 
this bad place?" We then learn how Moshe struck the rock instead of speaking to the rock, and 
how he loses the leadership of the Jewish people because of it, and G-d says that he will never be 
able to enter the land of Israel. We also learn about Aaron's death, and how the people 
complained again about not having bread to eat, only the manna, and how G-d sends a plague of 
snakes against them, and then we learn about the conquest of the land of Israel, how the Jewish 
people defeated Sichon, the King of the Amarites, and Og, the King of the Basherites.  
 It seems strange that all these things should be in one Torah portion. If we look carefully, 
we will see that this Torah portion really deals with ever-recurring problems. We never solve 
problems once and for all. They always come back. Eighteen years ago, we had a big flood in 
our shul, and just a few weeks ago, we had another big flood. We cannot claim that once we have 
solved the problem, we have solved it forever.  
 This applies to all aspects of life. Many times, people have felt they have solved their 
financial problems, only to find out they have to deal with them again. This applies in marriage, 
too. Problems always come up again, many times in new guises, but they are basically the same 
problems; problems of dealing with children, with in-laws, job-related problems. They all recur, 
and we all have to solve them anew.  
 Moshe Rabbeinu thought that he was a failure. Here the second generation, the 
generation that he had raised in the desert, was acting like the generation he brought out from 
Egypt. When the generation he brought out from Egypt first entered the desert, they complained 
that they had no water, and G-d commanded him to strike the rock. Here, too, this generation, 
after Miriam's death, was thirsting for water, and Moshe thought that he had to treat them as he 
had the first generation. It is true that they said, "Why did you bring us out of Egypt to cause us 
to die from thirst in this bad place?" but they did not, like the first generation say they wanted to 
go back to Egypt. Moshe thought that h had to solve the problem the same way, but that is false. 
Ever time the problem appears anew, it has to be solved in a new was because conditions have 
changed. Moshe did not recognize this. A slave people who came out of Egypt had to be forced 
and goaded into doing the right thing, but this generation had to be talked to. Moshe not only 
struck the rock once, but twice, and the word for rock here is not Tzur, which means narrow, but 
the word Selah, which means pause. Moshe did not understand that a new generation dealing 
with seemingly the same problem requires new measures. The people also complained about 
having to eat manna. They were afflicted with a plague of snakes. Moshe had to deal with these 
problems differently than when the first generation came out from Egypt complaining about the 
manna. The people had to realize that they had to look up to G-d and thank Him for what they 
had and not complain about their lack of meat.  
 This Torah portion opens with the red heifer, which deals with death, cleansing oneself 
from the depressing effects of death. Death comes to everyone, and it has to be dealt with 
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continually throughout life. The problems of the land of Israel, in relationship with its neighbors, 
are constantly recurring problems. This Torah portion stresses that the problems will continue. 
We should not feel that we have solved them once and for all, but we should prepare to solve 
them again when they appear, on always making sure that our solutions fit the new 
circumstances and context of our problems.  
 I am reminded of the story of a man who went through the great Alaskan flood of 1990. 
He made his living the next two years by speaking about this great flood. He went up to heaven 
and Gabriel asked him what he did. He said, "I made my living by speaking about the great 
Alaskan flood of 1990." Gabriel said, "In heaven, we like people to be able to do what they did 
on earth. We have a banquet tomorrow night. Why don't you speak about the great Alaskan flood 
of 1990?" He said he would. He was called to the rostrum. He mumbled a few words and sat 
back down. Gabriel said, "What happened? I thought you use to give speeches about the great 
Alaskan flood of 1990." The man replied, "I did, but when I got up there and I saw Noah in the 
audience, I just couldn't open my mouth."  
 Problems recur, and they all have to be solved in their own way. Some people have said, 
why don't we solve our problems the way we did a generation ago? Why don't we contact the 
same people to help us? It seems like a good idea, but, unfortunately, most of those people are 
now dead, and many of their children do not live here, and those who live here are not interested. 
The problems will be solved, but we have to look at them with open eyes and solve them with 
courage and spirit, based upon the circumstances we find ourselves in. May we quickly do so, so 
the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
 

Success, Shortcuts, Faulty Means and The Bottom Line  
 Our society today is goal-oriented and success-oriented. We crave success. We must have 
it. It is not enough that we make a good living, or even that we raise a good family; many people 
feel that they must achieve goals they have set for themselves, or what other people have set for 
them. Businesses, every quarter, must make the profits that the stock analysts say they must 
make. Even if they are making a profit, but not what the stock analysts say they should, their 
stock will fall, and· they will not look as if they are successful. Because there is so much 
pressure to succeed, people are willing to take shortcuts, and even if not illegal, they eventually 
catch up with them. Even objective observers who are forced to praise this action of a company 
or of a person when they really would not like to do so can always find a way to tell others how 
to destroy the people or companies they dislike.  
 The truth of the matter is, the way you try to achieve your goals is almost as important as 
achieving your goals. If you achieve your goals but in the process destroy your family or other 
people's confidence in you, what have you gained? Look at what has happened to some of the 
major corporations of America and even look at out political system with its negative ads which 
are so terrible now. Even if a candidate wins the election because of them, how can he unite the 
people in back of him? In marriage, too, we must be careful. We must gain the cooperation of 
our spouse, not trick him or her into doing something they really despise doing. This will lead to 
terrible problems in marriage.  
 Why is it that in the years when we have to combine Torah portions, we combine the 
Torah portions, Chukas and Balak? Why don't we combine Balak and Pinchas, or Korach and 
Chukas? The subject matter in Chukas seems so different to the subject matter in Balak.  
 In Chukas, we learn about the red heifer. We learn about Miriam's death, about the sin of 
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Moshe striking the rock and speaking to it. We also learn about the death of Aaron, and learn 
about the victories the Jewish people won over Sichon, Og.  
 In the Torah portion Balak, we learn about how Balak had the Babylonian soothsayer 
named Bilam to curse the Jewish people, and how, try as he may, Bilam was forced to bless 
Also, when Bilam blesses the Jewish people, he makes following statement, referring to Israel: 
"May my soul die death of the upright, and may my end be like his."  
 Perhaps we can understand why these two Torah portion are joined. They both emphasize 
the point that it is almost as important how you do something as what you do. In Haphtorah for 
these combined Torah portions, we read the Ii from Micah, which the Talmud says sums up the 
Jewish religion "He told you oh man what is good, and what does G-d demand from you but to 
do justly, love kindness, and walk humbly v your G-d." It is very important that we do justly, but 
we must also do it in a kindly manner, and this we can only do if we humble, if we realize that 
we are not perfect, and that we can take shortcuts.  
 Moshe Rabbeinu struck the rock and actually got water the people from it. He succeeded. 
His bottom line was right, but the way he arrive at his bottom line was erroneous. The rabbis all 
ask, why was he punished so severely for such a minor offense, and they give many answers, but 
perhaps the simplest answer is that although he got the desired results, he achieved them using 
means which were not called for. We see this often where people try to manipulate people, 
numbers, or facts to get the desired results. We see this in relationships where a husband or wife 
tries to manipulate the other to get what they want. They may succeed, but it always leaves a bad 
taste in the mouth of the other spouse.  
 Today, we see this in the business world where all the corporations are concerned about 
is their bottom line, and even if they have not done anything illegal, everybody has lost 
confidence in their reports. The stock market shows this. People are not putting their money in 
the stock market anymore like they used to. Instead, they are putting it in real estate. That 
probably explains why the price of housing is going up. This is true in our neighborhood, too. 
Ultimately, it does not pay to get your way by manipulation and force. There is always a terrible 
reaction. We must not only do justly and get the right result, but we must do it in the proper way. 
Why is it that so many people feel they can get away with using improper means?  
 In the beginning of the Torah portion Chukas, we learn about the red heifer. The Torah 
tells us that not only did the red heifer have to be completely red without any white hair, but a 
yoke could not come upon it. If a yoke came upon it, even though it was completely red, it was 
unfit to serve as a red heifer. The Kotzker Rebbe interprets this to mean symbolically that the 
yoke stands for the yoke of commandments. When a Jews says the Shema, tradition teaches us 
that this means that a Jew is accepting the yoke of the commandments. In other words, he knows 
that he is not perfect, and he knows that he needs help to live a just and upright life. The end of 
the red heifer is that he is slaughtered outside the camp and burned and only his ashes are used. 
Everybody who had a hand in preparing these ashes becomes unclean, even though the ashes 
themselves cleanse others who are ritually unclean. When a person thinks he is 100% right, that 
his views are perfect, then he is tempted to take shortcuts. He does not use the correct means to 
achieve desired goals, and even if he does achieve his goals, the incorrect means it leaves a bad 
taste in everyone's mouth. The red heifer was slaughtered and never offered on the altar.  
 This was true of Bilam. Bilam wanted in the worst way to curse the Jewish people, but he 
could not. He could on what G-d told him. He had to be intellectually honest, and he blessed us 
instead of cursing us. His blessings, though not wholehearted because after he blessed us, he told 
Balam Balak could destroy us. He told him, "Have your daughters talk the Jewish people into 
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idol worship," and then they could be easily destroyed. The rabbis teach us that even though 
blessed us, and one of his blessings is used even today to every morning synagogue service - 
"How goodly are your o Jacob, your dwelling places, 0 Israel" - these blessings also be used by 
others to harm us, as many reporters do who first praise Israel and then damn us. They say Israel 
has democracy, but no Arab has become prime minister yet.  
 It is important that we be concerned with the bottom line that we be concerned to get 
positive results, but we have to sure we use proper means, that we do not try to manipulate force 
others, psychologically or emotionally or even phys to do what we want. We should always 
remember that solutions may not be perfect and that we should listen to them and get their help 
in effecting our ideas. Yes, we should do that which will allow us to achieve our bottom lines, 
but we must use legal and moral methods. We will then ensure that our bottom line will last, that 
the goals we want to attain will be acceptable and accepted by others and will endure. The three 
weeks are almost upon us. One of the reasons the rabbis teach us that the Temple was destroyed 
was because the people refused beyond the letter of the law. They may have used means that 
were technically legal, but these means were morally wrong. 
 I am reminded of the story they tell about a man who was waiting at the train station for a 
train to go to Chicago. All of the sudden, a young man came running up to the tracks, huffing 
and panting and looking at the tracks and then collapsed on a chair, carrying on terribly all the 
while. He went up young man and asked, "What happened?" He replied, "I tried to catch a train 
to Cleveland. I had to meet my fiancée there. We were going to get married this evening. What is 
she going to say?" The man asked, "By how much did you miss the train?" The young man said, 
"By one minute." The older man said, "All this carrying on for a minute? I would have thought 
you missed it by a whole hour."  
 We can ruin our relationships even though we seem to achieve our goals by missing by 
just a little bit correct moral judgments, by not using proper ways to achieve our goals. Moshe hit 
the rock. He got the water, but he should have spoken to it. Let us all hope and pray that all of us 
will realize this so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
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BALAK  

Disagreements, Reactions, Issues and Demonizations  
 People often ask me, what makes for a successful marriage? I am often asked, is a 
marriage successful because there are never any arguments? I invariably answer, no. If there are 
no arguments in a marriage, then something is wrong with that marriage. If the husband and wife 
always agree on everything, then that marriage probably is doomed. The couple will quickly 
become tired of each other. They will quickly become bored with each other.  
 The rabbis tell us that the first man, Adam, was androgynous, hermaphrodite - both male 
and female - and that when G-d created Eve, He divided man in two, which means that ever 
since the creation of Adam and Eve as two separate bodies, man and woman have complemented 
each other. In fact, the rabbis say that when a soul is born, on its way down to earth, it is split in 
two. Therefore, we believe in love at first sight. When a person recognizes the other part of his 
soul, he falls in love. Of course, sometimes we do not see so well, and then have problems. We 
know that in a successful marriage, there will be differing points of view, and that is the way it 
should be. The problem comes when we do not know how to correctly react to these differing 
points of view. Does a man feel that because his wife does not agree with him he is being 
disloyal and uppity and has no consideration for him? If he does, then he will quickly become an 
abusive husband. On the other hand, if a wife treats her husband with disdain and looks down on 
him for his opinions, then that, too, can lead to dire consequences. The man may walk out and 
never talk to her again, or he may even resort to violence, which is totally unacceptable. What 
kills a marriage is not disagreements. They are normal and appropriate, and everybody entering a 
marriage should be prepared for disagreements. What kills a marriage is how the spouses react to 
these disagreements. When a person enters a marriage, the first thing he or she must agree on is 
that they agree that they can disagree. If they cannot agree to disagree, then they should not get 
married.  
 On certain issues, there can be no disagreement; for example on fidelity, on the 
eschewing of all violence, on whether the home will be a religious home, or whether the couple 
will have children, etc. These issues must be resolved, obviously before the marriage, but after 
these basic subjects have been agreed to there will be an almost infinite number of compromises 
implement them. This means discussions, and discussions mean disagreements until a modus 
vivendi is established between the husband and wife. Even such a simple matter as watching 
sporting events may entail purchasing two television sets so that he can watch football and she 
can watch ice-skating. The important thing is that everyone is entitled to his opinion. A husband 
must realize his wife has a right to her opinion, and wife must realize her husband has a right to 
his opinion. The miracle of marriage is that each party, who from their own perspective is 100% 
right, can learn how to get along with their partner who, from his or her perspective is also 100% 
right. The mountain looks different from different vantage points. Both perspectives are right. 
The wife will say, "The kids need shoes” and the husband will say, "But we don't have money.” 
They are both right. Somehow the problem will have to be solved, but husband should never 
belittle his wife. He should never mal her feel that she is a nothing because she has a different 
opinion than his, and she should never make her husband feel that he trash because he does not 
agree with her. It is the reaction to these disagreements which causes marriages to break up and 
terrible fights to ensue. There is nothing wrong with having argument even heated discussions, as 
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long as they revolve around issues and not around personalities.  
 I am reminded of the story they tell about a women who was talking to her friend and 
said, "You know, when we fight my husband gets very historical." Her friend said, "Don't you 
mean hysterical?" The woman replied, "No, he brings up every single thing he thinks I did wrong 
since the day I met him." It is important not to make the fights personal, but to talk about issues. 
This applies not just to marriage, but to all relationship. If they can be kept on an issue level, 
everything will be all right but once they are turned to a personal level, then they always become 
ugly and vicious. If every time a person disagrees with you, you feel that he is no good, his wife 
is stupid, his children kempt, and his dog vicious, then something is probably wrong with you. 
There is no reason why you cannot be friends with someone with whom you disagree.  
 What is happening in Israel today is that the Arabs want to demonize us. They want to 
prove we are subhuman so they can kill us all. They do not want to settle the dispute based on 
issues of land and water and economics, etc. They want us out or dead. Arafat has proved that 
time and time again. We made a mistake dealing with him, because he never intended to come to 
an agreement with us. He never thought that from our vantage point we were correct. We always 
thought that there was some merit to his case, that from his vantage point we could understand 
why he thought the way he did. We assumed that we could make a marriage with him. We 
assumed that just like in every other marriage where there are conflicting points of view on many 
subjects mutually acceptable agreements could be reached. Unfortunately, Arafat does not want a 
marriage. He wants to kill us, or at least expel us. A non-Jewish friend of mine warned me when 
the Oslo agreements were being negotiated, "I don't understand you Jews. You had a tiger caged 
up. You now let him out of his cage. Mark my words, he will attack you. A tiger stays tame only 
for so long." It looks like he was right.  
 In the Torah portion Balak, we learn how Balak Ben Tzipor, who was the king of Moab, 
became frightened of the Jewish people, and how he decided that he must destroy them. He hired 
Bilam, a soothsayer from Mesopotamia, to curse the Jewish people. What he wanted to do was to 
sow dissension among the Jewish people by senseless criticism, and convince the nations of the 
world, the Midianites especially, that they had better act to destroy the Jewish people, or 
otherwise the Jewish people, being the demons that they were, would destroy everyone. He hired 
who he thought was a Goebbels, a propaganda expert, to destroy the Jewish people. He was 
going to sow dissension among them by mounting a merciless campaign of belittling and 
criticizing amongst them. He was going to pit one group of Jews against another through Bilam's 
words. He took Bilam to a hill, Bamat Baal, on which was a Moabite idol, in the hope that it 
might inspire him and perhaps add to the efficacy of his curses.  
 He wanted Bilam to see the Jewish camp, thinking that it would increase his hatred for 
the Jews, and that Bilam's gaze itself, coupled with his words, would have the deleterious effect 
of turning one Jew against another. We all know how deadly unfair criticism can be, how when 
you spin certain things in certain ways, you can destroy everything. Balak wanted to destroy the 
dream of the Jewish people. This, though, did not work, although it has been used against us 
many times.  
 What Arafat's press propagandists are trying to do is destroy the Jewish people's belief in 
the rightness of our cause, to make them doubt whether we have any right to the land of Israel at 
all. He is trying to sap our will so that we will not be willing to fight for Israel.  
 This was Balak's strategy also. Balak means to destroy, and Ben Tzipor can mean the 
essence of your soul. He wanted to destroy the Jewish soul, to demoralize us. He tried to have 
Bilam curse us from three vantage points, first from Bamat Baal. The Balak took Bilam to the 



129 

 

field of Tzufin. He thought that if h would bring him back to this field of Tzufin, to the summit 
in the heights, he would be more effective in sowing dissension among the Jewish people. Balak 
apparently knew that Moshe was destined to die on the summit of a mountain. He was hoping 
that all the animosity toward Moshe would come out. After al Moshe's leadership was challenged 
many times.  
 In the Torah portion Beha' aloscha, we learn how Moshe was ready to throw in the towel 
after the people asked for meat when they had the manna, which would taste like anything they 
wanted. Moshe defended the people when they sinned at the golden calf. He defended the people 
when they listened to the spies, but how could he defend a people who were being taken care of 
and still asked for meat, and who said how much better it was in Egypt? Moshe had been 
subjected to a rebellion by Koract Moshe, when he had struck the rock instead of speaking to i1 
had called the people rebels. The people had unfairly and severely criticized Moshe many times, 
speaking not about issues, but attacking Moshe personally saying patent untruths, like Moshe 
was corrupt, he chased their wives, he was a money grubber, etc.  This also did not work. Bilam 
could not stir up the people against Moshe. Bilam was still forced to bless the Jewish people. He 
could not stir up any problems among them. Finally, Balak took him to P'or, which stands for 
licentiousness. He said, "Introduce the Jewish people to the pleasure ethic. They will not have 
the will for anything else. It will also create jealousy and hatred among them because they will 
belittle each other in their quest for pleasure." At this time, this tactic also did not work. Bilam's 
tactic was well known. Bilam's tactic will destroy a marriage, and it will destroy a people.  
When we disagree, we should disagree on issues alone.  
 Personality directed criticisms are self-defeating. They destroy everything. Discussions, 
disagreements, arguments are all good if they further the truth. After all, the Talmud is based on 
disagreements, but personal attacks, vitriolic statements create hatred and demonize your 
opponent. Do not demonize your wife or husband. If you do, you will not have a marriage. Do 
not demonize your opponent in an argument; otherwise, you will have an enemy who will do 
everything to destroy you. Criticism is okay only if it is directed against ideas. Do not let it be 
directed against another person's inner essence. If you do, you will destroy that person and 
destroy any hope of a relationship you might have with that person. Do not make fun of a person 
because he is shy. Do not mock a person because he is sensitive. If you do, forget about ever 
having a relationship with that person.  
 Let us all hope and pray that we will in all our relationships agree to disagree; that from 
our disagreements we will gain light on the many issues that confront us, because our 
disagreements will be only issue-oriented and not personality-oriented, so we will never sow 
hatred. Let that never happen. If we do, that hatred will come back to haunt us. Amen.  
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PINCHAS  

The Right Thing - Just Do It!  
 The Torah portion Pinchas, reveals how G-d gave him His covenant of peace. Pinchas 
was a troubled man. In fact, the Vahv in the word, Shalom, is cut every year, I always get a 
question from the Baal Koreh: Is this Torah Portion possel, unfit, because the Vahv is cut? The 
Vahv is supposed to be cut, so this word can either be read Shalaim, whole, of Shalom, peace. 
Pinchas was neither whole, nor did he have inner peace. Pinchas' inner turmoil resulted from his 
worry what people would say. His mother was Moshe's wife's sister, which meant that his 
grandfather was Yisro, who at one time, was not only an idol worshipper, but also a priest of 
many different cults. Because of Pinchas' lineage, as Rashi says, the tribes would make fun of 
him. As Rashi continues, “You see, this son of Puti whose grandfather fattened calves for idol 
worship, and he kills a prince of the tribe of Israel?" Pinchas always had an inferiority complex. 
He worried too much about what people would say. He had to be more catholic than the Pope. 
Therefore, some doubt arises as to whether his zealous act of slaying Zimri and Kozbi was really 
motivated by pure thoughts to save the Jewish people from a plague, or was a deed to rescue his 
reputation. G-d confirmed that his thoughts were pure, and He, thereby, rid him of his need to 
always prove himself· to invariably be concerned about what people would say. Image and 
acceptance too often motivate our actions, but we really should not be concerned about what 
people will say. We are supposed to do the right thing. What people say should not make any 
difference. If you are always concerned about what people say, then you cannot be a leader, and, 
most certainly, you cannot make right decisions even in family matters.  
 Somebody came to me recently with a terrible problem. Their child needed a lot of help, 
and the only way they could help was to send their child away to a special school. They did not 
want to do this because of fear people would say they were abandoning their child. I told them 
they were acting foolishly. They were worried about their own reputation and not about the good 
of their child. The child needed to be sent away so he could overcome his psychological 
problems, which have now spilled over into physical problems. Who cares what people say? 
Social pressure is only good when it buttresses and supports good actions, but when it hinders a 
person seeking help or hinders the betterment of the community, etc., it is wrong.  
 We must always do what is right and not worry about what people will say. Someone had 
to be sent to a nursing home because of definite problems, and people were hesitant to do so 
because of what people would say, that they were abandoning their parent, but it had to be done.  
 A famous Medrash says when the moon and the sun were created, "Let there be 
luminaries in the firmament of the heaven to separate between the day and night, and G-d made 
two big luminaries: the biggest luminary to rule the day and the smaller to rule the night.” 
Originally, according to this Medrash, the sun and the moon were created identical, but the moon 
says, "How can two kings rule simultaneously?" G-d said, "You are right," and, therefore, He 
made the moon smaller and the sun bigger. The moon complained and said, "Just because I gave 
you a good idea, You should make me smaller?" G-d said, "I will allow you to shine at night 
when everybody can see you." The moon was still not satisfied, and so, as we read in this Torah 
portion, Pinchas, on Rosh Chodesh, which celebrates the appearance of the new moon, "And one 
goat for a sin offering for G-d." Nowhere else does it says" a sin offering for G-d," only when we 
talk about the new moon. Otherwise, it just mentions a sin offering in every other place. G-d 
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associated His name with the moon to let everyone know that the moon was sorry for what it had 
done.  
 The question, though, remains: What did the sun do when the moon made this 
suggestion? Wasn't the sun upset? Didn't the sun think that he had to answer the moon? The 
rabbis say, no, the sun did nothing. He was secure. He had inner peace. He was whole. He just let 
the comment go in one ear and out the other. If a person is secure in himself, he does not have to 
answer every accusation. He does not have to try to outdo an opponent's provocation. If you are 
doing the right thing, you do not have to worry. Just continue on your steady course. Unless the 
revocation stops you from continuing on your steady course, ignore it. Who cares what people 
say? Just continue to do the right thing.  
 I am reminded of the story about a truck driver who went to a truck stop. He ordered  
apple pie, a coke, and a hamburger. Three motorcycle riders wearing leather jackets came into 
the restaurant. One drank his coke, the second took his hamburger, the third ate his apple pie. 
The truck driver did not do thing. He just got up, paid his bill, and walked out. One of e 
motorcycle riders said to the cashier, "That guy isn't much of a man, is he?" The cashier replied, 
as she saw the truck driver run over three motorcycles, “And he isn't much of a driver either." It 
is not important to worry about what people think if you are doing the right thing. Social pressure 
is only good when it makes "us do the right thing, and if we do the right thing, we should not be 
concerned about it. We should just do it, so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen. 
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MATTOS-MASEI  

Vows, Manhood, Remorse and Effort  
 In the Torah portion Mattos-Massei, we learn about the importance of keeping your 
word. The rabbis teach us that we should not take vows, because we may not be able to keep 
them. Not everything is under our control. We learn in VaYikra, Chapter 5, Verse 4, that "if a 
person swears, either for good or bad, all which a man expresses as a vow." The word for man 
here is HaAdam, the man, which means that a person had to know all the consequences of his 
actions for the vow to be effective. If a person did not realize the consequences of his acts, then 
he can come before a Beis Din and be absolved from his obligation because it takes HaAdam, a 
mensch, to make a vow stick. A person cannot nullify a vow by himself. If he contracts with 
another person to do something for him or to pay him something, he needs his permission before 
he can get out of it. If a person took a vow not to enter the JCC because he did not like a policy 
of the J CC and then remembers he had important business appointments in the JCC, he could go 
before a Beis Din and explain the situation: If he had remembered when he made the vow that he 
had these important business appointments, he would not have made the vow. Then he can be 
released from his vow.  
 One of the underlying themes of the Torah portion Mattos-Massei is how to be a mensch. 
All of us should strive to be a mensch. True, we make mistakes and do not act like a mensch. G-
d, though, gives us other chances so we can learn and become a mensch.  
 In the Torah portion Mattos-Massei, we learn about the journey of the Jewish people 
from Egypt to the land of Israel, all the 42 stops along the way. They are not in a straight line. 
Sometimes, they go backwards because that is the story of our lives. We make spiritual progress, 
but then we retrogress. We should not be discouraged, though. We should continue on our path. 
Just as the Jewish people made eight steps backward, they were still able to progress.  
 In this week's Torah portion, we learn how Moshe gets very angry with the people 
because they did not take proper vengeance against the Midianites, who had entrapped the 
Jewish people to the worship of Pear. Moshe was angry that they had not punished the women 
who had caused the Jewish people to go astray. The rabbis say that because Moshe got angry, he 
was not given the privilege of teaching the people the laws of koshering mete vessels. Moshe no 
longer could relate to the people as human beings who were not complete menschen. They were 
trying t achieve spiritual goals. He had no patience with them any man. That's why he struck the 
rock and called them rebels. In life, we have to be patient with each other. We have to strive to 
become a mensch, but we have to realize that everyone is striving t become a mensch. We have 
to make allowances for people who have not quite done what they should if they own up to it and 
sincerely promise to try to do better. The tribes of Reuven and Gad wanted to stay in Trans 
Jordan. Moshe upbraided them for that. However, they said they were willing to fight with the 
brothers for the land of Canaan, but they wanted to stay in Trar Jordan. Moshe accepted that 
explanation. However, the tribe of Gad and Reuven said they wanted to build sheepfolds for the 
sheep and then cities for their children. They had their values mixed up. Children are more 
important than sheep. They had not become menschen yet.  
 At the end of the Torah portion Massei, we learn about the cities of refuge. This teaches 
us that even in the land of Israel the Jewish people are not going to be in a state of perfection. 
There is going to be manslaughter and murder, but the people have a remedy. We all have to 
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keep trying to do better. We a must strive to become a mensch, but we have to realize that w are 
going to fall short. That is no excuse. We have to keep trying and our leaders must always realize 
that as long as we keep trying, we are worth working with.  
 I am reminded of the story told about a cowboy wearing baseball hat. A person new to 
the ranch asked why he was wearing a baseball hat. He replied, "Because I don't want people to 
think I'm a truck driver." It is not the way you dress, it is not what you say, and it is what you are 
trying to become which defines us. May we all try to become menschen so the Mashiach will 
come quickly in our day. Amen.  
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DEVORIM  

Dreams, Complaints, Aaron and The Menorah  
 One of the most serious problems that people have today is that they are constantly 
destroying their dreams. They have a dream which fills their being, but after a short while, their 
dream turns sour, and they end up cynical and depressed and beaten. They cannot seem to lift 
themselves up anymore. What has caused this great defeat to come upon them? What have they 
done to cause their dream to be shattered and themselves to be so broken? How can they lift 
themselves up again? How can they regain their self-esteem? What is it they have to do to dream 
again?  
 We recount again in the Torah portion Devorim, the sin of the spies, how they went and 
toured the land of Israel, and came back with a favorable report about the land of Israel, but said 
it would be impossible to conquer the land. The people were overwhelmed and went so far as to 
say, "Because of Hashem's hatred for us did He take us out of the land of Egypt to deliver us into 
the Land of the Amorite to destroy us." Then Moshe said to them, "Do not be broken, and do not 
fear them." What had caused the people to lose faith in their dream of entering the land of Israel?  
In the Torah portion, Beha’ aloscha, we learn how everything was in readiness for the Jewish 
people to enter into the land of Israel; how everyone was organized properly; how the Levites 
had been inducted into the service of the Tabernacle to assist Aaron; how the people were 
instructed to, when the cloud lifted up from the Tabernacle, journey; how the orders of march 
were arranged by the blasts of the two silver trumpets; how Moshe's father-in-law was convinced 
to stay with the people and help them on their journey into the land of Israel- and "they traveled 
from the mountain of G-d, a distance of three days, and the ark of the covenant of G-d traveled 
before them, a distance of three days, to search out for them a resting place. The cloud of glory 
was over them by day when they journeyed from the camp." Everybody was filled with a dream. 
The dream was going to be fulfilled quickly. They were all prepared to enter the land of Israel. 
Then, in the middle of Beha’ aloscha, there are two upside down Nuns which bracket two 
sentences, one which we say when we take out the Torah, and one which we say in the 
synagogue when we return the Torah. When the ark would journey, Moshe said, "Arise, G-d, and 
let Your foes be scattered. Let those who hate You flee before You," and when it rested, he 
would say "Reside tranquilly, 0 G-d, among the myriad thousands of Israel.” 
 The last part of this Torah portion talks about the complaint, one after the other, that the 
Jewish people had against G-d and Moshe, and their living conditions in general. They 
complained about the manna; they remembered the cucumbers and lee1 and onions and garlic 
they had in Egypt. The rabbis say they were really complaining about the yoke of the Torah, the 
restrictions of the Torah. All these culminated in the complaint that even Miriam had against her 
brother, with whom she did not take up directly, but told Aaron, and then they both confronted 
Moshe with their complaints.  
 In the next Torah portion Shelach, we learn about the spies and how the Jewish people 
had become so demoralized that they gave up their dream of entering the land, and even wept 
and said, "If only we had died in the land of Egypt, or if only we had died in this wilderness. 
Why is Hashem bringing us to this land to die by the sword? Our wives and young children will 
be taken captive. Is it not better for us to return to Egypt?" They were broken people. Just a few 
days ago, they had been filled wit] hope. They had been filled with a dream. Now their dream la: 



135 

 

shattered. What had caused this breaking of the dream? What caused the breaking of the dream 
was the small, little complaint that mushroomed beyond recognition into a mighty barrier 
between them and their dream. They could no longer see and feel their dream. They were just 
overcome by the difficulties of their current situation. Their dream had been destroyed by 
inconsequential complaints, by harping, by constantly finding fault. They could not sweat the 
little things.  
 How many marriages have been broken for the same reason? The couple has dreams, but 
their dreams together are shattered because of foolish, little complaints. He does not put the cap 
or the toothpaste. She does not pick up her clothes. He is always turning the air conditioning up, 
and she is always five minutes late. The same thing applies to a synagogue. People fight over 
trivial, little things that do not make any difference anyway, and that turns into a power play 
which destroys friendships and relationships. How can we restore the dreams?  
 We all know that Aaron was a Rodef Shalom and an Ohaiv Shalom, a lover of peace, and 
a pursuer of peace. The Torah specifically tells us in Massei the date of Aaron's death. It does not 
do this with Miriam or with Moshe. It says Aaron died on the first day of the fifth month. The 
fifth month is the month of Av. We all know that on the ninth of Av terrible things happened to 
the Jewish people. The rabbis tell us that the day the Jewish people lost their dream and 
complained that they wanted to go back to Egypt after they heard the report of the spies, was 
Tisha B' Av. Because of this, G-d said, "You cried on the ninth of Av for no reason. In future 
generations, you will have reason to cry." It is a very short distance from elation to despair. 
Aaron could not prevent the tragedy of the spies to occur, but his example did serve to cause 
other dreams to be resurrected when it looked like they were dead. We are urged to always 
remember Aaron's great contributions. If we forget them, then it is a very short distance from the 
first of Av to the ninth of Av, when we will see all our dreams shattered.  
 In fact, in the Torah portion Eikev, when we are learning about the sin of the golden calf, 
and we read how Moshe was ordered to hew out a second set of tablets like the first, and how 
afterwards Moshe came down from the mountain and placed these second tablets in the ark, it 
says, II And the sons of Israel traveled to Moserah, and Aaron died, and he was buried there." 
The rabbis all ask, what is going on here? Aaron did not die for almost another 40 years. Why is 
his death juxtaposed to the giving of the second tablets?  
 The answer is that just as Aaron was able to resurrect the dream of the Jewish people to 
be a holy people, even though he had participated in the construction of the golden calf, so we 
can. He was able to resurrect this dream after it had been bashed by the people's demands that he 
make for them a golden calf, so much so that he even became high priest.  
 We know that there was a special incense service that a high priest performed twice a day 
in the Tabernacle, whose principle purpose was to seek atonement for the foolish complaints and 
Loshan Hora of the Jewish people. This included burning, though, would have no effect unless 
the menorah lit. That's why, according to Rabbi Soloveitchik, Aaron disappointed that he was not 
among the twelve princes who brought offerings to the Tabernacle on the twelve consecutive 
days when the Tabernacle was dedicated. An exception was that in their case so that they could 
bring an incense offering. Usually an incense offering could only be brought on behalf of 
community by the high priest, but not for an individual. Aaron felt that he should also be able, as 
an individual, to bring incense offering, but G-d told him, "Aaron, your lighting the menorah is 
much more important because without it, the incense offering would be to no avail."  
 Many times, people realize that they are making more and more foolish complaints, but 
they do not know how to get out of doing this, how to get out of the vicious spiral which is 
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causing them to destroy their relationships or destroy their institution. We see this even among 
nations, where wars are started for no real reason. Complaints just get out of hand. G-d is telling 
us we can rescue our dreams, but we have to rescue them not by realizing that our complaints are 
foolish, but by attempting to raise ourselves up to a higher level. We must realize that even if our 
complaints are valid, they are really insignificant compared to our dream. We have to see the lit 
menorah in front of us at times. We have to see the light and feel the warmth of our dreams 
continually. We have to be able to overcome our petty instincts and many times our macho 
instincts to persevere. We have to forget about so-called insults. Do not reply to them. We have 
go beyond feelings of inadequacy and unexpected difficulty. Our dreams are always attainable if 
we will always see menorah in front of us. Complaints can kill everything if they are meant to 
sow cynicism and despair. Suggestions of improvement are always welcome and needed, but 
complaints which seek to belittle and destroy self-esteem, whether it be for a nation or for an 
individual or for an institution, can only cause an individual or nation or institution to be broken.  
 As we enter the month of Elul, let us always look at ourselves see how we can improve, 
but we should never let our plaints about ourselves or others cause us or them to lose self-esteem, 
and cause us or others to be broken and filled with pair. Instead, let us realize that our dreams are 
still attainable, that we can attain them all if we will have the menorah always in front of us. Let 
us always remember that our foibles, 0ur complaints, and our mistakes are only meant to be 
overcome, l10t to cause us to lose our dream.  
 

Righteousness and Fairness  
 In the Torah portion Devorim, we learn about Moshe's final speech to the Jewish people. 
Moshe spoke for a whole month and a week. He started on the first day of Sh’vat, and when he 
finished his speech on the seventh day of Adar, G-d commanded him to ascend the mountain 
Nevo, and there he died. The whole book of Devorim, Deuteronomy, is Moshe's last speech. In 
this Torah portion, Moshe describes how the Jewish people left Mount Sinai and prepared to 
enter the land of Israel. The people, though, approached Moshe, and asked that spies be sent to 
the land first before they would enter it. This Moshe did. He then recounts the whole story of the 
spies, how the Jewish people, because they listened to the spies, were doomed to wander in the 
desert for 40 years. He relates after all that generation died out, except for Joshua and Caleb, the 
people continued their trek to the land of Israel. He also describes how the Jewish people 
defeated Og Melech Ha Boshan and Sichon Melech Hamori. After that, Moshe Rabbeinu talks 
about their leaving Mount Sinai and heading for Israel, and before he tells us about the incident 
of the spies, he interjects his great difficulty in bearing the Jewish people's contentiousness, 
burdens, and quarrels. He then states how judges were placed over all the Jewish people, and 
how they were to judge honestly; not show any favoritism in judgment; and how the judges were 
not to be afraid of any litigant, but were to judge honestly and sincerely.  
 Why did Moshe interject this material about judges here? Also, the Haphtorah which is 
filled with stern rebukes by Isaiah against the Jewish people ends with the words, "I will return 
your judges as the earlier times, and your advisors, and counselors as at first. After that, you shall 
be called, City of Righteousness Faithful City. Zion shall be redeemed with justice and t 
returnees with righteousness." Once again, we have the mo of judges and righteousness 
proclaimed here. Rabbi Soloveitct says that this is the link between the Torah portion and t 
Haphtorah. We know that we always read this Torah portion and Haphtorah before Tisha B' Av. 
In the Torah portion, we learn once again about the incident of the spies. The rabbis say that was 
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on Tisha B' Av that the people cried after they heard the reports of the evil spies. They did not 
want to go into the land of Israel. The rabbis say that G-d said, "Since today you cry for nothing 
in future generations you will have much to cry for." And, know that the First and Second 
Temples were destroyed on Tisha B'Av.  
 When we daven the Shemoneh Series, we say, "Sound the great shofar for our freedom, 
raise the banner to gather our exiles, also gather us together from the four corners of the earth. 
Blessed are you, Hashem, Who gathers in the dispersed of Israel." We should not talk about the 
rebuilding of Jerusalem. We first talk about our judges returning as in earlier times, and our 
counselors as first. The condition for the Jewish people to enjoy sovereign in their own land is to 
ensure justice.  
 The word Eicha appears three times in the period of the nil days. Moshe says, “Eicha,” in 
the Torah portion Devorim what he complains about the hardships in hearing the peoples 
contentiousness. He knows, though, that they do not deserve punishment. He is dealing with the 
people who are ignorant. They do not sin out of spite or rebellion, but out of ignorance. Moshe 
feels that he can help them. He can teach them. He can bring them back.  
 The second time the word Eicha appears is in the Haphtorah when Isaiah says, "Eicha, 
the faithful city become a harlot." He in Isaiah's time, the people do not sin out of ignorance. 
They know what they are doing is wrong, but they cannot help themselves. They sin out of 
weakness. Isaiah, too, feels that the people are not yet worthy of punishment. They recognize 
who is right. They cannot seem to do it, but he will convince them of it. In the case of Jeremiah, 
who was the author of the book of Lamentations, the first word was Eicha. How the city sits 
alone; city that was great with people that had become a widow. In Jeremiah's time, the people 
were doing the wrong thing, but saying it was the right thing. They deserved punishment. There 
no justice. There was no equity. There was no fair mindedness. In our society today, too, what 
people do may be legal, but unfair. We see how many CEOs have ripped off their own 
companies cheating their stockholders and leaving their employees broke and jobless. Many 
people can rationalize what they have done, but the end result is that it is not fair, and people 
recognize that it is not fair. Trust is broken. If this is not stopped, our economy could be ruined. 
 We hear that in personal relationships, too. If a spouse can never be pleased, and if a 
spouse can never keep his word, though it may not be illegal, the relationship will be broken. 
There must be a sense of equity and fairness in every relationship. 
 This reminds me of the story about the young man who went into a store and purchased a 
tie. Before paying for it, he changed the tie for a pair of socks. He started to walk out. The clerk 
asked, "Where is the money?" The man said, "I gave you the tie." The clerk said, "You didn't pay 
for the tie." The young man answered, "Why should I? I didn't take it." The logic behind this is 
hard to justify fault. Just like what I would tell a youngster in nursery and in Hebrew school, that 
I had 11 fingers. Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, and five is eleven.  
 We all know when something is not fair and right. A good con artist can talk from here 
until tomorrow, but it is not right for a CEO to destroy his company's pension fund and stock 
while making millions.  
 Jerusalem was destroyed because no equity or fairness prevailed. As Isaiah said, "lion 
will be redeemed with justice and her returnees with righteousness." Without equity and fair play 
and fair-mindedness, Jerusalem cannot be rebuilt. It is like the story of the thief that came before 
the judge and said, "A year ago you sentenced me to jail for six months for robbing a house 
during the day. When can I make a living?" It is important to earn a living. We have to do it 
without thievery. It must meet the standards of not just legality, but also equity, fairness, and 
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righteousness. My uncle, who was prominent criminal lawyer in Seattle, was defending a client 
wt came from Hillbilly country. At the end of the trial, the foreman rose and said that because of 
the circumstantial nature of the evidence, the jury hereby acquits the defendant. Before the uncle 
could restrain his client, he immediately jumped up and said, "Your Honor, does this mean I 
have to return the stuff?"  
 We must all live lives of fairness and equity in our relationships so that our relationships 
will be strong, 01 communities thriving, and so that Jerusalem will be recognized as the 
sovereign capitol of the Jewish people. May we all lives filled with equity and fairness so that the 
Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
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VAESCHANAN  

Ever-Recurring Challenges, Outer Strength and Inner 

Strength  
 Life is filled with many challenges, never proceeding in a straight line. Its routine is 
wrapped up in unpredictability. You think you have solved certain problems, and then they pop 
up again. You think you have overcome a challenge, only to find that 18 years later, you have to 
deal with it again. G-d never promised us that if we are religious, we will be problem-free! He 
only promised that if we are religious, He will give us the strength to overcome our problems. 
Some of our problems we cause ourselves. Other problems happen in spite of all our best efforts. 
We must learn from our problems, and we must try to anticipate them. Many problems, however, 
are inevitable: sickness, aging, natural catastrophes. We just have to deal with these as they 
occur. We know that our own synagogue and many of our members' homes have just been 
flooded. Precautions were taken. After all, we did withstand ten inches of rain, but twenty inches 
of rain in one day is too much for almost any drainage system to absorb. We did build our new 
social hall higher so it was not affected. This precaution we learned from past experiences.  
 Moshe was told by G-d to command Joshua to strengthen him and to give him courage 
"that he will pass before this people, and he will cause them to inherit this land which you, 
Moshe, will see." Moshe was not allowed to enter into the Promised Land, only to see it from 
afar. In the Torah portion Vaeschanan, he beseeches G-d to allow him to enter the land of Israel, 
but G-d is adamant and said only that He will allow him to see the land, but He would not permit 
him to enter it. Then, he is exhorted to tell Joshua to be strong and to have courage. Why? Why 
was Moshe exhorted to tell Joshua to be both strong and courageous? One refers to an outer 
attitude; the other refers to an inner quality. Many people display outer strength, but inside they 
are weak. They cannot cope. Their strength is a facade. Moshe was to exhort Joshua to be strong, 
to make decisions even though many times his decisions would be wrong, as were Moshe's. 
After all, Moshe struck the rock. He lambasted G-d by sending him to Egypt because after he 
came, Pharaoh den the people straw. Joshua had to realize that he might make mistakes, but so 
what? He had to have the courage to make decisions, and continue to make them.  
 The word for courage in Hebrew, Amatz, also means to adopt. He had to be strong and to 
adopt other measures if his first ones did not work. He was not to wallow in despair and moan, 
"Sir, I made wrong decisions the first time, I will make wrong decision the second time." He had 
to realize that there are many solutions to the same problem; if one solution does not work, 
another might. The important thing is not to give up, but to realize that G-d will help you 
overcome your problems by giving you the strength to persevere.  
 That's why in this Torah portion we learn, "And you will cling to the Lord your G-d, all 
of you have life today." Many times, people give up. They do not want to try anymore. They 
become very depressed. Vaeschanan rails against this attitude. We read that even if a person has 
sunk to a very low level, he can still raise himself. He can do so even if he brought the problem 
upon himself because of his bad habits, because of his acting a miserable way. G-d promises us 
and adjures, "And if from this you will seek the Lord your G-d, you will find Him if you 
searched for Him with all your heart and all your soul," which means that you must outwardly 
and inwardly adopt a positive attitude G-d will never forget His covenant with our forefathers, 
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and He will never forget us. We should always remember that G-d is concerned about us. That's 
why we mention in our prayers many times about His taking us out of Egypt, and about Him 
communicating with us at Mount Sinai. As we read in this Torah portion, "From heaven He 
caused you to hear His voice to teach you, and on earth He showed you His great fire, and you 
heard His words from the midst of the fire because He loved your forefathers."  
 That's, too, why we have two ways to read the Ten Commandments, also found in this 
Torah portion. Two separate, incompatible notes are on each of the Ten Commandments: the 
upper notes, the Elyomim, and the bottom notes, the Tachtonim we read the Torah publicly three 
times a year, in the Torah portion, Yisro, on Shavuot, and in our Torah portion, Vaeschanan, 
always read the upper notes, the Elyomim. When we privately read the Torah at home, we use 
the bottom notes, the Tachtonim. The upper notes differ from the lower notes in that the first two  
of the Ten Commandments, when read in public, are read as one sentence. Also, the four 
sentences, which deal with Shabbat, are also read as one sentence and not as four sentences. 
When we read the Ten Commandments in public, we do not divide the reading when it concerns 
the first two commandments or Shabbat. The first two commandments were given directly to the 
people, and are really directed to the outer man. Everyone heard them, but not everybody 
understood them. The lower notes are given to the inner man. A person can display outward faith 
and courage, but not really feel it. To have inner courage, you must digest certain principles, one 
of which is you are not alone. G-d is there to help you. You do not have to rely on superstition 
and idols to allow you to make it in this world; that trickery and cheating and violence have no 
place in getting your points across or in making a living. You must have the inner confidence to 
realize that acting morally is the right course of action. This requires you to understand 
thoroughly that these first two commandments must be absorbed and dissected and analyzed. 
Publicly, you can proclaim them, but you have to inwardly feel them.  
 The same is true for Shabbat. You can proclaim how much you love Shabbat and want to 
celebrate Shabbat and how beautiful Shabbat is, but unless you get down to the nitty gritty, 
observing it is impossible. You have to feel it in your heart, and this only comes by observing it 
in practice. Man is not just a desiccated brain. To feel things, you have to act physically. A man 
who professes love for his wife, and then fails to caress and hold and kiss her does not love his 
wife.  
 The last five commandments in the private reading are divided into two sentences, but in 
the public reading they are divided into five sentences. Publicly, we proclaim that murder, 
adultery, stealing, testifying falsely, and coveting are separate and, unique sins, but in the private 
reading, we acknowledge that many times murder, adultery, stealing, and testifying falsely are 
connected. One leads to another. We must very carefully ensure that all our actions are morally 
correct because as Isaac Bashevis Singer has demonstrated in his many novels, good people 
many times are drawn inexorably to greater and greater forms of evil in a guilt-ridden cover up 
of what they have done in the past. We must inwardly always have the courage to say no to 
things that are wrong. We must be willing to meet the challenges that we have, realizing that we 
have the inner resources to overcome if we will but use them.  
 That's why we also find the Shema in this Torah portion we are to constantly remember 
that we bear the yoke of heaven a must so act in this world so that we bring credit to ourselves 
and to our G-d and to our religion. Thus, we read, "These are the matters which are commanded 
you today and they shall be in your heart'.” It is not enough that they should just be on your 
hands, but they should be on your heart. They should be an integral part of you. "You should 
bind them on your hands and they should be as frontlets between your eyes.” It is not enough 
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that they be on your hands, but they must be in your mind as well. The rabbis teach us that we 
have three eyes: the two that see, and the third eye, which interprets and perceives. Two people 
can see the same thing. One is heartened, and the other is discouraged. One gives up, and the 
other rises to the challenge.  
 The donning of tefillin is more than a physical performance and it is primarily an 
emotional experience. It is a Mitzvah Shebala, a Mitzvah of the Heart, which is implicit in the 
contents of the tefillin. These contents are not seen. They are in a box. The four portions that are 
in the tefillin speak about the exodus from Egypt, and contain the first two paragraphs of the 
Shema. The exodus has to do with an external display of freedom and commitment to the Jewish 
people, while the two dealing with the Shema have to do with "loving G-d with all your heart, 
with all your soul, and with all your might". They refer to the individual, to the inner man.  
 Problems come and go. Challenges are the lot of man, but if we will, like Moshe 
commanded Joshua, adopt a posture of strength, as our tefillin on the hand illustrates, and if we 
will possess an inner courage - exemplified by the tefillin on the head with the tefillin on the 
hand always having to be opposite heart - we will be able to overcome everything. G-d is there 
waiting to give us this courage. That's why many people pray. When they pray, they feel G-d's 
gift of courage surging through. They feel rejuvenated. They feel they can lift the burdens they 
have to bear and go about solving their problems.  
 Le us all hope and pray that, in spite of the many problems we face, are facing, and will 
have to face, we will always emerge triumphant, maintaining our spirits high because we do have 
both the outward strength and inner courage to overcome them. Amen.  
 

The Physical, The Spiritual and Credence  
 In the Torah portion Eikev, we learn about benching, how we are supposed to thank G-d 
after having eaten. In fact, the Torah commands only two blessings: one is after we eat food, and 
the other is before we learn Torah. Importantly, we must have both physical and spiritual 
sustenance to live a correct and decent life. We believe that you can only achieve the spiritual by 
going through the physical, not by denying the physical. In fact, on Yom Kippur, we deny the 
physical so we can concentrate on the spiritual, not so we should punish ourselves. G-d does not 
want us to punish ourselves, except on Yom Kippur when we concentrate on the spiritual and 
neglect the physical; but this is only for one day. Normally, we must have the physical and the 
spiritual. On Purim, we stress the physical and diminish the spiritual. We are allowed to drink to 
excess. However, this is again to teach us that we need the physical as well as the spiritual. If 
Haman had been successful, there would be no Jews. It is important that we always balance the 
physical and the spiritual. That's why Shabbat is the paradigm of spirituality in Judaism where 
we have both the physical and spiritual balance. We are supposed to eat meat, drink wine, be 
friendly with our wife or husband, learn Torah, go to shul, etc. The spiritual and the physical are 
complementary.  
 In the Torah portion Eikev we learn, “And all the mitzvahs which I commanded you 
today, you shall do in order that you shall live and you will increase and you will come, and you 
will inherit the land." The Kli Yaker notices that the sentence opens in the singular and closes in 
the plural. He says that this is to teach us that the individual should never give up, that the 
individual should always say that he can change the future, and it is true. We see how Rabbi 
Soloveitchik almost single-handedly turned around American Jewry. His Maimonides day school 
in Boston is still the example for day schools. His Halachic rulings in the 1930's, 1940's, 1950's, 
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1960's still constitute the basis for a rejuvenated Judaism in America today. In his day, and even 
today, some people are trying to be more stringent than he. Others especially in the 1950's and 
1960's, said we should give up and join other groups, that Judaism cannot survive with these 
types of Halachic rulings, but it has.  
 This Torah portion also reveals, "And now Israel, what does G-d ask from you but to fear 
the Lord your G-d and to go in His ways?" The rabbis say that "but" here, Kieem, is the 
numerical equivalent to the name Moshe, and that Moshe was telling the Jewish people that it 
was an easy thing to fear the Lord your G-d. The Medrash avers, maybe it was an easy thing for 
Moshe but it is not an easy thing for us. The rabbis comment by saying yes, it is. The average 
person can recognize right from wrong In fact, when we are talking about a G-d-fearing person, 
we d( not refer to a person who sits and learns Torah all day, although it could be that kind of 
person. What it refers to is a person who has power over others, but will not use it in an immoral 
way even though he can get away with it. A person can be a Kin! Farouk and have any woman 
he wants, but he will not take any woman because he fears G-d. This is what we learn about the 
incident with Avimelech when Abraham justified his telling Avimelech that Sara was his sister 
because he said, "I did not believe that were any G-d-fearing people in this place, and they would 
kill me because of my wife." A G-d-fearing person does not take advantage of other people. A 
person who employs a 55-year old man and knows this man cannot get another job and then 
proceeds to make him work overtime with no extra pay, is not a G-d-fearing man. We all know 
what is morally right in most instances, but what stops us from acting morally right? One is our 
passions, our desires. The second is our ideology. To Moshe, it was simple to be a G-d-fearing 
man because he had control over his passions, and was not afraid to contradict his ideology if he 
knew it was wrong. After all, he had married out of the faith and even agreed to raise his oldest 
son as a pagan but he realized he was wrong, and was not afraid to admit it. Too often people are 
tied to ideological positions that they feel they must maintain, even though they know these 
positions are wrong.  
 This is also what the Torah sentence means when it says, "All the mitzvahs which I am 
commanding you today in order that you (plural) shall observe." Today, unfortunately, there are 
many people who espouse all sorts of positions, which are untenable. They adopt all sorts of 
lofty spiritual goals which are not workable because of the physical circumstances in which we 
live. They feel that everyone should observe them, but when they get stuck or it affects their 
family personally, then they feel it should be abandoned. I remember how Anita Bryant, a former 
Miss America, traveled all over America talking about the evils of divorce and how no one 
should ever get divorced. It turned out her husband started to beat her, so she got a divorce 
herself. She should not have been so categorical in her denial. The Torah teaches us that if it is 
not good for you and your family, it is not good for the whole world. Obviously, we do not want 
people to get divorced unless there is a reason for it.  
 This week, we have seen the same thing with stem cell research. We see how many of the 
right-to-life people in the Catholic Church are screaming about killing embryos, etc. Why they 
have adopted the position that killing an embryo, which is fertilized outside the womb and is at 
most potential life, is killing a newborn, I do not understand, but then I am not a Catholic. By 
adopting such a lofty spiritual position, they have negated completely the physical circumstances 
in which we find ourselves. Why did George Bush come down the way he came down? Because 
many in his own entourage have family members who could be cured by stem cell research. 
After all, Ronald Reagan has Alzheimer's. Andrew Card has members of his family suffering 
from diseases which could be cured by stem cell research.  
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 There is a Catholic congressman who is paralyzed whose spine may be rejuvenated if this 
research is successful. We Jews have always had the concept of Bikuach Nefesh, saving a life. 
To adopt such extreme positions by which nobody can really abide is counter-productive.  
 Taking into account the spiritual and the physical does indeed make the fear of G-d an 
easy thing. We Jews have been opposed to abortion on demand, but to save a life mentally and 
physically, we have allowed it. The Halacha is clear that if a woman becomes fertilized and she 
has 10 eggs that are fertilized in her womb, then, of course, you have to cancel out seven or eight 
of them; otherwise, they will all die. If those seven or eight can be used to save other lives with 
stem cell research, why not? If a woman carries all 10 eggs, they will all die. Let us all realize 
that lofty positions are not for this world. Unfortunately, we Jews have always been subjected to 
this. Poor Israel! When they retaliate for killing lives by taking buildings, they are routinely 
criticized but just this week the United States bombed Iraq, probably killing many civilians. All 
Iraq did was shoot at our airplanes; they not even kill anybody, but the United States is not 
roundly criticized, at least inside the United States. We all realize that you cannot just be a sitting 
duck. You have to take countless measures. The United States in its policies does not adopt lofty 
spiritual positions. Israel cannot either, if she is to survive. We should, of course, minimize all 
civilian casualties, but seize buildings? Why should we be criticized for that? Again, an 
individual and his family must be skilled and accomplished at keeping moral positions; not just 
spout lofty, but empty pronouncements. This will never do. They will just be disregarded and no 
moral positions will be given credence. Les us all hope and pray that we will all realize this so 
the Mashiach will come quickly in our day.  
 I am reminded of the story they tell about the French poodle who was talking to her 
friend, the Collie. She said, "Things are going terrible. My boyfriend, the German Shepherd, has 
left me, my master is mean to me, and I am nervous as a cat." The Collie asked, "Why don't you 
go see a psychiatrist?" The poodle replied, "I can't." The Collie asked why not, and the poodle 
responded, "Because I'm not allowed on the couch." Many times our ideological positions make 
us turn away from doing the right thing. Amen.  
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RE' EH  

Between Man and G-d, Between Man and Man  
 In the Torah portion Re' eh, we learn how we all are children to G-d. There is an 
argument between Rabbi Meir and Rabbi Yehuda whether we are still considered children of G-d 
when we sin, or if we are only considered children of G-d when are good. The Halacha follows 
Rabbi Meir that we are always children of G-d, whether good or bad. G-d loves us no matter at. 
When we do evil, we distance ourselves from G-d; when we do good, we are closer to G-d. This 
is the Jewish definition of heaven and hell. Heaven is when you are close to G-d; hell is when 
you are distant from G-d. Our soul is not physical. When we speak about hell-fires, we are 
talking about the embarrassment we feel because we failed to take advantage of all the good 
things that we could have done for others. We failed to do things to better the betterment of the 
world. Judaism does not accept such things as hell-fires as portrayed by Dante and others. We 
are not physical beings in the other life.  
 Also in the Torah portion Re' eh, we learn, “And observe all these things which I am 
commanding you in order that it should be good for you and for your children after you forever, 
that you will do the good and the upright in the eyes of G-d your G-d.” Rabbi Akiba explains that 
where it says when you do good, that means when you do good in the eyes of heaven, and you do 
upright in the eyes of G-d. Rabbi Yishmael says that when you do good refers to in the eyes of 
man, and when you do upright refers to the eyes of G-d. What do we mean here?  
 When Rabbi Akiba says we should do good in the eyes of G-d, G-d knows whether we 
are doing good or not. He knows our motives. We cannot pretend we are praying sincerely and 
repenting sincerely when we are not. In fact, we once had someone in this synagogue who came 
to shul three times a day, who read from the Torah, who seemed to be a very pious man. After he 
was here a few months, he borrowed from everyone to open a business. Then he absconded with 
the money. He fooled everyone in the synagogue, but he did not fool G-d.  
 Rabbi Akiba says you should do good in the eyes of G-d, ; you should do the upright in 
the eyes of man. People can tell what is in your heart, and the truth of the matter is, whether you 
give money to help the poor, it does not make any difference whether you do it for good motives 
or to get your name in the paper. The poor need the money. I remember once in a previous 
community that the Jewish Federation used to publish a book in which everybody's name was 
published and the amount they gave. Some people protested and said it was not right. We agreed 
with them, and we changed it. The problem was next year the Federation only raised half the 
amount of money. I immediately changed my position, and the year after, they again published 
the book with the names and the donations.  
 Rabbi Yishmael is of the opinion, though, that you should do good in the eyes of man, 
which means that there should be no question that what you are doing is the right thing. He 
knows what is in your heart, but people do not know. Therefore, stay away from things that even 
look bad. If you are seen in questionable circumstance, you are violating a principle of Talmud 
called Maris Ayin, which means do not do things which look bad. Do not frequent houses of ill 
repute to sell silk because when you come out, people will think other negotiations took place. 
Rabbi Yishmael is of the opinion that you should do good in the eyes of man also, because you 
should go beyond the letter of the law in dealing with people. When it comes to commandments 
between G-d, then you try your best, but He knows your heart, and G-d knows that you tried.  
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 Earlier, we have another statement of Rabbi Yishmael which it says, after discussing how 
you should tear down the idols, you should not do so to the Lord, your G-d. Who would ever 
think we would destroy Jewish houses of worship? It is obvious that we would not do this to our 
own synagogues. However, Ra Yishmael points out something very important, and that is that 
you should not serve G-d in a defiant manner. The Shulcl Aruch starts by telling us that we 
should be strong as a lion and quick as a leopard to serve G-d. However, there is a problem. This 
does not mean that we should serve G-d in a defiant manner. The commentaries all say, when 
commenting on this strict of the Shu1chan Aruch, that we should follow Micah, who said walk 
humbly before the Lord your G-d; i.e., when we are traveling and we have to pray, we should 
pray in the corner of the airplane terminal. We should put on our tephillin when on the side of the 
road. We should humbly walk before the Lord our G-d. Rabbi Yishmael was afraid that once the 
Jews got in the habit of destroying houses of worship, even though they were idol houses of 
worship, they would then think it was all right to destroy Jewish houses of worship if any doubts 
about their religious standards - according to their perception of what religious standards should 
be - existed. He was afraid that minor differences of opinion would cause one Jew to try to 
destroy another's house of worship. He said that Jews should be zealous when it comes to 
relationships between each other. They should be zealous in taking care of the poor, etc., but G-d 
can take care of Himself. We should be on our guard, once we adopt a defiant policy, that it does 
not spill over. It will cause us to turn on ourselves.  
 This is one of the reasons Yaacov was so mad at Shimon and Levi for destroying the city 
of Schem was because he knew that this same aggressive, defiant attitude would spill over and 
would cause them to turn on their own brothers, and they did. They turned on Joseph. G-d 
considers us all His children, even after we have sinned, and G-d will take care of Himself. He 
has given us permission only in certain areas to judge each other and punish each other, but 
otherwise He can take care of Himself in most ritual matters, etc.  
 Rabbi Yishmael wants us all to be beyond reproach when it comes to issues between man 
and man, and to be very humble when it comes to issues between man and G-d.  
 I am reminded of the story of a woman who frantically called her husband and said, 
"Honey, I know you take a certain freeway. I heard there is a crazy guy driving on the wrong 
side of the freeway. Please be careful." Her husband replied, "Honey, you're wrong. There isn't 
one person, there are hundreds of people driving the wrong way." We all must learn to follow 
Rabbi Yishmael, to be beyond reproach in matters between man and man, and to be upright and 
tolerant in matters between man and G-d. Let us all hope we will all do so, so the Mashiach will 
come quickly in our day. Amen.  
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SHOFTIM  

Overcoming Problems of a Changing World  
 In the Torah portion, Shoftim, we read how the Jewish people may appoint a king over 
them. The question then arises, why was Shmuel so mad when the people asked to have a king? 
The answer is that the people asked for a king for the wrong reason. They asked for a king so 
they could be like all the other nations. They did not ask for a king so they could serve G-d 
better, or be spiritually elevated. They wanted a king so they could be like all the other nations. 
The rabbis are not in opposition to change if it is for the right reason, but if it is for the wrong 
reason, they will fight it tooth and nail. The Jewish people had been without a king for 300 years. 
If they would have said that the Philistine threat was too great and they needed a king to protect 
their religious institutions, to maintain their religion, Shmuel would have agreed, but they did not 
say that. They said they wanted a king so they could be like all the nations.  
 Today, too, there are many people clamoring for change, but many times the reason they 
ask for change is not so they can be more observant Jews and be more spiritual and closer to G-d, 
but because they want to be like everybody else. In fact, when I first went into the rabbinate, 
there was a lady who came to me and said, "I just got the best compliment I ever got. I took one 
of my gentile friends to my temple. After services, she told me our temple was just like her 
church." To my mind, of course, that was not a compliment. Many times people want change so 
they can do things they do not want to do and have no intent of doing; they just want to have the 
opportunity of not doing them. This is foolish.  
 We know that in this Torah portion we are taught about appointing judges, and we learn 
that we are supposed to go to the judges who are in our generation, "and you should go to the 
priests, the Levites, and to the judges that would be in those days, and you shall do according to 
the word which they will tell you." The question, though, is asked, what other judges could you 
go to? You can only go to the judges in your day because the judges will determine whether what 
you want is to elevate your spirituality, or to imitate others? The judge must judge every 
circumstance. Every case is different. We must learn the fifth Shulchan Aruch as well as the 
written four Shulchan Aruchs.  
 I remember in yeshiva I had a friend who was a great scholar. He got 100 on all the tests. 
However, the rabbis in the yeshiva refused to give him smicha. I said, "Why won't you give him 
smicha?” They explained, "Because he does not understand people.” When you come to make 
halachic decisions, you cannot just look in books. You have to look at the people, too. It is a 
combination of books and the people.  
 We all know the famous story of a rich woman who came a rabbi erev Shabbat. She had a 
chicken that she did not know was kosher. The rabbi looked at the chicken and said, "It's treif.” 
She threw it out and bought another chicken. An hour later another woman came, a very poor 
woman with a chicken with the same problem. This time, the rabbi looked in the books and 
found that out of 100 authorities, one that would allow a chicken. He told the woman the chicken 
was kosher. He had looked not only at the chicken but also at the woman. He knew if he declared 
the chicken treif, she would have nothing to eat for Shabbat. We all know that the rabbis in 
Odessa were much more strict than the rabbis in Vilna, because the people in Vilna listened the 
rabbis who had to solve the people's problems. However, the Jewish people in Odessa, by and 
large, did not follow the rabbis. Therefore, the rabbis could make the halacha suitable for 
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themselves. They could make an ivory tower halacha pilil one stringency on another.  
 We know that we have to look at the people and at the halacha. My friend could not look 
at the people. He could only look at the books. In America, unfortunately, there are some groups 
that only look at the people. They say, "Whatever Jews do, that is right.” I confronted them once 
with the fact at one time the Minskys controlled the striptease theaters. I said, "Does that mean 
the striptease theaters are approved?” On the other hand, there are others who only look at the 
books, and they create a type of Judaism that only a few Jews can observe, a group of elitists. 
Rabbi Soloveitchik, of blessed memory, was a man who knew how to balance the books and the 
people, and his chic rulings have endured. The Maimonides School in Boston serves as a model 
for us today.  
 This Torah portion opens with the words, "Judges and bailiffs should appoint for you in 
all your cities." The rabbis ask the question, how come it says that judges and bailiffs you should 
appoint for you, which is singular? We know we need rabbis who can balance the needs of the 
people against the needs of the books, but it should be plural, not singular. In English, for 
example, you is both singular and plural. The rabbis explain this means flat we are to Judge 
ourselves, not only appointed Judges for our cities, but should appoint ourselves as judges over 
ourselves. In fact, that's what the word "pray" means in Hebrew. It means to judge yourself.  
 In this week's Torah portion, we also learn we are not supposed to plant a tree near the 
altar, because our religious experience is not an aesthetic experience. Other religions, when they 
come into their houses of worship, are actually being transported to heaven. They feel they 
cannot accomplish anything in this world, that this world is evil and vile, but when they go to 
their houses of worship, they are transported to a heavenly place where things will be good. 
Therefore, it gives them hope and solace to know that there is a place after this earth which is all 
good and all wonderful and all beautiful.  
 In Judaism, we are not transported to heaven when we enter our houses of worship. We 
try to bring G-d down to earth, to have G-d help us with our problems. The problem with having 
an aesthetic experience is that it leaves you feeling helpless. You see a beautiful painting and you 
say, "It is wonderful and I beautiful, but I cannot paint such a painting," or you see a wonderful 
athletic feat, and you appreciate it, but you know you I cannot do it. In Judaism, we are supposed 
to feel we can do I things, that we can overcome our problems with G-d's help. Our experience is 
supposed to be an experience of empowerment. We can face the changes we have to face. We 
can come to the right conclusions. We can do wonderful things. We should never feel helpless or 
hopeless in the face of our problems. We can solve them.  
 I am reminded of the story of a man who was walking on a beach in California who 
found a bottle. He rubbed it and out came a genie, who told him he would give him one wish. 
The man said, "I don't like to fly. Please make me a highway California to Hawaii." The genie 
exclaimed, “Do you know hard that is? Make another wish." The man then said, “I wish that 
there will be peace between Arabs and Jews and no anti-Semitism." The genie replied, "Do you 
want a two-lane or four-lane highway?"  
 Let us all hope and pray that all of us will face the problem of the changing world with 
courage and conviction, never feel that we are helpless in the face of our problems, but that G-d's 
help we can solve them. Let us hope and pray we will do so so the Mashiach will come quickly 
in our day. Amen  
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KI SEITZEI  

Sensitivity, Gratitude and Remorse  
 In the Torah portion Ki Seitzei, contains more mitzvahs than any other Torah portion - 74 
mitzvahs. In Hebrew, this is Ayin Dalet, which also stands for Od, which, in turn, means until or 
forever. These mitzvahs last forever, and until we understand their meaning, we will not be able 
to lead righteous lives. It seems to me that one of the underlying messages of all these mitzvahs 
is that we are to be sensitive, sensitive to the needs of others and to their feelings.  
 This Torah portion ends by telling us to remember Amalek. The philosophy of the nation 
of Amalek was the exact opposite of sensitivity. They only were interested in themselves. They 
had a survival of the fittest mentality. They felt that if they were strong, they could take anything 
they wanted. It is interesting to note that Amalek is really related to us. His mother was Timna, 
and his father was Elifaz, the grandson of Yitzchak. Timna wanted to become Jewish. She came 
to Abraham to be converted. Abraham, who converted many, many people, for some reason 
refused to convert her. She then went to Yitzchak and later to Yaacov, but nobody would convert 
her. She finally wanted so much to be part of the Jewish people that she became the concubine of 
Elifaz, who was Esau's son and Yitzchak's grandson. Esau, of course, was l00% Jewish. His 
parents were Yitzchak and Rivka. He was given a good Jewish education, and although he later 
spurned Judaism, at least partially, he always considered himself a Jew; and when he went to his 
parents' house, he acted like a full Jew. He even asked his father complicated halachic questions. 
Do you have to tithe salt or straw? It turns out that you do not because salt is ancillary to food, 
and straw is not fit for human consumption. He married outside the faith, and his children mayor 
may not be Jewish. After all, this was before the giving of the Torah at Mount Sinai, but in any 
event, Elifaz got a good education from his grandfather, Yitzchak, the Medrash says. Esau later 
became a Baal Teshuva near the end of his life, but his children and especially his grandchildren 
did not follow Judaism. 
 The rabbis are very critical of Abraham for rejecting Tim. They say that he rejected her 
with both hands, which is something we are not supposed to do. We are supposed to put away 
with the left hand, but bring close with the right hand. This applies even today when I tell parents 
they should not reject their children completely. If the children do something which they do not 
approve, the parents should tell them about it, but they should not reject them out of hand. Do 
not attend the wedding, but you can still have them at your ho afterwards. This is not just my 
advice. I remember when Ra Steinsaltz came, he gave the same advice, as did the Lubavitc 
Rebbe.  
 The rabbis say that because Abraham rejected her with both hands, the whole story of 
Amalek came to be, but this is the way Abraham dealt with his children. When they disagreed 
with him, he gave them a present and sent them away. Abraham had eight children; only one of 
them stayed Jewish. Yitzchak had Yishmael and six other children by Ketura. None of them 
stayed Jewish because he pushed them away with both hands. He was not sensitive enough to 
them. Yitzchak, on the other hand, took the exact opposite course. He did not see anything bad in 
his children. Whatever you want to do, do. Just enjoy yourself. Unfortunately, that is the way 
many American Jews treat their children. We are not supposed to accept them with both hands if 
they do things wrong. We push them away with the left hand, but bring them close with the right 
hand. It very important that we learn how to be sensitive.  
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 This Torah portion opens with the story of the captive woman. We have to be sensitive to 
her pain, and if after 30 days she doe not want to marry the Jewish soldier, she has to be let go. 
Nobody can be forced to be married against his or her will. Throughout this Torah portion, this 
type of sensitivity is stressed over and over again. We learn how when a man gets married, he is 
exempt from army service for one year. He is supposed to rejoice with his wife. "And you should 
make your wife happy.”   
 There is a difference between simcha and sasson, happiness. We say, "Moadim L'Simcha 
Hagim Uzmaneem L'Sasson.” We say the holidays are for joy and here holidays means the time 
that we encounter G-d. Moed means an encounter. Simcha has to do with relationships. We say 
that a wedding is a simcha; a bris is a simcha. We do not say that it is a sasson. The reason for it 
is that simcha means relationships. When you start a marriage, you are establishing a new 
relationship. When you have a bris, you are starting a new relationship with a baby. Sasson 
means a joy that comes just with the holiday itself. The holiday is here, but it does not imply a 
new or reinvigorated relationship. When a man gets married, he is supposed to make his wife 
happy, which means cementing the relationship. This means to be attentive, to give time, to learn 
how to be sensitive to her needs. The word sameach is composed of three letters: sin, mem, ches. 
The sin stands for shevair, which means hope, which also means broken and which also can 
mean to provide for. When you make your wife happy, you share your hopes. You are there for 
her, to help her overcome her problems. You also provide for her not just physical needs but 
spiritual and emotional needs as well. The mem stands for ma'aseem, deeds. You are doing this 
not just with words but also with deeds. You are taking her places. You are giving her things. 
Once a father came to me and said, "I don't understand my son He won't have anything to do 
with me now that he left home, but he knows I love him." I asked him, "Did you ever play ball 
with him? Did you go to his class plays? Did you help him with his homework? Did you go to 
his concerts and recitals?" He said, "No, but he knows I love him." I asked, "How does he know 
that you love him? You have to show your love in deeds." The last letter, chet, stands for 
chayim. Chayim in Hebrew is plural because it deals with our inner and outer life. You must 
share your inner life with your spouse, too, and you must let her tell you about her inner life. 
That's how you establish a relationship, by being sensitive, by being a caring person. It is 
important, too, that you show gratitude to each other.  
 In Ki Seitzei, we learn about the people of Moab and people of Amon, who are not 
allowed to marry among the Jewish people even after they converted because they would not 
give us water when we wandered in the desert. They would not let us even buy it. They were 
completely ungrateful. They were ungrateful because it was Abraham who saved their ancestor, 
Lot, and they were completely ungrateful. We cannot establish relationships with people who are 
ungrateful. It is important that grateful when other people help you, that you show sensitivity. It 
is important that when a couple marry they are sensitive and grateful to each other, and are able 
to say they are sorry when they do things that are wrong, important that they display these good 
traits; otherwise, be a terrible marriage and will not last.  
 I am reminded of the story about a young woman who brought a boyfriend home to meet 
her parents. He came on a motorcycle, wearing a leather jacket and acted in a very crude fashion. 
After he left, the daughter asked her mother, j did you think of him?" Her mother replied, "I don't 
think he’s a very nice person." The daughter exclaimed, "Why not? He’s doing 5000 hours of 
community service."  
 Sensitivity is the key to being a good Jew, and sensitivity is the key to having a good 
marriage. Let us all hope we will be good people and have good marriages so the Mashiach will 
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quickly in our day. Amen.  
 

KI SAVO  

To Act, To Share, To Confess  
 In the Torah portion, Ki Savo, we have listed the terrible curses that will come upon the 
Jewish people if they do not follow the laws of the Torah. Two times in the Torah do we find 
curses mentioned. The first time is in the Torah portion Bechukosai, where 49 curses are 
revealed. These curses are in the plural and were given by G-d. In Ki Savo, we have 98 curses. 
They are listed in the singular, and were part of Moshe's farewell speech to the Jewish people. A 
big difference lies between the curses in Bechukosai and the curses here in this Torah portion. In 
Bechukosai, all the curses end on a note of hope. G-d says, “And I will remember for them My 
first covenant with those whom I brought out from the land of Egypt before the eyes of the 
nations to be a G-d unto them. I am the Lord." In other words, the Jewish people will be restored. 
G-d's covenant will be manifest not only to the Jewish people but to all the nations of the world.  
 The second group of curses just ended. It says, "And I will return you to Egypt in ships 
on the road which I said to you you shall never see it again, and you will be offered for sale to 
your enemies as slaves and maidservants, and nobody will buy you." The only good thing about 
this sentence is that at least it ends the curses. Thank G-d, they are over. These are terrible 
curses. Unfortunately, during the Holocaust, most of them came true. Why should these curses in 
the Torah portion Ki Savo, end so abruptly, and why isn't there a note of hope? Also, why in this 
Torah portion that has the curses do we both have the commandment to bring the first fruits and 
the special blessing we say when we do bring the first fruits? Also, why do we have in this same 
Torah portion the confession that we make every third year, we have given our tithes, and why is 
it called a confession?  
 In the Torah portion Bechukosai, where we have the first curses, we end in hope because 
G-d has promised that the Jewish people will be eternal, that although we may suffer losses, we 
will exist forever. In our Torah portion Ki Savo, there is no guarantee that individuals will stay 
Jews. These curses here are in the singular while the Jewish people will survive, but not every 
Jew will, nor every descendant of a Jew will survive as a Jew. It is up to us.  
 This Torah portion opens with the word Va'Haya. In Hebrew you can do something with 
a verb that you cannot do in English. By adding a Vahv to the word, you can change past tense to 
future, or your can change the future to the past. The word Haya means "it was". Va'Haya means 
"and it will be". In Judaism we believe that you build your future based on the past, that if you 
want an uplifting, wonderful future, you must build it on the past. This will help you avoid the 
curses of this Torah portion. There are so many Jews who have sought to eradicate their past. 
They have denied their past. They want to, so to speak, pass. Look at Madeline Albright's 
parents. They did not even tell her she was Jewish. They wanted to make their future was in the 
past instead of building a future on the past. This past week, I had a funeral for a woman who 
had one son. Her sister had intermarried; accepted another religion. There must have been 50-60 
people at that funeral, but we could not say kaddish. There were only two Jews besides myself, 
the woman's son and a friend. All of her sister's children and grandchildren and great-
grandchildren were not Jewish. Recently, someone came to me to convert, and although he 
studied everything I wanted him to study and practiced everything I wanted him to practice, I 
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would not convert him because he was already Jewish. All four of his grandparents were Jews. I 
still had him go to the mikvah, even though he is a Jew, and observant Jew at that.  
 In this Torah portion, we learn also about the confession of tithes. We say that we have 
fulfilled all our charitable obligation. Why should it be called a confession? The Hebrew word 
confession, as Rabbi Soloveitchik points out, means not only confess but to thank. When we 
confess our sins, we are thanking G-d that we have the opportunity to change. When we are 
making a confession of tithes, we are thanking G-d that we have the material success to give 
charity. We are thanking G-d that we have been blessed with abundance so we can help others. 
We also make a declaration that we have not eaten the second tithe while being in intense 
mourning, nor have we consumed while we are ritually impure. In other words, we did not form 
our religion just for the sake of our parents or grandparents, but we did it because we want to be 
exalted, we want to be spiritually uplifted. If we want our religion to continue, we have to 
observe it in a spiritually exalted way. We are not just observing it to honor our parents. This is 
what Esau did. He honored his parents. At home, he displayed intense religiosity. He had special 
clothes he wore at home, but he only did it for his parents. He did not do it for himself. There 
used to be a lot of Jews in our synagogue who only came for yahrzeits or yizkor, but once their 
parents died, it was finished. This practice will not allow us to have Judaism continue. We need 
to do the religion because we want to do it. We think it adds so much to our lives.  
 That's why there was so much importance given to the bringing of the first fruits. After 
all, a Jew had to give 25% of his income to charity even before he paid taxes: 2% went to the 
poor; 2% to the Kohanim; 10% to the Levites; and 10% was again given to the poor or brought 
up to Jerusalem to eat there; i.e., the first of the challah, the first of the shearing of the sheep, etc. 
The first fruits were important because they taught us that we had to continue to make Judaism 
livable in our lives, and to ensure that our children will continue to want to be Jews.  
 It is interesting to note that the declaration the person made when he brought the first 
fruits had to do with the Jewish past, with our going down to Egypt and with our redemption 
from Egypt by G-d. We were every year to declare that we were building our future on the past; 
that we were proud to be Jews; we were happy to be Jews; that the first fruits of the land of Israel 
brought us joy; and we were willing to share them with others, especially the Levites, the 
stranger, and the poor. In fact, the rabbis tell us that the words "Va' Atah Hinay Avaisee" means 
that I am now very happy to bring these fruits, to be part of the Jewish people, and that I realize 
how much this elevates me and allows me to lead a spiritual, happy life. This teaches us that to 
lead a Jewish life, it is not enough just to be passive. Earlier, I talked about Jews who actively 
left Judaism, but there are many Jews who do not leave Judaism but are passive about their 
Judaism, who do not do anything. These people do not get the full benefit of Judaism, and are in 
danger of losing it or having their children lose it. To feel Judaism's spirituality and joy, you 
must act, you must bring the first fruits. You must keep the mitzvahs. You must act, act, act. 
 I am reminded of the story of a person who was a real bum in this life. He foreclosed on 
widows and orphans and never gave dime to charity. He was a real jerk. His 120 years were up, 
and he woke up in a beautiful place surrounded by beautiful trees and flowers. He was lying in a 
wonderful bed. He said, “On earth they have it all wrong. To get to this place you have to be a 
real bum, not do good deeds." After a day or two, he got up and asked one of the girls to bring 
him a pencil and paper to do some writing. They said they would give him anything in world he 
wanted to read. The next day, he said he wanted to do some gardening. The girls told him they 
would bring him roses, tulips, anything beautiful flowers he wanted. On the third, he said he 
wanted to do some woodwork. The girls said they would bring him any table, chair, anything he 
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wanted. He got very frustrated and stomped his foot on the ground and said, "Listen, if this is 
heaven, I would rather be in hell!" The girls said, "Where do you think you are?"  
 To live a spiritual, uplifting life, we have to act. To free ourselves from the curses of life, 
we have to act positively, bring up our first fruits to G-d. We must share what we have with 
others. We must lead an active, positive life filled with mitzvahs and good deeds. Let us hope we 
will do this so that not only we but our children will survive as Jews so the Mashiach will come 
quickly in our day. Amen.  
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NITZAVIM-VAYEILECH  

The Hidden, The Revealed and A Person's Privacy  
 In the Torah portion Nitzavim-Vayeilech, we have the sentence, “And the hidden ones 
are for Hashem, our G-d, but the revealed things are for us and our children." On top of the 
words for us and our children, there are dots. What are these dots for? Why are they there?  
 The rabbis teach us that there are four covenants that G-d gave to the peoples of this 
earth. One of them He gave to Noah, and the sign of this covenant is the rainbow. Every human 
being in the world is under a covenant with G-d. Every human being has access to G-d. 
Therefore, every human being is special and unique and must be treated so.  
 The second covenant G-d gave to Abraham when Abraham was circumcised. That's why 
circumcision is known as a bris. We Jews have a special covenant with G-d to act as a role model 
in the world, to help Him bring redemption to the world.  
 The third covenant was at Mount Sinai when we received the Torah. Many Jews today do 
not keep the Torah and are not interested in the Torah, but they are still Jews because they are 
still included in the covenant of Abraham. Rabbi Soloveitchik talked a lot about this. They are 
Jews by fate, Goral. Everyone in the world looks at them as Jews, and they share the same fate as  
all Jews because they still consider themselves as Jews, even though they do not want to keep 
certain parts of the Torah. Jews who want to implement the teachings of the Torah in full have a 
goal. Rabbi Soloveitchik calls that Yeud.  
 There was a fourth covenant which was the third special covenant between G-d and 
Israel. On this covenant, the Jewish people assumed responsibility for each other. They were to 
see to it that everyone was to observe the covenant. However, this  
only applied to public matters. Private matters belong to G-d.  Even today, the religious parties in 
Israel are not interested in forcing down the throats of the Jewish people the Jewish religion in a 
person's home. He can do whatever he wants. They are only concerned about the public square. 
What a person does privately is his own business. Many times, people have complained to me 
and said, "Rabbi, do you know that so and so walks a block away from shul on Shabbat and 
smokes?" I say to them, "That's wonderful that he walks a block away. That shows that he admits 
that the halacha is correct, and that he should not smoke on Shabbat, and he does not want to do 
it in front of shul. He can't help himself, what he does." Many times, there are people who, in 
their own homes, do not keep kosher, and when they have a simcha, a wedding, a bris, a bar 
mitzvah, they always make it kosher. What I do not understand are those people who keep a 
strictly kosher home, and then do not have a kosher wedding.  
 This sentence that the hidden things belong to G-d and revealed things to us, teaches us 
that we should not be intrusive in a person's private life. We should give people freedom to do as 
they want privately. I fully support President Bush on almost all things he has done for our 
homeland security, but I do not believe that he said the right thing when he said that postmen and 
truck drivers should spy on us. This smacks almost of totalitarianism where children were asked 
to spy on their parents, etc. Obviously, if something is done in the open, every citizen should 
report it, but we should not mix into peoples’ private business. Let the police and FBI take care 
of these things.  
 Why do we have the dots on the words "the revealed things belong to us and our 
children"? These dots teach us that even with the revealed things we have to be careful. We 
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should not jump to conclusions. We all know that we can jump to the wrong conclusions, and we 
can judge people harshly when we should not. A person may be seen coming out of a non-kosher 
restaurant but he could have gone there to use the restroom, or he could be a doctor who went to 
help someone ill. There is a famous Chassidic story which says that one Chosid was talking to 
another, and said, "It's now the month of Elul before Ro Hashonna, and I can't sleep because of 
thinking about my sin.” The other Chosid said, "I can't sleep either because of my mitzvahs." 
Sometimes, we have to be careful of how we do the mitzvahs that we do not do them in a smug, 
complacent way, that we do not do them so as to play the I-can-out-frum-you game.  
 In the Torah portion Vayeilech, we have the expression, "And you rebelled with G-d." 
The word Eem is used, which means “with". Shouldn't the word Neged be used, "against"? The 
answer is no, because sometimes we can rebel with G-d. We think we are doing mitzvahs, but we 
are really harming and insulting people. We are collecting for the shul, but we do it in an 
embarrassing and bad way. We impugn a person's motives. How can we tell whether we are 
doing the mitzvahs correctly? The Chofetz Chaim says we can tell if they lead to peace and 
pleasantness, but if they lead to bitterness and hatred, we are not doing the mitzvahs correctly. 
Sometimes, it is a very subtle difference.  
 I am reminded of the story about a man who appeared before a naturalization judge. The 
judge, before granting him citizenship, asked a few questions. He asked, "What is the capital of 
the United States?" The man replied, "Vashington, DC." The judge said, "That's correct. What 
does DC stand for?" The man said, "Der Capita1." Let us remember to deal with everyone in the 
proper way. Let's worry about our mitzvahs as well as our sins so we will bring everyone closer 
to Judaism so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
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HAAZINU  

Warning, Correcting, Sharing  
 In the Torah portion Haazinu, we have a very strange thing. Normally, we never end a 
Torah reading on a bad note, but in Haazinu, we do. We mention that we are a foolish people. 
We mention all sorts of bad things that happen to the Jewish people. We end on a bad note. How 
is it possible that we are doing this thing? What's more, we know only two blessings really come 
from the Torah. There is the grace after meals, the benching, and the blessing we are supposed to 
say every day before we learn Torah. We say the grace after meals to emphasize we are taking a 
selfish act, eating, and transmitting it into an altruistic act. We say we are eating not just for 
ourselves, but know eating will provide us energy to help G-d make this a better world. We also 
say a brocha before we learn Torah because learning can also become a selfish act. We know that 
in the United States, the level of self-discipline has lowered precipitously these last hundred 
years in all areas except for one, and that is learning. To learn how to learn is difficult, but after 
one acquires the skill, learning becomes very pleasurable. Many people will learn just for the 
pleasure of it. They do not have any idea that they have to share their learning with others. 
Learning Torah can be the same thing. It can be just a selfish experience. Therefore, before we 
learn Torah, we must say a brocha, which means we must share our learning.  
 In this Torah portion, too, we learn how Yehoshua takes over from Moshe Rabbeinu. 
However, it says here, "And Moshe came and spoke all the words of this song in the ears of the 
people, he and Hoshea Ben Nun." It does not say Yehoshua here, it says Hoshea. Why?  
 In the next paragraph, we learn how G-d commands Moshe to go up to Mount Nebo on 
that very day, B'Etzim, in the middle of that day Moshe was going to die. Interestingly, this word 
B'Etzim is used two other places in the Torah. It is used when Noah enters the ark. It means "in 
the full view of everyone". According to the Medrash, Noah's contemporaries had told him they 
would never let him into the ark. If a flood would come they would kill him and destroy the ark. 
The flood did come and G-d made sure that they were powerless. In the very middle of the day, 
Noah entered the ark, and no one harmed him. This expression is also used when the Jewish 
people left Egypt. They left their houses at midnight, but they did not leave Egypt until the 
middle of the next day in full sight of everyone. The Egyptians had said they would never permit 
the Jewish people to leave, that they would kill them before they could leave, but here again G-d 
made them powerless to do anything to prevent the Jewish people from leaving. In this instance, 
too, the people did want Moshe Rabbeinu to die. Last time they thought Me Rabbeinu died, they 
built a golden calf because they thought they needed an intermediary between them and G-d. 
Here again they were powerless to prevent Moshe from dying, from going up to Mount Nebo. 
This was a terrible catastrophe for them. Moshe assured them that they had the Torah now. They 
really did not need him. They could overcome all their problems studying the Torah.  
 That's why Yehoshua is referred to as Hoshea, because he did not need the blessing of 
Moshe anymore to do the right thing. It was Moshe who had changed his name to Yehoshua. He 
could still be Hoshea, and achieve great things because he had the Torah. The Torah is an 
antidote to all the temptations of the world, when the Jewish people stray, they have the Torah to 
which refer. If a Jewish group no longer studies Torah, then you know they have gone too far. 
The Torah is a corrective for Jewish people, and we see today how many people are returning to 
Judaism when they begin to study Torah. Therefore, outreach programs are so essential today.  
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 In Haazinu, while we end the Torah reading on a bad n we know that the Jewish people 
will return because we now h the Torah. Moshe had given us the Torah, and although he is 
longer here, we can correct ourselves and come back to the right path. In our congregation, many 
of its pillars are not here. In our community, many of those on whom we relied are no longer 
here, but we have nothing to fear as they left us a wonderful legacy; especially an opportunity to 
study Torah, to make sure we are on the right path. We, in spite of losses, in spite of the fact 
they’re no longer with us, can still run a wonderful community. We can still have good schools 
and a good shul because we have Torah and the wonderful foundation our ancestors, our 
predecessors, laid for us.  
 I am reminded of the story of the man who called the Chevra Kadisha and said, "You 
have to help me. My wife has just died." Chevra Kadisha said, "That's impossible. We buried 
your wife three years ago." The man said, "I know, but I have remarried." The Chevra Kadisha 
said, "Mazel Tov."  
 Life goes on. We can make it. Hoshea Ben Nun could still do the things even though he 
no longer had the opportunity of being continually blessed by Moshe. Bad things can happen to 
us and we can still overcome them because we have the Torah. Let us hope and pray that we will 
continue to overcome all obstacles so  Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
 

ZOS HABERACHAH  

Learning Torah: Exhilaration and Appreciation  
 At the end of the Torah portion Haazinu, we learn how G-d directs Moshe to, "Come up 
to Mount Nebo" and there he will die because he trespassed against G-d in the midst of the sons 
of Israel. It is interesting to note that word, trespass, really means embezzle. We can discern 
Moshe must have stolen something from G-d. His actual death is described in the next Torah 
portion, Zos Haberachah.  
 Earlier, in the Torah portion Chukas, we study when Moshe Rabbeinu struck the rock, G-
d said, "Because you did not believe Me, to sanctify Me in the eyes of the sons of Israel, 
therefore, you will not bring this congregation to the land which I am giving them." This portion 
also relates that time when Moshe rebelled against the word of G-d, and would, therefore, not 
enter the land of Israel. Why are these three expressions used? Here, the expression "embezzle" 
is used. Earlier, it was the expression “did not believe to sanctify Me”, and the third time, we are 
told that he rebelled against the word of G-d.  
 The Ramban explains the expression “did not believe to sanctify Me" does not mean that 
Moshe did not believe. It means that Moshe did not use the correct means to cause G-d to be 
sanctified among the Jewish people. He struck the rock instead of ta1king to it. In other words, 
he was trying to force Judaism down the throats of people. That just does not work. You have to 
present the material in such a way that the people understand it and appreciate it. The people 
were thirsting for Torah. Mayim, water, also means Torah in Judaism, but Moshe presented it to 
them in a wrong way, a way that would provoke the people to rebel against it. That clarifies the 
implication he was embezzling from G-d. G-d gave him a good product, but Moshe did not know 
how to present it to the people.  
 In Haazinu, we also learn we are to make a blessing before we learn Torah because, 
“When I call up the name of Hashem ascribe greatness to our Lord." There are only two times in 
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the Torah that we are called upon to make a brocha. We say many brochas during the day, but all 
these are rabbinic; only two are Biblical One is the blessing we say after we eat, the benching. 
The other is the blessing that we say before the Torah. Why does the Torah adjure us to say a 
blessing after we eat but not before, and Why do we say a blessing before we learn Torah and not 
after we learn Torah?  
 The answer the rabbis teach us is because everyone knows eating is a selfish act, that we 
look forward to eating and are anxious for the food. After we have eaten, we forget about it. 
Therefore, the Torah commands us to make a blessing to be grateful after we eat and for what we 
have eaten. When it comes to learning Torah and spiritual things, many times we experience 
great difficulty in getting started. Once we have learned Torah and engaged in spiritual things, 
we are uplifted and exhilarated by the experience. That's why we need to make a blessing before 
we read the Torah. We do not have to make a brocha before we eat, according to the Torah, 
although the rabbis say we should, because we look forward to eating.  
 Moshe was to instruct the people in Torah. In fact, he, himself, even declares at the end 
of his poem, "Give your hearts to all the words which I am testifying to you today, that you are 
to instruct your children to be careful to perform all the words of this Torah," You have to 
instruct your children in such a way that they will want to do the Torah. King Cheeskeeyahu 
educated everybody in the Kingdom of Judah. He forced the Torah down their throats, so 
everybody knew the most arcane matters. However, it did not stick because it did not touch their 
hearts. We must teach our children the correct way. Moshe was not allowed to enter the land of 
Israel because he could no longer convey Torah properly to the people. Let us hope and pray that 
we will be able to so that the Torah will go on from generation to generation without any losses 
of young people.  
 I am reminded of the story they tell about a man who was talking to two friends. He 
asked them, "What would you like them to say about you in a hundred years?” The first man 
said, "I would like them to say that I was a good doctor and really cared about my patients.” The 
second man said, "I would like them to say that I was a wonderful father and raised good 
children.” They then asked the first man, "What would you to say about you?" He replied, “My, 
doesn't he look good for his age!" We know that for Judaism to be transmitted and be fresh and 
inspiring as it was when the Torah was first given, it is be transmitted in a loving and kind way, 
showing our teenagers and young adults especially how it elevates their lives. Let us all hope and 
pray that we will all do so so the Mashiach come quickly in our day. Amen.  
 

Our Background, Our Potential and Reaching the Blue  
 In most years, the Torah portion Tetzaveh and Purim coincide. Purim occurs in the week 
in which we read the Torah portion Tetzaveh or close by. Why should this be? In the Gemorah 
Chulan, they ask the question, where is Mordechai's name hinted at in the Torah? They answer 
that there is a hint about Mordechai's name in next week's Torah portion, Ki Sissa, when it talks 
about the spices, where it says, "And you shall take for yourself 500 silver weights of pure 
myrrh. If the word for pure myrrh in Hebrew is Mordror, and in Aramaic it is Merodakia, and if 
you say Merodakia quickly, it is like Mordechai, according to the dialect of Aramaic that they 
spoke in Babylonia. This whole thing seems strange because myrrh comes from a musk ox, and a 
musk ox is not kosher. Why should among the spices that are added to the special oil that is used 
to anoint the holy objects of the Tabernacle and make them holy, is added a non-kosher item? 
The rabbis say that because it is refined, it is no longer considered a non-kosher item. In fact, 
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according to Halacha, something can be labeled a Dover Hadash, a new thing, if it undergoes 
complete changes. Currently, we do not take advantage very often of this principle. Something, if 
not edible for a dog, is not considered to be treif anymore and could be recombined with food in 
certain circumstances. However, we do not take advantage of this very often because we are 
afraid that if people know something was derived from a non-kosher animal, this knowledge 
would cast dispersions on the whole kosher establishment. This pure myrrh, which has been 
refined, is now considered a kosher ingredient.  
 This is similar to Mordechai, himself, because Mordechai was descended from Shima 
Ben Gaira, a man who rebelled against King David, and who cursed him violently. He had sided 
with Avshaloffi, David's son, in his revolt against David. Yet, even though Mordechai was 
descended from this wicked man, he, himself, became a great Tzadik.  
 If we look at the Torah portion Tetzaveh, we will see that it reveals the different color 
wools that are used to make the articles of the Mishkan. They use blue wool and purple wool and 
crimson wool. If we look at the different colors, we will know that if is filtered through a prism, 
red is on the lower end of the prism and blue is on the higher end, with purple on the highest. As 
Samson Raphael Hirsch has taught us, our job is to change ourselves from the red to the blue. 
The Hebrew word for red is Adam – it also means man, and it also stands for the red which is 
prevalent in the Middle East, and which is prevalent here in the south. When we are born, we are 
comparable to red soil, and we are supposed to make ourselves into the blue which symbolizes 
heaven. The throne of G-d is considered atop the blue heavens. Esau's failure was that he stayed 
Adam - he stayed red. He did not want to grow. He did not want to be spiritually more than he 
was. We are not asked to do more than we can. Only a few individuals can reach up to the 
purple, but all of us can achieve the blue. In fact, on our tzitzis, we are commanded to put a blue 
thread, the same tzitzis which we are supposed to look at and remember the exodus from Egypt. 
None of us must feel downtrodden. None of us must feel that we need to act as slaves. We can 
rise and reach our potential. That's when we look at the blue thread, we are to remember the 
exodus from Egypt. That's why it says in the third paragraph of Shema, "In order that you will 
remember and you will do all my commandments, and you will be holy to your G-d as I am G-d 
that I brought you out from the land of Egypt to be for you as a G-d. I am the Lord your G-d." 
We are all to reach our potential.  
 Pesach teaches us that we are to reach our potential. In the events of Purim happened 
during Pesach. We all know the heroine of the Purim story is Esther, but Esther means hiding. 
She hid her identity. Is this the way a Jew should behave? Should a Jew hide his identity? Isn't a 
Jew supposed to be proud of his identity? Isn't it only by affirming our identity that we can 
renew our potential? I am reminded of a true incident which happened to me when I was a rabbi 
in Lafayette, Indiana. Purdue University is there. One of the premiere rocket scientists of 
America taught at Purdue. It is only because of his discoveries that we are able at have the 
rockets we have. I met him only once or twice, but one night he called me at 3:00 a.m. He said, 
"Rabbi, I have to talk. It's urgent." He sounded very upset. I said I would come. He told me to 
come to the back door and into the recreation area. I came down and he was half drunk. He said 
his mother died. I said I was sorry. He said, "I don't know what to do. My mother is Jewish and 
so am I, but my wife and children don't know it. If I go to my mother's funeral, they will all 
know it. What should I do?" I told him he had to go to his mother's funeral. We talked for several 
hours, and I don't know what he did. He never called me again .  
 In my brother's congregation in Charleston, South Carolina, they celebrated the 300th 
anniversary of the organized Jewish community there. The congregants could only find one 
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person who was a direct descendant of the original founders of the congregation and who was 
still Jewish. They did some genealogical research and found that all the finest families in 
Charleston descended from the founders of this synagogue. They knocked on the doors of these 
people's homes, and asked them if they wanted to participate in this celebration. They slammed 
their doors in the congregants' faces and said, "Don't you dare!"  
 In the Torah portion Tetzaveh, besides learning about all the garments of the Kohanim 
and of their inauguration, we also learn about the Tamid, the daily sacrifice which was brought 
twice a day to the Tabernacle on behalf of all the Jewish people. The morning Tamid was 
especially joyous. What is the description and the laws of Tamid doing here? The answer is that 
the way we fulfill our potential, go from red to blue, is by attaching ourselves to our people, 
being part of a greater whole. Esther, when she declared who she was, reached her potential. She 
went to the King twice, once when she revealed she was a Jew, and a second time to tell the King 
what good was her life if her people's lives were not spared. The King stretched out his scepter to 
her a second time. She was a great heroine to the Jewish people. Mordechai, too, by attaching 
himself to the Jewish people, achieved greatness and was accepted, as the Megillah says, by the 
majority of the Jews when he became viceroy to the King. We fulfill our potential, no matter 
what our background. After all, the rabbis tell us that Abraham came from Terach, and 
Cheeskeeyahu, the great Jewish king, came from Achaz, a very wicked king, and Mordechai 
descended from Shimi Ben Gaira, but all these people were great because they attached 
themselves to their people, and to their people's G-d, and to their Jewish traditions.  
 We, too, can achieve our potential. We, too, can change red to blue. None of us have to 
be stuck on red, like Esau. We can do it if we attach ourselves to our family, our people, religion, 
our G-d. We have to think of more than ourselves. When we only think of ourselves, we will end 
up like Esau. Sometimes it is risky to think of others. Esther took risks to save her people but we 
have to do it if we are to reach our potential.  
 I am reminded of the story about a mother and her little five year-old girl. They were 
watching a PBS special on childbirth showed the baby coming out of the birth canal. The little 
said, "Mommy, that must hurt." The mother, remembering own pregnancy, said, "Yes, it does." 
The little girl said, "Does hurt the mothers, too?" Sometimes, we only think of ourselves but we 
are not little children anymore. We should learn to go from the red to blue, and no matter what 
our background, we can all reach our potential if we attach ourselves to our people, to our 
families, to our religion, to our G-d. Let us hope we all do so, so the Mashiach will come quickly 
in our day.  
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SHABBOS HAGODOL  

Matzah, Marriage, G-d and The Kiddushim Ceremony  
 Today is Shabbat Hagodol. It is also Erev Pesach, which is very unusual: It does not 
happen often that the first night of seder is Saturday night. Special rules and regulations come 
into play because of this. We all know that the Fast of the Firstborn was on Thursday. It should 
have been this morning, but we cannot fast on Shabbat, except for Yom Kippur. It could not be 
on Friday because we are not allowed to fast on Friday unless the fast day itself comes on Friday. 
A pushed-off fast day cannot be on Friday. Therefore, we have a siyum on Thursday. We also 
cannot search for chometz on Friday l1ight, which is the 14th of Nissan, the normal time we 
would search for chometz, so we just do it on Thursday night. We say the brocha, and we burn 
the chometz by 11:00 a.m. on Friday, although really we could burn the chometz any time on 
Friday before Shabbat. We do it by 11:00 a.m. to prevent making any distinctions with other 
years, so people will not be confused. We say the declaration, though, of making all our chometz 
ownerless on that Shabbat. We can eat chometz until approximately 10:00 a.m. on Shabbat, and 
this year, because of daylight savings time, until 10:54 a.m. Rabbis argue whether we should 
even use chometz on Friday night or Saturday morning.  
 Many rabbis say there are too many pitfalls to using chometz on Friday night and 
Saturday, and they prefer that we use egg matzah or matzah meal rolls. Rabbi Moshe Feinstein 
decided that we should really use egg matzah, but we should eat the egg matzah on Saturday 
morning before the time that one can eat chometz. In other words, in Houston this year, 10:54 
a.m. The Arucha Shulchan actually says we can eat egg matzah until approximately 5:30 p.m. 
Houston time, the tenth hour. He, however, limits Ashkenazie Jews to eat it by Chatzos, 
approximately 1: 10 p.m. Because we have this problem of when to make the Shabbat meals, 
many synagogues have early services. Our synagogue had both a regular service and an early 
service, since I agree with the Amcha Shu1chan that we can eat egg matzah until 1: 10 p.m. We 
can also use matzah rolls and eat them until 5:30 p.m. Everyone agrees, because the Talmuds 
says this, the on Erev Pesach we cannot eat matzah. We cannot eat matza until the Seder. The 
Ramban goes as far as to say that anybody who eats matzah Erev Pesach is deserving of stripes, 
and the Gemora Yerushalmi says that anybody who eats matzah is as if he had slept with his 
fiancée while she was still in her father house.  
 We all know that in the Talmud times, the two parts of the marriage ceremony were 
divided. The first part of the marriage ceremony is called Kedushim, or Erusin. At this 
ceremony, man gives a ring to a woman and says, "Behold, you are sanctifying to me with this 
ring according to the laws of Moses and Israel. The woman, by accepting the ring, is now for all 
intents and purposes married to him. The ring symbolizes that in exchange for sexual exclusivity, 
the man agrees to support the wife and her children forever. The woman is under no obligation t 
support the husband, but the husband must support the wit and children. In Talmudic times, the 
husband then went to secure his means of a livelihood, and the woman stayed at her father house. 
After a few months or a year at most, the second part of the marriage ceremony would take 
place, at which time there was a second cup of wine, a chupa, and the seven marriage blessings. 
The man then took the woman to his house, and the lived as husband and wife. After the first 
marriage ceremony she was prohibited to her fiancé and every other person. In fact if she would 
have slept with any other man, she would have been guilty of adultery. If she would have slept 
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with her fiancé it would not be nice, but according to the Torah, there would be no penalty. 
Today, we combine the two marriage ceremonies. We have two cups of wine because there were 
too many problems when our people were exiled. Women were left stranded after the first part of 
the marriage ceremony when their fiancés never returned after trying to obtain the necessary 
resources to marry and, therefore, there were many agunahs. It was then decide to combine the 
two parts of the marriage ceremony.  
 On Pesach, when we Jews slaughtered the lamb, we were rejecting all other gods. In 
effect, it was a Kedushim ceremony. At this time, we were, so to speak, married to G-d, but we 
were still in our father's house. G-d had not proved that He could protect us and support us and 
sustain us. It was not until we stayed in our houses and ate the paschal lamb, putting the blood on 
the door, that G-d proved that He could support us and take care of us. He passed over our 
houses and slew the Egyptians. A chupa stands for a home. All the Jews who went outside their 
homes did not have a relationship with G-d. They did not complete the marriage ceremony, and 
were struck down, too. We, by staying in our homes, completed the marriage ceremony, and, 
therefore, the relationship between G-d and Israel was cemented forever. We read in the 
Haggadah that G-d brought us out from Egypt, not through an angel, not through a seraph, and 
not through a messenger, but He, the Holy One, Blessed be He, did it by Himself and by His 
glory. We are wedded to G-d and not to any intermediary. That's why Moshe's name is not 
mentioned even once in the Haggadah, except for a passing reference and there it is clear that it 
is G-d that counts: "And the people feared and they believed in G-d and in Moshe, His servant." 
The Jewish people, so to speak, have established a love relationship with G-d. In deed, on Pesach 
we sing the Shira Hashirim, the Song of Songs, a song in which G-d and Israel declare their love 
for each other. The matzah is a sign of this union. The Jewish people loved G-d so much they 
were able to go out into the desert without adequate provisions, trusting that G-d would take care 
of them, and G-d looked to the word matzah, which is spelled like mitzvahs, and gave the Jewish 
people lots of mitzvahs to elevate their lives.  
 We know that food is not just for the body; it is also for the soul. Therefore, the Baal 
Shem Tov did not have any use for fasting, except that required by halacha. He was opposed to 
all ascetic forms of worship. He said that it is true that fasting weakens the body, but it also 
weakens the soul, and the urges remain in exactly the same proportions. We know that after 
Adam sinned, G-d said, "Cursed be the land because of you, and through suffering you will eat 
all the days of your life. Thorns and thistles shall sprout for you, and you will eat the grass of the 
field." Adam protested, according to the Medrash. He said, "Am I going to be like a donkey or 
horse eating grass?" G-d said, "No, you will eat processed food." We have to use our minds to 
produce our food. Our mind is part of our soul. We have to harvest the grain, separate it, grind it, 
bake it, etc. Matzah is a symbol of permanence also. It is soul food. It became the symbol of the 
love of a Jew for G-d, because we are able to eat it and go after Him in the desert. It cemented 
our relationship between us and G-d. We could not eat the matzah before G-d passed over our 
houses because our relationship with G-d was not complete until G-d came and showed He could 
support and take care of us.  
 In the beginning of the Seder we say, "This is the bread of affliction," referring to the 
matzah, "that our forefathers ate in the land of Egypt. All who are hungry, let them come and all 
who are needy, let them come and have the Pesach with us.  Now we are here. Next year, may 
we be in the land of Israel. Now we are servants. Next year, may we be free." This seems a very 
strange insertion in the beginning of the Haggadah, but it emphasizes the point that this bread of 
affliction actually becomes the sign of the love between G-d and Israel. We invited everyone to 
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come and eat because we are full partners with G-d in creation and we must redeem the world by 
helping people, but then we say all who are needy, let them come and make the Pesach with us. 
In other words, let all who are needy, let them come and this great adventure of being G-d's 
partner. G-d did His part by proving He could support us, and, therefore, we continue by saying, 
"Now, we are here. Next year, may we be in the land of Israel. Now, we are servants. Next year, 
may we be free," which means that the reason for the marriage of G-d and Israel is to bring 
redemption to the world, to bring, as we say at the end of the Haggadah, "the times when all 
souls will bless Your name, the time when there will be no more hunger, a time when all men 
will live in brotherhood." This bread of affliction is the bread which unites us with G-d. G-d has 
told us He will do His part as long as we do our part. We want every Jew to join us so that 
quickly we can help G-d bring the final redemption. Eating matzah before the union with G-d 
would not produce the needed results. Eating matzah is a sign of the union of G-d and Israel, the 
partnership which is going to bring redemption to the world it is what we all yearn for and desire 
because we know partnership will ultimately bring redemption to the world, with everyone doing 
their part, G-d will do His part so Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen. 



163 

 

Mitzvahs, Beliefs and The Flight of the Dove  
 In Shabbat Hagodol, it is customary to read part of the Haggadah to prepare for Pesach. 
In the Haggadah, we learn, "We were slaves of Pharaoh in Egypt, and the Eternal, our G-d, 
brought us out from there with a strong hand and an outstretched arm." This seems to establish 
very well the theme of Pesach. A few paragraphs later, we learn, '''Long, long ago our forefathers 
were worshippers of idols." Why do we have to learn that? What does that have to do with 
Pesach?  
 In the Gemora, we know there is an argument between Rav and Schmuel. Schmuel says 
that what we are celebrating on pesach is our liberation from physical slavery. Rav says that is 
not really what we are celebrating. What we are celebrating is our redemption from spiritual 
slavery. The rabbis say that the Jewish people had reached the 49th level of Tumah. If they 
would have sunk any deeper, they would not have been worthy of redemption. Many among 
them had already become idol worshippers. Only the Tribe of Levi practiced circumcision. It is 
true that the Jewish people still had an ethnic identity. They still kept their own language and 
dress, and they married among themselves and helped each other, but if they would not have 
been redeemed then, the rabbis say they would have been lost. Schmuel says that what was 
keeping the Jewish people from fulfilling their Jewish spirituality was slavery. If you would 
remove the slavery, they would snap right back and become believing and observing Jews. Rav 
is not so sure. There is nothing in the Jewish soul to prevent them from becoming idol 
worshippers. After all, their ancestors were idol worshippers.  
 That's why we learn that Terach, the father of Abraham and the father of Nahor, served 
other gods. In fact, Abraham, himself, served other gods before he found monotheism. Rav says 
that we, too, could become idol worshippers, that if the Jewish people are kept from their 
tradition long enough, they will be completely assimilated into other people and their beliefs. 
They just will not snap back, as Schmuel believed.  
 We see that today with Russian Jewry. They were the most pious and observant of all 
Jewries. However, after living under 70 years of communism, they did not just snap back. It is a 
miracle they wanted to stay Jews at all. That's why it is so~ important that we outreach to them. 
Schmuel says we do not have to worry. They will come back on their own. Rav says we have to 
worry. We have to make special efforts to bring them back. It is true that Trotsky's great-
grandson, Rabbi Waxman, is the head of a yeshiva in Israel. In fact, in an Israeli television 
interview, the interviewer queried, "Don't you think your great-grandfather would not be able to 
understand you?" Rabbi Waxman said, "My great-grandfather would understand me perfectly. 
We are both believers. The only thing is my great-grandfather believed in something which is 
false."  
 There is a concept in halacha called Tinok Sheneeshba, which means that if a person was 
raised by non-Jews or in a non-Jewish environment where he could not practice Judaism, even 
after he comes back to the Jewish community, he is not held responsible for observing all the 
Jewish religion because he has not been trained in it. He is not used to it. Rav would say we have 
to make intensive efforts to bring him back.  
 The same is true of American Jewry. They fled Judaism because they were overawed by 
the great accomplishments of American culture. They were enthralled by America's institutions, 
by its technology. Only now are the young people realizing that technological achievements are 
fine, but a person needs more than that to give his life meaning. Here, too, we have to make 
strenuous efforts to bring them back.  
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 There is an argument between the Rambam and Rabbi Yehuda HaLevi. The argument 
centers around the question, do Jews have a different soul from non-Jews? The Rambam says no. 
Rabbi Yehuda HaLevi says yes. He holds a position similar to the Christians, who say that a 
Christian soul is different from a Jewish soul because since accepting Jesus, they have been 
transformed, while Jews have not been transformed. Schmuel is of the opinion probably that the 
Jews have a different soul, and, therefore, they will automatically fly back to Judaism when 
slavery is over, while Rav says no. The Jews are capable of idol worship, too.  
 The rabbis say that the Jewish people are compared to a dove, that it can fly with one 
wing. The Jewish people have two wings: beliefs and mitzvahs. Sometimes, Jewish beliefs are 
strong, but Jews cannot do mitzvahs for some reason. On the other hand, sometimes Jews do 
mitzvahs, but do not really have Jewish beliefs as happened in the end of the 19th century when 
many Jews their Jewish beliefs, but still felt they had to keep kosher, etc. Within a generation or 
two, these mitzvahs stopped. Nowadays, Jewish beliefs are back, but Jews still have not 
recaptured the mitzvahs. The miracle is not that Jews can fly with either mitzvahs or beliefs, but 
that they want to fly at all.  
 The question is often asked, why do we make the Seder on the first night of Pesach when 
the angel of death passed over the Jewish houses and slew the Egyptian firstborn? Why don't we 
make the Seder on the seventh day when the Jewish people were saved from slavery for good, 
when the Egyptian army was destroyed? The answer is seeing that G-d had intervened in history 
by sending the plagues, especially the last plague - the slaying of the firstborn - so impressed 
itself on the soul of every Jew that from that time on, a Jew had a natural reaction to freedom. He 
knew that he was always going to be free from now on, no matter what the outward 
circumstances. He had gained an inner sense of freedom, and it is this sense of inner freedom 
that Schmuel is talking about. That's why even today, so many Jews join do-good organizations 
and so many Jews are interested in perfecting the world - this sense of inner freedom drives 
them. Rav says this may be true, but this sense of inner freedom may not always cause them to 
return to Judaism. It may cause them to try to achieve this sense using other philosophies or 
religions, like communism, socialism, and even Christianity. There really is no argument 
between the Rambam and Rabbi Yehuda HaLevi. The Rambam says that the Jewish soul is no 
different. Rabbi Yehuda HaLevi says it may not be different, but it has this quest for inner 
freedom, which since the time of Egypt, has been the hallmark of the Jew. Every person can 
achieve great spiritual heights, Jew or non-Jew, says the Rambam, and actually Rabbi Yehuda 
HaLevi agrees with him, but because of the Jewish inner quest for freedom, the Jewish souls are 
readily open to the idea of being G-d's partner in creation. The miracle of Jewish survival is that 
the Jews, no matter what, have wanted to survive, in spite of all the persecutions and hardships, 
in spite of having to fly on one wing or two wings. This desire to fly at all makes an impact on 
the world. To help G-d bring redemption is the legacy of the Seder night. Let us all hope and 
pray that all Jews will use the inner quest for freedom to attach themselves closer to their Jewish 
tradition so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen. 
 

PESACH  

Pesach, G-d's Help, Families and Gematria  
 Last night, we all had a Seder. Seder means order, and there are 15 steps to complete the 
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Pesach order. In some Haggadahs, they combine the last two steps, Hallel and Nirtza. However, 
there are, according to tradition, 15 steps. If we look at the Dayenus, we will notice that they are 
also 15. In fact, many commentaries try to show the relationship between the 15 steps of the 
Seder and the 15 verses of Dayenu.  
 The number four predominates at the Seder; four is the number for family. We know that 
every family should consist of at least a father, mother, son, and daughter. We also know that 
four stands for the four mothers, Sarah, Rivka, Rachel, and Leah. We know that G-d would not 
even give us the Torah until we proved we had families. In fact, that was one of the reasons we 
were redeemed from Egypt: the Jewish family was still intact. We have the four sons, the four 
questions, the four cups of wine, but other numbers also count in the Seder, and one of them is 
15.  
 We also know that after the meal, we say Hallel, and after Hallel, we say the Great 
Hallel. Why should this be called the Great Hallel? True, it is much shorter than the other Hallel, 
and, although its refrain is, “And His mercy endures forever,” it does not seem justified that it 
should be called the Great Hallel. It is called the Great Hallel, according to my mind, because it 
has 26 verses, and 26 is the numerical equivalent of the name of G-d, Yud Kay Vahv Kay. This 
holiday of Pesach is a holiday which speaks about the love of G-d for Israel and Israel for G-d. 
That's why we say the Shir Hashirum on Erev Pesach.  
 Yesterday, at Shabbat Hagodol, I talked about the fact that we do not eat matzah Erev 
Pesach because the matzah is expressive of the Jewish people's love for G-d, and that when we 
sacrifice the lamb, we did the first part of the marriage ceremony, which means that we rejected 
all other suitors; we rejected all idols. However, the second part of the marriage ceremony when 
we stood under the chupa, when we stayed in our homes and the Angel of Death passed over, 
occurred only at night. Then G-d proved He could protect us and sustain us. Just as in the olden 
days, the second part of the marriage ceremony was not performed until the husband had the 
means with which to support his wife. After the first part of the marriage ceremony the woman 
was prohibited from everyone, including her fiancé but she was considered a married woman. 
After the second part of the marriage ceremony, she was permitted to her husband. The matzah is 
a symbol of the Jewish people's love for G-d.  
 We spell G-d's name Yud Kay, which adds up to 15. However, when we make the 
gematria, we say Tet Vahv, nine and six, instead of saying Yud Hay, which stands for G-d's 
name. We do not want to inadvertently write G-d's name. We do the same thing with 16; we say 
nine and seven, Tet Zion, instead of Yud Vahv. On Pesach, we recognize Yud Hay, that G-d has 
great power, but just recognizing that G-d has great power is not enough. We also have to 
complete G-d's name with the Vahv Kay, which represents 11 and signifies G-d's providence. 
The full name of G-d in gematria is 26. The first 15 stands for G-d's power, the remaining 11 
stands for G-d's providence. That's why in Sephardic shuls, they do not give charity in multiples 
of 18, like we do in Ashkenazie shuls. Eighteen stands for life, Chai. They give in multiples of 
26, which stands for G-d. Our shul would make a lot more money if people did that here, too. 
The Yud stands for the heaven, but the Vahv stretches down to the earth. The Yud does not touch 
the line; it is above the line. The Vahv though, comes down to the line.  
 On Pesach, we not only recognize that G-d is powerful and great, but that He has a 
relationship with us, and can help us in all our problems. Because of Quantum Theory, almost all 
scientists now believe in an unseen hand. We know now that the future is not dependent on the 
past, that there is no known reason an electron can move from one atom to another. 
Theoretically, our planet could jump from this sun to circle another for no known reason, which 
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has led even David Weinberg, Nobel Laureate from the University of Texas, who is not 
particularly religious, to talk about the unseen hand.  
 On the Seder, we have the three basic symbols: Pesach, matzah, and maror. These have 
both negative and positive meanings. The matzah stands for slavery, but it also stands for our 
freedom. The Pesach stands for our rejecting idolatry, but stands for our devotion to G-d and G-
d's response, just as matzah stands also for G-d's response. Because we went with such scanty 
provisions, G-d provided us with the manna. The maror stands for the bitterness of slavery, but it 
also stands for G-d's response to our hard work. We dip the maror into the charoses. It is our job 
in the Seder to add the 11 to the 15, to add G-d’s power to His providence respectively. In so 
doing we become G-d’s partner to His providence. G-d has showed His love for us by taking us 
out of Egypt, and we have showed our love for Him by following Him in the desert. G-d wants 
us to share with Him in the redemption of the world. G-d is not just a philosophical term 
transcendent, way above; He is more imminent, which means He is with us in our troubles. He 
wants to help us overcome our troubles, and He wants us to help Him redeem this world. He was 
with us in the slavery of Egypt, and in all our problems. That's why at the end of the Haggadah, 
we speak about the true and final redemption when all humanity will be redeemed. G-d wants us 
to share this great task of redemption with Him.  
 I am reminded of the story they tell about an old couple who was in a restaurant. They 
ordered one hamburger with all the trimmings. When it came, they cut it in half, divided the 
chips in half, and the salad in half. A young man came up to the woman and said, "I see you only 
have one meal. Let me buy you another meal." She replied, "No, we share everything." The man 
ate his share of the hamburger and salad and chips, but his wife just sat there. The young man 
came over again and said, "Let me buy you another meal." She again replied, "No, we share 
everything." He asked, "What are you waiting for? Why don't you eat?" She said, "I'm waiting 
for the teeth."  
 We and G-d share the task of redeeming the world. G-d has said if we will help Him a 
little bit, He will finish the job. Let us all hope and pray that we all work to make ourselves better 
and the world better, so the redemption will come and the Mashiach will come quickly in our 
day. Amen.  
 

Teaching Our Children, the Seder, Redemption and Judaism 
 Pesach is a family holiday. The Seder starts with the children asking the Manishetanah, 
and it ends with the saying of yizkor, remembering our parents and those who went before us. 
Pesach is a holiday of commitment. How, though, can we transmit this commitment to future 
generations?  
 In America today, we have, by and large, failed to communicate to our children the 
importance of committing themselves to Judaism. We have stressed that Judaism has nice 
customs and beautiful folkways, but we have failed to inculcate in many of them that it is 
absolutely necessary for the redemption of the world for Jews to stay Jews, and that it is 
absolutely necessary for each of them to make the necessary sacrifices so that Judaism will 
continue. Many of our young people love our different ceremonies and customs, but they are not 
willing to sacrifice for them. When it comes to making a choice between making a better living 
or dropping certain Jewish practices, they almost always drop certain Jewish practices. Judaism 
has much to teach our young people on how to live life, on how especially to live enhanced, 
elevated, spiritual lives, how when you practice Judaism, it causes you to become a finer, better 
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person, and allows you to become a role model for those around you. It allows you to raise better 
children, to have a better relationship with your spouse, and to connect with your past and build 
for the future.  
 Recently, we had a funeral, where one of those who gave eulogy emphasized how the 
deceased always spoke about how his father and mother had always told him to be a good boy, 
an how the deceased always tried to do everything in life so that everyone would know that he 
was a good boy. The person concluded his eulogy by saying that he succeeded. He always tried 
to fulfill his parents' expectations.  
 At the Seder, we make many false starts. There are many beginnings. We wash our 
hands, and we do not make a blessing. We dip the greens in salt water as an hors d'oeuvre, but 
we d not go on to eat the meal. We break the matzah, but we do not eat. The children ask the four 
questions, but we do not give them a direct answer until the very end of the first part of the 
Haggadah. We talk about how we were slaves in Egypt and begin the story of the exodus from 
Egypt, and then we raise the questions asked by the wise son, the evil son, the simple son, and 
the son who does not even know how to ask. Then we begin the story of the exodus over again, 
except this time we start by saying, "In the beginning, our ancestors were idol worshippers." We 
say half the Hallel and then stop and do not continue it until after the meal. The Seder originally 
was to conclude after the Great Hallel, but now it does not. It goes on with more praises of G-d. 
We begin to praise Him, and then we interrupt it with historical allusions. Finally, we say that the 
Seder is ended, but we do not end the Seder. We continue with Adyir Hu, Echad Meyodaya, then 
Chad Gadya. In fact, some people even, after they finish the Haggadah, go on to recite the Song 
of Songs.  
 The Haggadah illustrates the fact that there are many ways to teach the basic principles of 
our faith. Many times, we are going to hit a blind alley when teaching our children, but we 
should not give up. We should just persevere. Different children have to be taught in different 
ways. Many times, parents, when they raise their children, choose the wrong way to transmit our 
tradition, but every child can be reached: the wise son, the evil son, the simple son, and the son 
who does not even know how to ask. Each of us has learned valuable lessons from our own 
homes on how to relate to others, and these lessons we have to put into our own context and 
carry them forward so we can transmit our heritage to our children that we can evoke in them the 
desire to also transmit our faith to their children.  
 The Seder is meant to inculcate into our children the teaching that Judaism is absolutely 
necessary for their personal life, for their family life, and for the redemption of the world. That's 
why the Seder starts out with children asking the Manishetanah. Why is this night different from 
all other nights, etc.?  
 Originally, the rabbis teach us in the Talmud that there were only three questions. The 
first question was, on this night, why do we eat barbecued lamb? The second concerned the 
matzah, and the third the bitter herbs. The last two about dipping and reclining were not part of 
the original questions. They were asked later after the destruction of the Temple, when we could 
no longer bring the paschal lamb.  
 If you notice, we do not answer the questions of eating lamb, matzah, and the bitter herbs 
until near the very end of first part of the Haggadah before we lift up our glass and praise G-d. 
Why don't we answer the questions immediately?  
 We eat the paschal lamb, as Rabbi Gamliel says, quoting Torah, "Because G-d passed 
over our houses and slew the Egyptian firstborn, and we eat the matzah," again quoting the 
Torah, "because there was not sufficient time for the unleavened bread to rise because the 
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Egyptians thrust us out of Egypt, and '" the bitter herbs," again quoting the Torah, "because the 
Egyptians embittered our lives with hard labor."  
 On Pesach, we remember the exodus so that it completely envelops our whole being, and 
it actually changes us. As Rabbi Soloveitchik says, the Egyptian experience changed the Jews 
from a Rachaim, a person who potentially can be compassionate, to a Rachum, a person who has 
to be compassionate. It is not enough just to tell the children that you have to eat the Korban 
Pashal or eat the matzah or eat the maror. You have to give them the experience which affects 
them, which has the capacity to change their behavior, the way they look at themselves, and at 
the world. You cannot teach children just by saying you have to do this, you can't do that.  
 In the Torah portion Mishpatim, we learn that the Torah is to be presented to the Jewish 
people, according to Rashi, at a set table with all the reasons given for the mitzvahs. We can 
know the ultimate reason for the mitzvahs, but we can’t know how they affect us. We can teach 
our children that the mitzvahs elevate us, and make us better, and cause us to want to partner 
with G-d in creation.  
 The Vilna Gaon said that the three most important concepts in Judaism are redemption, 
revelation, and creation, and that what the three pilgrim holidays are all about. Pesach is a 
holiday of redemption; Shavuot is a holiday of revelation; and Succot a holiday of creation. On 
Pesach, we are supposed to remember that we are called upon to help G-d redeem the world. We 
are supposed to stress the fact that we can make a difference. We are supposed to be concerned 
with social justice. We are to be concerned with making sure the poor have enough to eat by 
collecting Moes Chittim funds, etc. This is emphasized by the lachmo Ano, which we say at the 
beginning of the Seder when we invite all the poor people to our table.  
 The Jewish people became a partner of G-d in redeeming themselves from slavery by 
killing the lamb, the Egyptian idol, and putting its blood on the door, thus demonstrating that idol 
worship was wrong. The matzah also stands for mitzvahs. Matzos and mitzvahs are spelled the 
same way. We are supposed to continually do mitzvahs. The maror stands for the world as we 
find it, and that we are supposed to improve it. That's why we dip the maror into the sweet 
charoses. The world can be a bitter place. Without air conditioning, Houston could be brutal. 
Without heat, Fairbanks could be impossible. The Vilna Gaon tells us that the important things 
about redemption, revelation, and creation is that they are a process. G-d started the ball rolling, 
and He wants us to help Him complete the job. Therefore, we should always be ready to do 
redemptive acts through deeds of kindness.  
 We can take the maror, and sweeten it. We can change the world. Penicillin was always 
there. We just did not know about it. We must discover all the hidden potentialities of the world. 
By working hard, we can unlock nature's secrets, and we can make our lives better. We also dip 
the greens, which can stand for new insights, and dip them in salt water, which stands for tears, 
but also can stand for making things better. Salt makes things taste better.  
 We have to show our children that doing mitzvahs and observing the Torah are wonderful 
opportunities to expand their horizons. They are truly partners with G-d in redemption, 
revelation, and creation. You just cannot tell your children to do something because the Torah 
says so. Ultimately, we do it for that reason, but we have to show our children that observing the 
Torah attaches them to Hashem and to a process of personal growth which is exhilarating. 
Otherwise, our children will think that Judaism is irrelevant, or will come up with strange 
interpretations which actually negate the Torah. Therefore, they must realize that they are 
partners with G-d in bringing creation, revelation, and redemption to its fullest potential and that 
ultimately lead to the coming of the Mashiach.  
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 This, too, is why the rabbis add the two questions about dippings and the reclining as part 
of the four questions, being they signify why we need freedom. They signify the ultimate 
triumph of G-d's purposes. After the destruction of the temple many Jews had lost heart. They 
did not feel that G-d was interested anymore in the Jewish people or in the world. The rabbis 
added these questions to emphasize the fact that G-d cares, and, in fact, the last half of the 
Haggadah speaks about future redemption. We talk about Eliyahu, who is going to announce the 
Mashiach. We talk about how everyone will recognize Hashem. We know in our hearts after 
going through the Seder that G-d will redeem the world as if we are willing to be His partner.  
 At the Seder, our children learn that they are part a process of creation, redemption, and 
revelation. We all know that just teaching our children not to do this or to do that will not help. 
They have to understand what they are doing, they have to understand that the mitzvahs elevate 
them and cause them to be a partner with G-d in creation, redemption and revelation. Let us all 
hope that all our children understand this, and, therefore, will be willing to sacrifice for Judaism 
so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
 

Our Unity! Our Interests! Our Dreams!  
 Today, we read how the Jewish people left Egypt, and learn the Shira, the song that the 
Jewish people sang in praise of G-d after the waters of the Red Sea came cascading down upon 
the Egyptian army. The seventh day of Pesach was actually the day on which we received 
freedom because the Egyptians could no longer change their minds and take the Jews back to 
slavery in Egypt.  
 In this song, we learn that the Egyptian army sank like stones in the Red Sea. In another 
place, it says they were consumed like straw, and in another place, it says they sank as lead in the 
water. Which one was it? Did they sink as straw or stones or as we all know that those who sunk 
as lead had an easy death, while those who sank as stones died with some struggle, and those 
who sank as straw had a hard death, bobbing up and down. In the Haggadah, we read how G-d 
saw our affliction, and G-d saw our burden and our oppression. The rabbis ask, why were these 
expressions used? Aneinu means to answer, as well as affliction. Aneinu can refer to our work, 
and Lachaseinu can refer to pressure. When the Jewish people left Egypt, it says, “And Moshe 
took the Atzmos, the bones of Joseph with him." Atzmos in Hebrew means not only bones but 
also the strengths of Joseph. It could have said, “And Moshe took the coffin of Joseph, or the 
body of Joseph, or the skeleton of Joseph," but it says the Atzmos, the strengths of Joseph. The 
Medrash tells us that Joseph left three treasures. The first one was taken by Korach. The second 
one was taken by Antonious, the friend of Rabbi Yehuda HaNossi, the author of the Mishna; he 
later gave this treasure to Rabbi Yehuda HaNossi. The third treasure is still stored up for the 
Mashiach.  
What were these three treasures? The first one was Jewish unity. Though his brothers sold him 
into slavery, Joseph reconciled with them. His brothers were still afraid of him, but Jewish unity 
prevailed. Korach later took this idea of Jewish unity and corrupted it. He led a rebellion against 
Moshe by yelling demagogically, “We are all holy. Moshe, why do you raise yourself up above 
the congregation?" The Haggadah teaches us that the affliction that we endured in Egypt was 
enforced separation of husband and wife. In other words, Jews were not allowed to congregate 
together. Family units were separated. Communities were dispersed and not allowed to meet. 
That's what we learn in the Torah when Pharaoh said, “You shall not continue to give them 
straw.” The word continue in Hebrew, Toseefun, is written with an extra Aleph, which means 
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not only continue but to gather. They could not give themselves strength. They could not feel 
united. Those Egyptian officers who participated in separating Jews and preventing any form of 
Jewish unity sunk in the sea like straw.  
 The second group sunk like stones, stone in Hebrew being Av and Ben, father and son. 
The Haggadah explains that our burden refers to the children. Pharaoh tried to destroy the boys 
by throwing them in the river. What's more, he tried to get Jewish midwives to look out for their 
own interests and not individual baby's interests. When the brothers came up to Jacob and said 
that Joseph was still alive and that he was an Adon, master, to Pharaoh, Jacob's heart failed. 
However, when they told him that he was also an Av, a father to Pharaoh, he revived. What's the 
difference between a master and a father? A master of a country thinks what is good for the 
country, but he does necessarily think of what is good for each individual in the country. We can 
make a trade treaty which will cause many industries to disappear, although it will cause more 
industries to strengthen and add more workers than are lost. A father though thinks what is good 
for his son, even if it is bad for him. A father may want his son to be near him, but he may know 
his son has no opportunities if he stays near his father. It is bad for the father, but it is good for 
the son. Joseph did what was good for Pharaoh. He actually did what was good for the people, 
too, because he lowered their taxes to 20%, although he moved them around the country. They 
did not think that what he did was good for them. Antonious was good to Rabbi Yehuda 
HaNossi. He even gave him the treasure afterwards. Rabbi Yehuda HaNossi was good to him, 
too. Unfortunately, many Jews only look out for other people's interests instead of their own 
Jewish interests like the Baylor professor who says he does not know if he could ever celebrate 
another Seder since the Palestinians are suffering. He does not consider at all his own people's 
interests. We Jews have always had a problem looking out for our own interests. One-third of the 
Jews of Poland were killed in 1648 by Boge Chmielnicki when Poland ruled from the Baltic to 
the Black Sea. We Jews looked out for Polish interests. We were tax collectors, middle class, etc. 
We failed to look out for our own interests. This has happened repeatedly throughout Jewish 
history. After Rabbi Yehuda HaNossi died, things got very bad for the Jews in Israel. Pharaoh 
wanted the Jews in Egypt to think of only his interests. Even the midwives should think only of 
Pharaoh’s interests. Those people who tried to force the Jews to forget about their own interests 
died like stones in the Red Sea.  
 The third thing that G-d saw was our oppression. The Egyptians wanted to take away our 
dreams, our Messianic vision hopes for the future, but this nobody can do. This is something 
inside us, and nobody can take it away unless we let them. This was the third treasure of Joseph. 
Those who tried sank like lead. They had an easy death because they really could not accomplish 
anything if we would not let them. Those who prevented Jewish unity, who separated us, sank 
like straw. They had a hard death. Those who tried to make us look out for only Egyptian 
interests died like stones, an easier death, but still a hard death, while those who tried to convince 
Jews to give up their dreams sank like lead, because they could have no success whatsoever 
unless we allowed them into our minds and hearts.  
 We Jews have to always be careful that we preserve our Jewish unity, that we look out 
for our interests as well as others' interests, and that we maintain our Jewish dreams. If we do so, 
we can always overcome.  
 I am reminded of the story of a woman who bragged about what a good watchdog she 
had. A friend asked, "Why is he such a good watchdog?" The woman replied, "Because he 
always tells us when an intruder is at hand." Her friend then asked, "Is that because he always 
growls?" The woman said no. The friend asked, "Then how do you always know an intruder is at 
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hand?" The woman said, "Because he crawls under the bed."  
 Unfortunately, many Jews, when they are confronted with a lack of Jewish unity or a lack 
of Jews looking out for their own interests, or the failure of Jews to have Jewish dreams just 
crawl under the bed. They do not try to actively respond. Indeed, let us hope we will all actively 
respond so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
 

Family, Beginnings and Perseverance  
 In a few minutes, we will say yizkor. We will remember those who went before us, who 
are even now still challenging us. Every time we come to make a decision, we think, what would 
they have wanted? Am I living up to their expectations? Recently, at a funeral, one of those 
giving a eulogy related the deceased always said how his father and mother always told him to 
be a good boy, that everything he did in life, he tried to do in a way that everyone would know 
he was a good and he did. He tried all his life to reach his parents' expectations. 
 At the Seder, we make many false starts. There are beginnings. We wash our hands, but 
we do not make a blessing. We dip the greens in salt water as an hors d'oeuvre, but not eat the 
meal. We break the matzah, but we do not eat. The children ask the four questions, and we do 
not give them a answer until the very end of the first part of the Haggadah. We talk about how 
we were slaves in Egypt, and begin the story of the exodus out of Egypt, and another four 
questions are asked by the wise son, the evil son, the simple son, and the son who does not even 
know how to ask. Then we begin the story of the exodus over again, except this time we start by 
saying, "In the beginning our ancestors were idol worshippers." We say half the Hallel and then 
stop and do not continue it until after the meal The Seder originally was to conclude after the 
Great Hallel, does not. It goes on with more praises of G-d. We begin to praise Him, and then we 
interrupt it with historical allusions. Finally, we say that the Seder is ended, but we do not end 
Seder. We continue with Adirhu, Echad Meyodaya, then Gadya. In fact, some people even, after 
they finish the Haggadah they go on to recite the Song of Songs.  
 The Haggadah illustrates the fact that there are many beginnings in life, that we should 
never despair. Many times we are going to hit a blind alley, but we should not give up, but 
should just persevere. We have many conflicting drive that many times push us in the wrong 
direction, but we can change. We know that family is crucial in Judaism. At the Seder, we sit 
around the table as a family. However, each marriage is unique and special, and each young 
couple has to forge its distinction. The first few months of marriage are very difficult. Two 
personalities and lifestyles have to merge. The each virtually has to learn what a marriage is, but 
the only marriage that a man knows is his own parents' marriage, and the marriage that a woman 
knows is her own parents' marriage. Many times, the wife wants her husband to act like her 
father and the husband wants his wife to act like his mother. They never do. Marriage is unique 
and special. Many times, there are false beginnings, but the couple should not despair. They start 
again from another angle. Many times, parents, when they raise their children, choose wrong 
methods, but every child can be reached: the wise son, the evil son, the simple son, and the son 
who does not even know how to ask. Food is important, but sometimes it must be served in 
moderation or not at all, and sometimes it should be served in plenty and with elaborate ritual. 
Each of us has learned valuable lessons at our own homes on how to relate to others. These 
lessons we have to put into our own context, and we have to carry them forward that we can live 
up to the expectations of our heritage and our parents and grandparents and those who came 
before us. Then we can truly he like my friend who was eulogized, who tried to be a good boy.  
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 I am reminded of the story they tell about Chaim Goldberg. When he was 65, he retired 
to Israel where he lived in an old folks home that had a Beis Medrash. He wanted to learn Torah. 
He used to get up at 4:30 a.m. and study. People who wanted to talk to him would have to make 
an appointment. Everything went well until he was 90 years old. Then his hearing started to go, 
his sight started to go, and he started to lose his concentration. He no longer could spend time in 
the Beis Medrash. When he turned 95, he developed pneumonia, and the doctors told his 
daughter when they released him from the hospital that she had to make him walk; otherwise, his 
lungs would not function, and he would surely die. Every morning, she would come and get him 
out of bed, and have him walk out the door onto the porch with his walker. Seven doors entered 
onto that porch from other residents' rooms. She tried to have him go onto the porch and walk 
down the porch. He would inevitably walk a little bit, and ask for a chair. Today, he hardly can 
make it out the door. 
 She remembered her father, Chaim. He was such a strong man. He had come to America 
before the war. He had escaped from the Nazis holding onto the underside of a train. He 
somehow made it to Belgium, and smuggled himself on a ship and came to America to begin 
over again, peddling, always maintaining his religious beliefs, finally opening up a 
manufacturing facility and doing very well. After the war was over, he learned his brother had 
survived. They were rich in Poland, and his brother had paid a farmer to have him and his wife 
and three children live in a hole beneath the barn. For five years, they lived in darkness. When 
they finally emerged and went back to their home, the Poles that lived there did not like it at all. 
They did not want to give back that property. After living there a few weeks, his brother noticed 
a mob coming. He took his little girl and put her in a pot-bellied stove, and his wife and two boys 
confronted the crowd. No one in the mob wanted to talk, only to shoot the family. They killed 
them all. The little girl saw through the pot-bellied stove her father being killed. Somehow, she 
managed to find her way to the town center. She remembered her father said they had an uncle in 
America. Chaim took her in. He kept encouraging his niece, giving her hope, telling her, "A little 
more, do a little more you will see that the light will come into your eyes. If everyone will do just 
a little more, the Mashiach would come." He encouraged her until she regained her mental and 
physical health. He married, and when he went on aliyah, she did, too, as did Chaim’s daughter. 
Chaim's daughter was thinking about all these things as she was urging her father to take just one 
more step. He was protesting. Just then, the niece came in. The niece looked at the uncle and 
said, "Just a little more. As you used to tell me, just a little more and the world can become a 
better place." His brow grew dark, and he snarled at both of them. "Why are torturing an old 
man? Why should I walk? Do I have any place to go?" His daughter said, "Don't you want to 
greet Mashiach? How can you greet the Mashiach if you cannot even walk down this porch?" 
Immediately, he took his handkerchief out of his pocket, wiped his brow, and walked past three 
doors. 
 Each of us is called upon to make new beginnings in life. Sometimes, it is difficult, but 
we can do it. Our parents and those before us give us the courage to do it. They taught us we can 
help bring redemption closer, that we can truly make this a better world. Sometimes, we have to 
grit our teeth and just push forward, but we can do it. Chazak Chazak V'nischa; we can 
strengthen ourselves and then we can strengthen each other so that truly we can see the Mashiach 
come quickly in our lives. Amen.  
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Education, Commitment, The Seder, Red and Blue  
 What is it that we want our children to get out of a Jewish education? With what do we 
want them to be left after finishing their formal Jewish education? Jewish education is different 
than regular education because, by and large, secular education is meant to just teach us skills. It 
is not meant to teach us values. Jewish education, on the other hand, is meant to teach us to want 
to do what we ought to do. Its prime purpose is to make us into a mensch. What, though, is 
required for us to become a Mensch?  
 The Pesach Seder basically deals with all these questions. The Pesach Seder teaches us 
what it is that we want to achieve from Jewish education. In the olden days, not everybody could 
come to your Seder. The Seder was restricted to Jews who were circumcised. One could not 
come to the Seder unless he was first designated to be at a particular Seder before the offering of 
the Korban Pesach, the paschal lamb in the afternoon before the Seder. Also, one could not flit 
from Seder to Seder. One had to stay with his Chavura. Pesach was different than other Jewish 
holidays. On Yom Kippur, we wanted Jews to come into the synagogue, whether they made a 
commitment to Judaism, whether they were circumcised, but on Pesach, we wanted only 
circumcised who were committed to a group.  
 Pesach is a holiday of commitment. The first thing we want to teach our children is that 
they must learn to be committed. Knowledge is not enough. This holds for converts, too. There 
are many people who think that if they just learn enough about Judaism, they are Jews; that is not 
so. They have to be committed to Judaism. They have to be willing to join a synagogue, to keep 
the commandments, to be part of the Jewish people. It is not knowledge alone which makes a 
Jew; it is knowledge plus commitment. Consider the million Arabs in Israel who know more 
Hebrew than almost every Jew in America, but the Arabs are not Jews. There are many 
professors at Christian theological seminaries who know more about the details of Jewish history 
and the Bible than most Jews, but they are not Jews.  
 At the Seder, we stress commitment. We want to teach children to be committed to the 
traditions of their religion of their people, and to our G-d; so much so that when they finish their 
Jewish education, this commitment is embedded within them so deeply that they could never be 
without it. Many people have complained that the Jewish education they received greatly flawed, 
and, true, in many cases it was. However, it at least teaches one thing, and that was commitment 
to the Jewish people. Otherwise, why would the Jews of America have raised billions of dollars 
to redeem Russian Jewry, Ethiopian Jewry, Jews from Arab lands, and the remnants of the 
Holocaust? Indeed most American Jews had no personal contact with these people and, at most, 
they were very distant relatives.  
 Jewish education, though, must be more than commitment because commitment can only 
last for one generation. Jews still learn how to transfer their commitment to the next generation 
and this requires a lot of knowledge.  
 In the Haggadah, Moshe's name is not mentioned except only in a very fleeting reference. 
Why? After all, Moshe took us out of Egypt. True, G-d was the ultimate source of our 
redemption but Moshe helped. Moshe took his life in his hands by going to Pharaoh. Moshe was 
there prodding the Jewish people on. Why isn't he mentioned? Probably the same reason Moshe 
is not called Moshe our savior, Moshe our redeemer, or Moshe our king although he was all 
these things. He saved us and redeemed from Egypt; he was our king for 40 years in the desert. 
Instead, he is known as Moshe Rabbeinu, Moshe our teacher, because his job was to teach all the 
slave people, who were comparable to children, to stand on their own feet. His purpose was to 
take a people who had potential and teach them how to reach their moral and spiritual potential. 
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In the Pirkei Avos, we learn that the men the great assembly said, "Stand up many students." The 
word in Hebrew is Ha'ameedu, which means cause them to stand up for themselves. The purpose 
of a good teacher is to make himself superfluous. He should teach his students so well that they 
do not need him. If students cannot accomplish by themselves which the teacher set out to teach 
them, he has not been a good teacher. A good teacher should bring out the best in everyone with 
whom he comes in contact.  
 I remember once teaching secretaries for Boeing how to write their letters according to 
Air Force specifications. They were tested after I gave two brilliant lectures on the subject, and 
there was absolutely no improvement. I then realized I was going about it the wrong way. I 
ordered typewriters for all of them and had them write letters, and I corrected them. When we 
finished two more classes this way, 90% of them tested over 90. Delivering brilliant lectures does 
not help if students cannot do what the teacher wants them to do.  
 The Seder revolves around our children because we want to teach them how to become 
menschen. The rabbis explain the use of red wine on Pesach is preferable, although because of 
the blood libel against certain Jewish communities, many rabbis would only allow white wine, so 
our neighbors could not claim the Jews used Christian or Moslem blood to make their matzahs. 
One of the reasons we use red wine and why Dam, or the plague of blood, is mentioned first is 
because red, or Adam in Hebrew, is the same word as Adam, or man. Man was created from the 
red earth. Earth in Hebrew is also Adama. We are commanded to take our potential, symbolized 
by the red earth, and elevate it. That's why we are commanded also to have a blue thread on our  
tzitzis, and why the breastplate of the Kohen Godol was attached by a blue thread - blue is a sign 
of spirituality. We are commanded to go from red to blue, as Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch says. 
We are not commanded to go from red to purple, which is the highest level of light on the 
spectrum. If you take white light and refract it on a prism, you will find that red is on the lower 
level of the spectrum, blue is much higher, and purple is even higher. We are commanded to 
become saints. Only a few people can achieve the purple, but we can all achieve the blue.  
 In the third paragraph of the Shema we recite twice a day, we say, “And you shall see the 
tzitzis (which has a blue thread) in order that you should remember, and you should do all My 
commandments so you should be holy to your G-d. I am the lord your G-d Who has brought you 
out from the land of Egypt to be for you as a G-d.” We are to elevate ourselves from the red to 
the blue.  
 The Seder also enables our children not only to relive slavery and to realize how bad 
slavery is, but also to learn that we have to, each of us, pull ourselves up from our red origins, 
from our earthly nature, to a spiritual nature. At the end of the first part of the Haggadah, we say, 
"And they shall give thanks to you with a new song for our redemption and for the redemption 
our souls." We are not just talking about being thankful that we are physically redeemed; we are 
being thankful to G-d because He has given us a way to reach our potential - to go from our 
earthly nature to our heavenly nature without denying our earthly nature.  
 This, too, is hinted at when we learn at the beginning of the Haggadah, after the children 
ask the four questions, how Rat Eliezer and Rabbi Yehoshua and Rabbi Eliezer Ben Azaria and 
Rabbi Akiva and Rabbi Tarfun had a Seder in Bnai Brak. They were telling about the exodus of 
Egypt all that night until the students came to them and said, "Rabbis, the time for the recitation 
of the morning Shema has arrived." What was the point of the students telling them that? They 
could have just explained, "The time for the Seder is over. You are not allowed to leave over the 
Koran Pesach after the sun has risen." Why do they specifically say, "The time for reading the 
morning Shema has arrived?"  
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 The rabbis in the Talmud Brochas question, from what time is it that we can begin 
reading the morning Shema, and the answer with two opinions. One is, when it is so light that 
you can recognize between the blue thread and the white thread the tzitzis. In other words, you 
are supposed to be able to learn from the Pesach Seder how to recognize blue, blue being your 
spiritual nature. The other opinion is that of Rabbi Eliezer, who advises, "When you can 
recognize between blue and green. Green is connected with the earth, and his opinion is that you 
can begin reading the morning Shema when you can recognize how to transmute the earthly to 
the spiritual.  
 The children start the Seder with the Manishetanah. The Manishtanah tells us all that it is 
not easy to be a mensch. I have to go through many nights before we get to bright day. That's 
why Ben Zoma taught us, "We have to remember the day of our going out from Egypt all the 
days of our life. The days of your life are the days. All the days of your life are the nights." Why 
is this night different from all other nights? Because on this night we eat matzah. Matzah in 
Hebrew also means to react. We have to learn how to extract the best we can from every 
situation. The word chometz in Hebrew also means to be sour. On this day, we have to learn not 
to become sour at life. Even when things do not look like they are going well, we have to persist. 
That's what commitment means, and that is what being a mensch means, that we are never going 
to let the problems of life break us. We are not going to let them turn us into ugly, sour people 
who act immorally and unjustly. We are also not going to let the bitter things of life overwhelm 
us. When we dip the green things in salt water, we will see the blue in the water. We will be 
filled with hope, even though right now we cannot see how we can achieve the spiritual because 
we are too overwhelmed with the earthly, with the green. We also will realize that the bitter 
things of life can be transmuted by hard work, by putting them in the charosis. We also have to 
learn that even when things are good, whether we are sitting or leaning like a king, we can let 
good times go to our head and cause us to forget about the poor or the helpless or the 
downtrodden.  
 Therefore, the Seder is not only a reliving experience of our slavery, but also a learning 
experience of how we, as individuals, can cope with life. We learn through reliving bitter 
experiences and also joyous experiences so that we internalize the values of our religion, and 
learn how to be a mensch. We first have to be committed to our people, to our traditions, and to 
our G-d. This commitment, fortified by a knowledge that we can achieve our potential, that we 
can elevate ourselves in spite of everything, will allow us to become menschen. That is what we 
have to teach our children. Upon finishing their Jewish education, children should realize that 
they can become menschen no matter what, if they are committed to their families, their people, 
their G-d, and their religion. The Seder is one of the great teaching experiences of our faith, but 
its lessons must be taught every day to our children by giving them the best Jewish education 
possible. Let us all hope and pray that we will do so, so the Mashiach will come quickly in our 
day, and our children will all become menschen. Amen.  
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ISRAEL INDEPENDENCE DAY  

Balance Inside and Out 
 Today, the State of Israel is very important for all Jews, because among other reasons, it 
allows us to balance the particular with the universal. Unfortunately, in the Galut, for the most 
part, it is impossible to do this. Either Jews are completely particular, a small minority, or 
completely universal, as the majority of Galut Jews are.  
 When in the Torah portion Vayishlach, we read about the encounter of Yaacov and Esau, 
we immediately face the puzzle of how in one household two boys, who were obviously given 
the same education and who had almost the same genes, could turn out so differently. After all, 
Esau and Yaacov were fraternal twins. Why is it that in our tradition Esau became the 
personification of evil and Yaacov of good, and what is evil anyway, in our tradition? Evil is 
good which has burst its bounds. That's why we say in Hebrew that a good person is a Baal 
Midos, a person who knows how to measure. Esau was a Jew in every $ingle respect. His 
grandfather was Abraham; his grandmother was Sarah; his mother was Rivkah; his father was 
Yitzchak. He was not like Ishmael, who had a different mother. He was no Lot, who was raised 
in a different home. He had the same education as his fraternal twin. In fact, in the Haggadah, 
when we speak about the early enemies of our people, we speak about Laban, who tried to 
destroy us, and we speak about Pharaoh, but we never speak about Esau because Esau was a Jew. 
He became a lapsed Jew, but he was still a Jew, and the rabbis say at the end of his life, he 
actually came back to Judaism, but his return was too late for his children and grandchildren.  
 Esau did not know how to measure things correctly. He did not know that you could push 
a good thing too far and end up with evil. We know that this is why G-d destroyed the world 
with water. Water is a good thing. We pray for rain all the time; however, too much water is 
destructive. This was the sin of the people of Noah's generation. They pushed their ambition too 
far. According to many commentators, they had a very advanced civilization, as advanced as 
ours. However, they, in their zeal to create, put no bounds on themselves.  
 It is just like today. We are in much the same danger. We have cracked the genetic code 
and can create all sorts of monsters. The rabbis say at the time of the flood, the people created 
monsters, and we know if something is possible, it is usually done.  
 I know that in my previous shul, virtually all the congregants were university professors. 
One even won a Nobel Prize. However, some of them were the worst parents I ever saw, not 
because they abused their children physically, but they gave them no time. They gave them the 
best tutors and sent them to summer camps and had maids to care for them after school. They 
gave them much, but nothing or very little of themselves. These children actually hated their 
parents and wanted to do bad things to hurt them. I know now, too, that unless we balance things 
correctly, we are going to be in a lot of trouble. Many times, a spouse will come up to me and 
complain her spouse does not talk to her and tell her his problems. He does not listen to her. In 
one situation, I called in this spouse and talked to him, and he said he would try to do better. A 
week later, the wife came to me and said, "He is suffocating me, and I can't stand it." If marriage, 
we need both distance and closeness. We have to lean how to balance things.  
 Esau did not know how to balance things. Before Yaacov’s encounter with his brother, he 
wrestled all night with whom the rabbis say was the guardian angel of Esau. At the end of the 
encounter, Yaacov had subdued the angel. The angel told Yaacov to let him go. Yaacov said, "I 
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will not let you go until you bless me." Why didn't Yaacov just defeat the angel? He did not "just 
defeat the angel" because he knew he needed many of the qualities of Esau. Esau, after all, had 
charisma, leadership abilities and respect for his parents. He loved to live in the land of Israel. He 
honored the traditions of the faith in his father's home, even having special clothes there. Yaacov 
knew that he needed Esau. Esau, though, did not think he needed Yaacov. Yaacov wanted Esau's 
blessing. He knew he could learn things from him. Yaacov is synonymous with truth in our 
tradition because he knew he did not have all the truth. He needed other people's perspective 
well. Therefore, the angel blessed him and called him Yisroel: Israel - which means you will 
wrestle with G-d and man and be victorious.  
 Esau and Yaacov were twins. The word for twins in Hebrew is Tom. Actually, the 
English name Tom is a Hebrew name. If you take the same letters that stand for Tom, you have 
the letters for truth - Emes. Yaacov was always seeking the truth. He knew he was a limited 
human being and could not possibly have to tell the truth. He needed the blessings of others. He 
aspired to be Israel - Yisroel. Sometimes he was able to, and sometimes he was not. That's why 
his name, unlike Abraham's, remained Yaacov as well as Israel. The Talmud teaches us that once 
Abram's 'name was changed to Abraham, all were at once prohibited to tall Abraham, Abram. 
Yaacov is different. Yaacov is sometimes referred to as Yaacov after his name was changed, and 
sometimes as Yisroel. Yaacov knew that he had to strive to balance all the forces in him. He 
knew he had to be universal and particular at the same time.  
 As I mentioned last week, that was the symbolism of his two wives. Leah was the Almah 
D'Eeskaya, the wife who took care of the inner, spiritual things, the particular things of Judaism, 
while Rachel was the Almah D'Eesgalya, who interacted with the world, who took care of the 
outer things. Yosef, her son, was the viceroy of Egypt and a pious Jew. Yaacov knew that he had 
to interact with everyone and learn from everyone, yet maintain his own inner character and not 
sacrifice his inner beliefs. Esau, on the other hand, was a fanatic. He felt he had all the truth. He 
did not need anybody's blessing, and, therefore, could be violent.  
 When he would ask Halachic questions of his father, he would ask whether you had to 
tithe straw or tithe salt. He was concerned about things beneath man, like straw and salt, which 
are ancillary to man. He was not concerned about other people and their views and feelings. We 
must take into account always the feelings of others, even though we know that we have most of 
the truth on our side. Yaacov was such a man. He drew his strength by knowing that he had to 
struggle with man and G-d to obtain the truth. He did not pretend he was something he was not.  
I am reminded of the story of the fellow who went to a psychiatrist. After three years, he was 
told he was cured. He began to cry. The psychiatrist asked him why he was crying and he 
replied, "I'm crying because three years ago I thought I was Moshe Rabbeinu, and now I am 
nothing." He thought he had to be somebody in this world, he had to have the certainty of Moshe 
Rabbeinu, but this is not the way it is. In life, we all have to struggle for the truth, and none of us 
should be fanatics. We should realize that even a broken watch is right twice a day. This is 
essential if we are to lead good and full lives.  
 I am reminded of the story about a man sitting in rabbi garb aboard an airplane. The man 
next to him said, "I'll you're a rabbi." He said he was. The man then asked, "Do) have a 
congregation?" The rabbi said he did not. The man then asked, "Are you a teacher or a 
mashgiach?" The rabbi replied was not. The man finally asked, "What do you do?" The rabbi 
said, "I work for a battery factory. When the batteries come down the assembly line, I lift up my 
hand and say, 'May you have a long life."  
 Yaacov understood that to have a long and good life, he had to always be willing to 
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struggle to obtain the truth. The strength, itself, is very satisfying. You may not be granted a 
large number of years, but if you constantly struggle honestly and honorably to obtain the truth, 
your life will be full and will be qualitatively long. Let us hope and pray that we will all do that 
the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen. 
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SHAVUOS  

Threes and Life's Elixir  
 Today, we celebrate Shavuot, the day on which we got the Torah. It is interesting to note 
that the number three predominates on this day. We are told that "in the third month of the going 
out of the sons of Israel from the land of Egypt, they came to the desert of Sinai." We also learn 
that they had to prepare themselves for three days before they could receive the Torah. We also 
learn that the three-part Torah, which is composed of the Torah, the Prophets, and the Writings, 
was given to the third child, Moshe Rabbeinu. Why this emphasis on three?  
 What's more, in the Gemora Shabbat, we learn how the Torah is compared to Sam, which 
in Hebrew has two meanings: poison or medicine, the elixir of life. The rabbis teach us that the 
Torah can be either a poison or an elixir of life. How is this possible?  
 Also, the word Shavuot is feminine. We know that the word Shavuot comes from the 
word, week, and the word, week, in Hebrew is masculine, so the plural for Shavuoa should be 
Shavueem, but it is Shavuot. The rabbis tell us that one of the purposes of the Torah is to make 
men more women-like, to instill in them a greater sense of Rachmones. The rabbis teach us that 
if we are to make the Torah into an elixir of life and not a poison, there are three prerequisites.  
The first one is we have to have Rachmones. We learn that from Bithia or Basya or Bessie, the 
daughter of Pharaoh, who had Rachmones for a little baby who was deposited in the reeds on the 
Nile.  
 The second quality we need is the belief that we can change, that there is a concept of 
Teshuva. There was no more benighted people than the Moabites. They were known for their 
indifference to suffering. They would not lift a finger to help people, yet Ruth came from them, 
the epitome of kindness. She was the great-grandmother of King David, who was born on 
Shavuot and who died on Shavuot. From him, we learn about Teshuva. After all, he did sin with 
Bathsheba. He sent Uriah, her husband, to be killed by putting him on the front line. Technically, 
he may not have committed adultery, but he knew he sinned. He did Teshuva. We also learn that 
Moshe Rabbeinu, himself, married out of the faith. He even agreed to raise his eldest son as a 
pagan yet he did Teshuva and became the greatest Jewish leader. Shavuot is also the yahrzeit of 
the Baal Shem Tov. We know that he stressed Jewish unity, and in back of him was his daughter, 
Eidel, who was the backbone of the movement. Originally, the Chassidic movement was very 
pro-women. In fact, their last names are all taken from women. Laiken means Leah's kin; Sorkin 
means Sarah's kin; Ruchlin means Rachel's kin. Because they stressed singing, dancing, and 
drinking, they later enforced rigid separation between men and women so as not to encourage 
hanky panky. The Baal Shem Tov followed in the footsteps of Aaron.  
 The three great leaders of the Jewish people signified the three principles which are 
needed before we can even accept the Torah otherwise, the Torah will turn into a poison and not 
an elixir I life. Miriam stood for Rachmones. After all, she watched when her brother was put in 
the river and arranged for Moshe's own mother to be his nursemaid. She also reproached her 
father when he divorced her mother after Pharaoh's decree. She said, "Pharaoh decreed only 
against the boys; you also decree against the girls.” Moshe stands for Teshuva, as did King 
David, and Aaron stands for Jewish unity, for the love of all Jews.  
 The three months also stand for these principles. Nisan stands for the exodus, the great 
act of Rachmones that G-d did for us. In the month of Iyar, the Jewish people complained 
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constantly against G-d; e.g., where is the water, food, etc. They even doubted G-d, but they did 
Teshuva; and the month of Sivan stands for Jewish unity. When it says in the singular, "And 
Israel camped, they were completely united then. We all call this Zeman, the time of the giving 
of the Torah. The Zion stands for Zechor remembering Egypt; the Mem stands for Moshe and 
Melech, King David; and the Nun stands for counting, Naso - every Jew counts. For us to use the 
Torah as the elixir of life and not as a poison, we had to have accepted the three principles of 
Rachmones, Teshuva, and unity. Let us all hope and pray that we will continue to accept these 
principles.  
 I am reminded of the story they tell about a boss who called in his employee and said, "I 
have decided to triple your salary, and double your benefits." The employee was ecstatic, and 
asked, “When does this become effective?" The boss replied, "When you become effective." For 
the Torah to be effective, we must have Rachmones, Teshuva, and unity. Let us all hope we will 
have these things so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day.  
  

Two Crowns: Jewish Education and Parental Teachings  
In a few moments, we will say yizkor. We will remember our parents and those who have gone 
on before us, and how they molded and shaped our lives. They are still doing so. Every time we 
come to do something, we ask ourselves, what would they have done? Would they have 
approved what we are doing now, or would they have disapproved? They still shape and mold 
our lives. In the Ashkenazie tradition, we say yizkor four times a year. In Sephardic tradition, 
yizkor is only said on Yom Kippur because then, according to the Talmud, not only the living 
but also the dead are judged. We can understand why we say yizkor on Shemini Atzeres because 
that is a holiday of love. We can also understand why we say yizkor on Pesach because that is a 
holiday of family, but why should we say yizkor on Shavuot?  
 On Shavuot, we received the Torah. We are supposed to implement the teachings of the 
Torah. On Shavuot, there is very little ritual, only a few customs like eating milk foods and 
adorning the synagogue with greenery, but there are no real symbols like a shofar or lulav or 
matzah. The rabbis tell us that the Torah, itself, is not important; it is implementing the 
teachings, internalizing them that is important. We, in effect, become the Torah. It is like what 
Rovo said, "How foolish people are who get up before the Torah, but they do not get up for a 
person who embodies the ideals and faith of the Torah." We put the Torah in an ark. The same 
word for ark in Hebrew, Aron, means a coffin. If all we do is honor the Torah superficially and 
do not integrate it into our being, it is as if the Torah is in a coffin, that the Torah is dead.  
 We all know that the purpose of Jewish education is to make us want to do what we 
ought to do. So many people give lip service to their ideals, but they do not practice them. There 
are so many people who like to manipulate and pretend that they believe in certain things for 
their own purposes but who really do not. How many times have people come to me because a 
wife thinks her husband had promised to take her to the ballet or symphony, and then did not 
show up, or vice versa? How often did a husband think his wife promised to go to a football 
game, and then didn't? How many times have people given false impressions of what they 
believe? They pretend to believe in certain religious practices, only to violate them when they 
leave that particular person. They think that they are doing a person a favor by trying to please 
him, by pretending they also believe in certain principles. Other people manipulate.  
 On Shavuot, we remember our parents and mentors who tried to teach us to want to do 
what we ought to do. The purpose of Jewish education is not primarily to teach us the Talmud, 
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Hebrew, or even how to do the mitzvahs. Its primary purpose is to teach us to want to do what 
we ought to do so we will do the mitzvahs because we know they are right, and they are the 
things we should do. How many times have people tried through manipulation to get people to 
do things, even though they did not believe what they were saying? I am reminded of the story of 
the mother who gave her son two ties. He wore on of them to please her. She said, "What's the 
matter? Don't you like the other tie?"  
 On Shavuot, we celebrate the giving of the Torah, and especially the Ten 
Commandments. We learn when the Ten Commandments were given, the whole world took 
notice. There was thunder and lightning; not a bird chirped; not a fowl flew; not an angel 
ascended; the sea did not roll, and no creature made a sound. The whole world fell silent. 
Everybody knew something special was going on. The problem was that these Ten 
Commandments did not even last 40 days. When Moshe came down the mountain and saw the 
people reveling, he smashed the Ten Commandments into smithereens. The Medrash said the 
spirit flew off the letters, and he could no longer hold the tablets. G-d later had Moshe come up 
to get second tablets. These were different from the first because Moshe had to hew them out 
himself. This time, no thunder and no lightning greeted Moshe when he received the Ten 
Commandments. The world did not take note of it, yet, these Ten Commandments lasted, and are 
still, according to the Medrash, hidden away somewhere and will be found when the Temple is 
rebuilt. The rabbis all ask, why is it that G-d made such a big fuss about the first set of Ten 
Commandments? He knew they were going to be destroyed in short order. Why did He give 
them with such a hullabaloo?  
 The answer is that the nations of the world took cognizance of them. They understood 
that they were now responsible to keep the Ten Commandments, at least the seven 
commandments of Noah, but they did not want to. That's how the rabbis interpret the fact that the 
word Sinai in Hebrew can also be read as Sina, hatred, and lots of the hatred of the Jewish people 
derives from the fact that the nations of the world do not want to assume responsibility for acting 
in a moral and correct way. When the Jewish people received the first set of the Ten 
Commandments, the Medrash said they received two crowns, and they were elevated to the state 
of Adam as he was in the Garden of Eden. Whether they should have lived forever is a matter of 
dispute, but they were spiritually elevated to a very high level. When they sinned at the golden 
calf, they lost these crowns. However, an impression was left of them that they had to fulfill the 
laws of the Torah. They had to be concerned with social justice, with truth, etc. To this very day, 
Jews who are very far from their religion still feel they must be involved in social justice and the 
pursuit of truth. One of the signs that will always inure the Jews is that we will be a distinguished 
people. We are such a small people, yet if you pick up the Houston Chronicle you would think 
there were billions of Jews in the world. There is always something about a Jew or the Jewish 
people in the first section, either about Israel or about some scientist or author or musician. G-d 
promised us that we will be a distinguished people. Even though we did not retain the crowns, 
they left their mark.  
 The rabbis also ask the question, why is it that when G-d began the Ten Commandments, 
He said, "I am the Lord your G-d Who brought you out from the land of Egypt." Why didn't He 
say, "I am the Lord your G-d Who created heaven and earth?" The answer is because we were 
not around when the heaven and earth were created. This is an abstract concept. It was even 
argued before Penzas found background noise in the universe and proved the Big Bang Theory 
that the world had a beginning, that people argued that the universe was eternal. It had no 
beginning, and it had no end. Just learning abstractions will not have an effect on us, but the 
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Jewish people knew what slavery was, and their release from slavery made a big impression on 
them.  
 Our parents and those who influenced us as youngsters gave us concrete examples and 
concrete experiences which changed us and molded us and left an impression on us, and even if 
sometimes we may have departed from the path they set out for us, we knew how to get back, 
and we knew what was expected from us. They helped us internalize the teachings of the Torah. 
When Moshe hewed out the second tablets, it said he made the tablets like the first ones, but the 
words were the same. Each of us many times has to hew out a different path in life that is similar 
to the one our parents trod, but not exactly, but the morals teachings, the teachings of the Ten 
Commandments have to be the same.  
 I am reminded of the story they tell about Moshe Tagu. Moshe Tagu was born in Ethiopia 
in Ghanda. The Jewish people were having a hard time in Ethiopia. One time, the Jews actually 
ruled Ethiopia, but they had been under pressure for several hundred years to convert to 
Christianity; actually, many of them had been forcibly converted. They wanted to go to the land 
of Israel. A civil war was raging in Ethiopia, too, and Jews again were singled out. The Mossad 
wanted to bring the Jews out. However, almost all the Mossad agents were white and would 
stand out. They recruited agents among the Ethiopian community, more than 150 of them, to 
help bring out the Jewish people. These agents have not received the attention they should have; 
hopefully, they will soon. Moshe Tagu was one of these agents. They had to organize the 
Ethiopian Jews to walk through the desert into Sudan, there to be picked up by waiting Israeli 
planes. It was a dangerous job. If caught, the Ethiopians or the Sudanese incarcerated you, 
whipped you, beat you, tortured you. Many did not survive the incarceration. Moshe, himself, 
was incarcerated and beaten. He still bore the scars. Once, the Sudanese intercepted a group of 
Jews crossing into their country and they took them and left them in the desert without any water 
or food. Moshe found out about it, came there and rescued them. In 1983, he, himself, was ready 
to go to Israel. He was married with a one-year old boy. He had arranged for everybody to go to 
a certain spot and be picked up by Israeli aircraft. The Mossad asked him to stay on for a few 
more years to help rescue the Jews. He agreed. His wife and boy made it to the plane, but just as 
they reached the plane, shots rang out. His wife was wounded. She made it onto the plane, but 
never made it to Israel. Her boy, Moshe's boy, was raised by his sister, Moshe stayed in Ethiopia 
and helped with Operation Moses and Operation Solomon. In 1991, he, himself, made it to 
Israel. All he could think about was making sure his boy was raised correctly. He had to earn a 
living, so he joined the army. He rose to the rank of captain. He was in the sappers unit that 
dismantled bombs. He was good at his job. In fact, his major complimented him on his good 
work. He had been in the army for ten years, and because of the Intifada now, he was getting a 
lot of work dismantling bombs. He told his major though, that he was thinking of getting out of 
the army. The major asked why. He said, "Well, my boy is 18 now and going into the army 
himself in August, and I have found another woman and want to get married." He wanted to raise 
children and devote himself to them, as his parents had to him. He wanted to make sure that he 
would raise children who would want to do what they ought to do, as he had been raised. He 
wanted to make sure that there would be a new generation which showed respect for the Torah. 
He had taught his son well, but he wanted more children. He told his major that he was going to 
have a beautiful ceremony in one of the most beautiful spots in Jerusalem, with flowers and with 
speeches. It was going to be an outdoor wedding, and he invited the major to come. There was 
the next week a beautiful ceremony in Mount Herzl.  
 Unfortunately, a few days after talking to the major, he was dismantling a bomb. He did 
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it easily when, all of a sudden, a second bomb, which no one saw, exploded and he died. Mount 
Herzl is a military cemetery in Jerusalem. It is one of the most beautiful spots in Jerusalem. 
There was a wonderful ceremony with flowers. According to the Sephardic custom, flowers are 
used at the funeral. There were many speeches. It was a beautiful outdoor ceremony. At the 
funeral, his son spoke and said "Daddy, I will always remember you. You taught me how to live. 
You taught me how I should always want to do what ought to do. Your example will always live 
in my heart. I, too, pledge to you that I will raise children who should want to do what they ought 
to do."  
 Let us all hope and pray that all of us will raise children who should want to do what they 
ought to do so that the Torah will live in Israel, and the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. 
Amen.  
 

Heard, Context, Hand, Heart and Head  
 What exactly did the Jewish people hear on Shavuot? One of the proofs that Yehuda 
HaLevi gives for the fact that Judaism must be true that two million people heard G-d speaking 
to them. Other religions claim that a prophet heard G-d's word, or a group of people heard G-d's 
word, but not two million people. There were 600,000 men who were eligible for army service 
who heard the Ten Commandments, but, according to the rabbi G-d gave the Ten 
Commandments in one instant. In other words, all the Ten Commandments were uttered 
simultaneously by G-d, and since all the words were uttered in a single instant, the people could 
not understand them. The Mechilta teaches that G-d recited all the Ten Commandments in one 
instant. The Medrash, on the other hand, says that the people only heard the first two 
commandments given simultaneously. The numeric value of the word Torah is 611: Tof is 400, 
the Vahv is 6, Raysh is 200, and the Hay is 5, equaling 611. This means that the Torah that was 
given to the Jewish people by Moshe contained: 611 commandments. Two commandments, the 
first two of the Ten Commandments, were heard by the people directly. The people still heard 
only gibberish. They could not understand the Ten Commandments because they were given all 
at once.  
 According to Rashi, after G-d gave the Jewish people all Ten Commandments 
simultaneously, He then repeated the first two word by word so people could understand them. 
According to this interpretation, Rabbi Yehuda HaLevi's claim that a million Jews heard G-d's 
word would be credible. However, the Rambam says that the Jewish people, as a whole, were 
given only the first two commandments simultaneously. They could only hear the divine voice, 
but they could not understand the words. This is why, according to the Rambam, it says in 
Devorim that "the people heard the sound of the words, implying that they indeed heard the 
sound of the words, but could not understand all the words themselves. Moshe, however, heard 
and understood them and taught these commandments to Israel. The people, after they heard the 
Ten Commandments, whether it was only 'the first two or all ten, could not tolerate this intense 
communication by G-d, and asked Moshe to teach them the Torah. Moshe then received all the 
rest of the Torah and taught it to them. According to the Rambam, Yehuda HaLevi's 
interpretation is not very convincing since the people never heard directly the words of G-d in an 
understandable form. You can always say they all had a prophetic experience, even though they 
could not define it, but even if the Jewish people would have heard every single word, they 
would not have been able to adequately understand it unless it indeed were put in context. That's 
why they told Moshe Rabbeinu to go up and get the rest of the Torah for them. They could not 
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handle the Torah unless someone put it in context. We all know that unless you know how to 
weigh things correctly, you can make many mistakes when dealing with Torah.  
 That is what the stories of Chelm are about - how you take a few principles and take them 
out of context; e.g., like the story of the shammus who was growing old. Therefore, for him to 
knock on everybody's door at 5:00 a.m. to wake them to come to shul for Shacharit was hard. 
The wise men of Chelm, not wanting to fire the shammus, analyzed what the shammus' job was: 
He was to knock on their doors, so they ordered everybody to bring their doors to the shammus' 
home at 5:00 every morning so he could indeed knock on their doors. Or, like the story of the 
young boy who came from an illustrious, but far from observant, Jewish family. He, all of a 
sudden, became pious and told his mother he would not be able to help her clean the dishes and 
the house because he had to pray and study all day. This is a great perversion of Judaism. Even 
in the text here, it says in verse 12 that the people should not ascend the mountain from which G-
d was going to give the Ten Commandments, but they heard an extended blast of the shofar, they 
may ascend. A few sentences later, we learn that all Mount Sinai was smoking because Hashem 
had descended upon it in the fire. The sound of the shofar grew continually much stronger. In 
short, while the shofar was sounding now, they had better not ascend. We know that sometimes 
you are supposed to stand tall, and sometimes you are supposed to be humble and give in. When 
do you know what you should do? How do we learn this?  
 The answer is that we learn it from our parents. They teach us that how we are supposed 
to act in given situations. By seeing how our father treats our mother and how our mother treats 
our father, we learn the importance of human relationships, and how we are to relate one to 
another. We learn about the importance of giving charity, about having guests. At the Shabbat 
table, we learn how parents relate to children. We learn how we are princes and princesses, and 
how we can elevate ourselves and create spirituality even in the midst of poverty, if we have to, 
in the hustle and bustle of life. It is from our parents, from our home that we learn how to 
implement the Ten Commandments, the teachings of Judaism. It is from our home that we learn 
how we are supposed to be G-d's partner in creation to make this a better world.  
 We know that the Torah, itself, is not intelligible unless put it in a proper context. In the 
Torah, it mentions the death penalty 36 times, but it was almost impossible to effect the death 
penalty because of all the procedural rules. If the court could kill anybody once in 70 years, and 
some say once in seven years, it would be called a bloody court. Confessions were not allowed, 
circumstantial evidence was not allowed. You needed two witnesses who not only saw the act 
but warned the person beforehand, etc. We need context to appreciate the Torah. We learn the 
context from our family.  
 I am reminded of the story they tell about Moshe. It was grandson's bar mitzvah, and he 
came to shul that morning with an old pair of tephillin which he gave to his grandson. He said 
"Shmuel, I want you to treasure these tephillin. I want you always keep them and put them in a 
safe place. I bought myself a new pair of tephillin, and I bought you a new pair of tephillin which 
you can use every day, but I want you to keep and treasure these tephillin." Shmuel asked, "Why, 
Grandpa?" Moshe replied, “You know, for ten years I did not put on tephillin." His grandson 
asked why. He said, "I was always big for my age. I turned 13 in Auschwitz. My father was 
going to give me a bar mitzvah even in Auschwitz. He only had, though, the tephillin of the 
hand. He wanted me also to wear the tephillin of the head at my bar mitzvah. He knew that if you 
had only the hand and the heart, that's not enough in religion. The hand and the heart can lead 
you to be a suicide bomber, but if you have the head, the understanding, you will never do such a 
thing. My father heard that there was the tephillin of the head in another part of the 
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Concentration camp. He smuggled himself into that other part, and he was able to obtain this 
tephillin. He almost made It back up our bunk. As he was entering into our area, he was spotted 
by the Nazis and shot dead. The tephillin of the head fell out of his band, and one of the people 
in our bunk was able to retrieve it, and give it to me. But how could I put on tephillin? My father 
had been killed trying to get me the tephillin of the head. I treasured these tephillin and guarded 
them and was able to preserve them until we were liberated. I then came to America, always 
guarding and cherishing these tephillin but never putting them on. How could I put on these 
tephillin? G-d had allowed my father to be killed getting this tephillin of the head for me. I was 
working as a bookkeeper, a young man of 23. One of the ladies in the office, a single mother, 
asked me to come to her son's bar mitzvah on a Thursday morning. He had been a problematical 
child. She said, unfortunately, she could not afford to buy a pair of tephillin for her son. I told her 
not to worry, that I would bring a pair of tephillin for her boy to wear on his bar mitzvah. I 
brought my father's tephillin. The young man looked at them and said, “These are old and worn.” 
I said they were, and I told him the story of my father. After I finished, he said, “You are lucky.” 
I said, “What do you mean I'm lucky?” The young man replied, “My father died when I was six 
from cancer.” From that day on, I put tephillin on every day. My grandson," Moshe continued, 
"may the merit of my father always be with us."  
 May we always remember how much we owe them. They taught us and continue to teach 
us what is important in life, and how to put things in the correct context. They taught us that we 
need not only the hand and the heart but also the head. May we all continue to pass on their 
values to our children and grandchildren so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
 

Tragedy, Friends, Never Giving Up and Children  
 Right now we are in the three weeks, the period between the Fast of the 17th of Tammuz 
and Tisha B' Av. Tisha B' Av is a 25-hour fast like Yom Kippur. It is called the Black Fast 
because, unlike Yom Kippur, it is filled with gloom and doom. On Yom Kippur, we know that 
we are going to be forgiven if we repent, that G-d will write us in the Book of Life if we 
sincerely promise to do better. However, Tisha B' Av is a day of deep mourning. We mourn the 
destruction of the First Temple and the Second Temple, and the destruction of Bethar, the last of 
Bar Kochba's fortresses to fall to the Romans, and the expulsion of the Jews from Spain, which 
all occurred on the 9th of Av. We also mourn the victims of the Holocaust, the destruction of the 
Jewish communities along the Rhineland during the Crusades, Bogdan Chmielnicki's destruction 
of one· third of Polish Jewry in 1648, and many other terrible tragedies.  
 This is a fast for which we sit on the floor, do not wear shoes, and, in effect, sit shiva for 
all the tragedies of our people. On the night of Tisha B' Av, we read the Book of Lamentations 
and a few Kinos, which are dirges. After services on the morning of Tisha B' Av, we continue 
with the Kinos, we do not put on tephillin, and we gradually, as the day progresses, lessen the 
somber mood of mourning, and at mincha we sit on regular chairs, we put on all the lights in the 
synagogue, which had been dimmed at the outset. We replace the curtain, and we put on our 
tephillin. Gradually, we recover from the tragedies.  
 How is it, though, that we are able to recover from tragedy? During Tisha B' Av, as in a 
house of mourning, we are forbidden to learn Torah except for sad parts of Yermeeyahu and Job, 
and the Gemora Gitten, where the destruction of the temples are recounted.  
 How can we once again feel comfortable enough to affirm our task as partners of G-d in 
creation? How can we once again affirm that the Torah is an integral part of our lives, and that 
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we must implement it in the world, especially the Ten Commandments, or the Seven 
Commandments of Noah for the nations of the world? Where can we get strength to continue on 
in spite of great adversity? This is not just a theoretical question. Look how the Holocaust 
survivors of our generation had to piece together their lives. Look in Israel today how the 
terrorists' victims have to once again, after shiva, reaffirm their zest for life and their ability to 
continue to try to implement the teachings of the Torah so they can be a light unto the nations.  
 Life is filled with adversity. Everyone suffers. Some people's health breaks down, 
physical or mental. Others have business reverses. They are completely wiped out. How can they 
show their head in the community? I know a case of a very rich man in this community who lost 
everything. He used to always complain about the refugees who came after World War II. Why 
didn't they just take any job? So what if they had PhD's and Master's Degrees? They should just 
take any job. When he went broke, he was offered the job of a taxi driver. He could not take it, 
and had to leave the city, and start over someplace else where people did not know him.  
 We know that to worship G-d, the rabbis say, we must be able to be joyful. If you were 
not joyful, you could not enter the Temple in Jerusalem. That's why people who came into 
contact with the dead were ritually unclean. They could not maintain the joyous spirit necessary 
to be G-d's partner in creation. How do we regain our joyful attitude after we have been beaten 
down by life? How can we once again assume the mantle of Torah after we have been so hurt?  
 On the holiday of Shavuot when we received the Torah, we read the Book of Ruth. Ruth 
became a Jew by accepting the Torah. We know that her mother-in-law, Naomi, suffered terrible 
tragedy and adversity. First of all, she suffered famine in Bethlehem. Her husband decided to 
leave Israel, and she suffered the second blow of exile. Then her husband died, and then she 
suffered because her two boys intermarried. The fifth blow was when both her boys died. She 
also became a complete pauper. Her husband was originally a very rich man in Bethlehem. 
When her daughters-in-law said they would go with her back Bethlehem, she protested and said, 
"For the hand of G-d has gone out against me.” One of her daughters-in-law, Orpah, went back, 
but Ruth cleaved to her and said, "Where you go, I go, and where you lodge, I will lodge, and 
your people shall by my people and your G-d my G-d.” So they went together to Bethlehem and 
when people asked if this was Naomi, she said, "Call me Mara (bitterness) for the Almighty has 
dealt very bitterly with me.” She was overcome with the tragedy of her situation. How was she 
able to overcome her tragedy?  
 She was eventually able to overcome because Ruth was such a good friend to her. She 
was not just her daughter-in-law. To overcome tragedy, we need friends. That's why the sitting in 
shiva is so important. Ruth cleaved to her. We have to know that we can still make a difference, 
that people still care about us. That's why the first thing that most Holocaust survivors did in the 
DP camps was to get married.  
 The second thing Naomi did was not to give up. After Ruth had gone out to the field of 
Boaz to glean, Boaz noticed her and took an interest in her. Naomi realized that there was an 
opportunity here for Ruth to regain Naomi's fields through Boaz and Naomi said to Ruth, 
"Blessed be the Lord Who has not let off His kindness to the living and to the dead.” Naomi 
devised a plan so that eventually Boaz and Ruth would marry. To overcome adversity, we must 
never give up. G-d will eventually send Goel, a redeemer, as He did in the case of Naomi 
because Boaz was the Goel, was the redeemer, of the fields of Naomi.  
 Finally, we learn that Ruth had a child, and people said Naomi took the child and laid it 
in her bosom, "There is a son born to Naomi and they called his name Obed.” Obed means 
servant of G-d, and he was the grandfather of King David.  
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 To overcome adversity so we can once again be G-d's partner in creation and serve Him 
joyfully and assume the obligation of the Torah, we must have friends, never give up, and look to 
the future. Children are a sign of the future.  
 When the Jewish people got the Torah at Mount Sinai, it says, "Vayeechan, and he 
camped,” in the singular, which mean that all the Jewish people were united. They were all 
friends. We also learn that the Jewish people said, “Naseh V'Neeshma, and we will do and we 
will understand." Many times in life, we have to just keep going, even though we do not 
understand the tragedies that have befallen us, the sicknesses and blows.  
 Finally, G-d told us He would only give us the Torah if we could get proper guarantors. 
The Jewish people said, "Let our patriarchs and matriarchs be our guarantors." G-d refused. "Let 
our prophets be our guarantors." G-d refused. Then the people said, "Let our children be our 
guarantors," and that G-d accepted. '''We must always look to the future. The Torah was given in 
the third month after three days of preparation to the three leaders, Moshe, Aaron, and Miriam. 
Aaron stands for friendship. Miriam stands for hope. After all, she was a midwife. She was 
always concerned about babies and the future, and Moshe stood for never giving up. His mother 
put him in a basket. She never gave up, and Moshe, himself, never gave up. He always fought for 
the Jewish people no matter what their sins.  
 The Torah was given in the midst of fire, cloud, and thick darkness. In life, there are lots 
of fire and clouds and thick darkness. The Jewish people, when they heard the voice of G-d from 
the midst of fire and darkness, asked Moshe to receive the rest of the Torah for them because 
they could not take this intense experience. Life is filled with many intense experiences, and it is 
difficult to overcome them. It is difficult to go from these tragedies to an assumption of our 
responsibilities without help - the help of friends; the help of a strong belief that no matter what, 
we will continue; and the help of children, who signify the future. The Holocaust survivors in our 
midst have dramatically emphasized this lesson to us by their getting married and having 
children and persevering, not wallowing in despair. They have shown us all how the traditional 
Jewish way of overcoming despair is real and can help us all.  
 We hope and pray that we will have no more tragedies, either individually or collectively, 
but that our lives will be filled with only light and happiness, but if the clouds of darkness 
descend upon us, we should not despair. What we should do is what we do every Tisha B' Av, 
gradually climb out of our despair, and once again affirm life because we will have the help of 
friends, children, and a positive attitude which will cause us never to give up. May we all 
overcome. May we all always be blessed with good things and good health, and may we suffer 
no more tragedies anymore. Amen.  
 

SHELICHOT  

Remorse, Resolve and Repentance  
 What do we require from a person when he says he is sorry? What does it mean when a 
person says he is sorry? Is the surface expression of saying you are sorry enough? After all, by 
just expressing the words, you are at least publicly humbling yourself, whether you mean it in 
your heart or not. And if a person really means it, and expresses true remorse, why is it that in a 
human court he is still punished? His remorse may mitigate his sentence, but he is still punished 
by a human court.  
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 We all are approaching the Aseres Yemay Teshuva, the ten days of repentance which 
begins with Rosh Hashonna and concludes with Yom Kippur. We are all called upon to do 
Teshuva. Teshuva requires that we admit our sin, say we are sorry for the sin, and resolve never 
to do that sin again. As the Rambam says, “What is Teshuva? Teshuva is when one abandons his 
sin, erases it from his mind, and commits himself never to repeat it. His repentance should reach 
such depth that even G-d, Who can testify about the most hidden aspects of man, will declare 
that he will never again return to this sin." This is the ideal. Most of us obviously will fall short 
of that definition. We can sincerely do Teshuva, and mean it, but the most we can do is to 
commit ourselves to try to never repeat our sin.  
 On Yom Kippur, we intone over and over the words that we find in the Torah portion, 
Shelach. We repeat what Moshe Rabbeinu said, "Forgive now the iniquity of this people 
according to the greatness of Your kindness as You have forgiven this people from Egypt until 
now," and G-d said, "I have forgiven because of your words." This sentence in the Torah is said 
in conjunction with the sin of the spies. The twelve spies had returned from the land of Israel 
after touring it, and they came back with an evil report. They were only instructed to tell the 
people about the land so the people would be impressed with it. They were supposed to be like a 
UJA mission to Israel. They were not supposed to determine whether the Jewish people were to 
go up into Israel, but they were just to describe the beauties of the land to the Children of Israel.  
 Instead, although they raved about the land, they said that the Jewish people did not have 
the ability to conquer the land. Only Yehoshua and Kolaiv said that the Jewish people could 
conquer the land. G-d then grew angry and said to Moshe, I will smite them with a plague and 
annihilate them, and I shall make you a greater and more powerful nation than they." Mash 
implores G-d not to do this, and he repeats to G-d the word that G-d had taught Moshe Rabbeinu 
after the sin of the golden calf. G-d had told Moshe that any time the Jewish people angered Him 
and He was about to punish them, that Moshe should repeat these words, “G-d, slow to anger, 
abundant in kindness, forgive of iniquity and willful sin ... " We also repeat these words over and 
over again on Yom Kippur. G-d listens to Moshe and agreed not to destroy the people, but He 
punishes them by telling then that they will have to wander in the desert for 40 years until all that 
generation died out.  
 The people listened as Moshe told them their punishment and they mourned very much, 
and the next day they arose earl) and ascended to the mountain top saying, "Behold, we will go 
to the place which G-d said because we have sinned." Moshe tells them that it is too late. They 
cannot now succeed. They will be beaten and driven back. They do not listen to him, and they go 
up to fight, and they are beaten by the Amalekites and Canaanites that dwell on that mountain.  
 Why didn't G-d relent? The people said, "Because we have sinned." Wasn't their 
confession enough? Also, why didn't Moshe Rabbeinu pray for them again like he did at the sin 
of the golden calf? After the people sinned by worshipping the golden calf, G-d had determined 
to wipe them out and start another nation from Moshe, but Moshe protested and prayed for the 
people, and G-d relented, and He said He would not wipe them out, but He also said He would 
no longer lead them, that His presence would not be with them, that an angel, instead, would lead 
them. Moshe again prayed, and G-d relented. Why was it that Moshe prayed at the time of the 
golden calf and even got G-d's secondary punishment removed, while this time, after the sin of 
the spies, Moshe did not pray to remove the secondary punishment? After all, in both cases, it 
said that the people did Teshuva. At the time of the golden calf, it says, "And the people heard 
this evil thing, and they mourned.” They did Teshuva, and in our case of the spies, it also says, 
"And the people mourned very much.” Why did G-d consider the Teshuva of the people at the 
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golden calf complete, even removing the secondary punishment, while here at the sin of the 
spies, He did not consider their Teshuva complete, and He did not remove the secondary 
punishment?  
 Rabbi Hoffman of Brody, gives an interpretation of the sentence, which speaks about the 
Jewish people, after the sin of the spies, going up to fight, and he said we are reading it wrong, 
we have to read the word Asher as not "that”, but as "because.” Asher can many times mean 
because. We have to read this sentence as the people saying, "And behold, we will go up to the 
place because G-d said that we sinned.” In other words, the people here admitted their sin, not 
because they really believed that they had done anything wrong, but because G-d said they did 
something wrong. They did not want to offend G-d, and so, therefore, admitted they did 
something wrong because G-d said they sinned. This was not a deep form of Teshuva. It was 
only a surface Teshuva. It was good enough to get them forgiveness for the primary punishment. 
The nation was not wiped out. G-d told Moshe, "I forgive according to your words.” Saying you 
are sorry has some benefit. At least you recognize that your behavior has not been all it should 
have been, but it does not speak about an inner transformation, which would cause you not to 
repeat your sin.  
 It is like a drunk who beats his wife. After he becomes sober, he says that he is sorry and 
will not do it again. He probably means it when he is sober that he will not beat her anymore. He 
knows, too, that he should guard against getting drunk, but he does not, and the next time he gets 
drunk, he again beats his wife. I rarely counsel a couple to get divorced. However, if there is any 
violence, I tell them they should get a divorce immediately. I once received a frantic phone call 
from a woman whose husband was beating her. I called the police and 911, and the woman was 
taken to the hospital before suffering a serious injury, and he was booked at the police station. 
He came to me later and said he was sorry, that they had two kids, and he wanted to get back 
together. I asked him what steps he had taken to make sure this violence would not occur again. 
Did he go to anger management classes? Was he seeing a psychiatrist? What was he doing? He 
got mad at me, and if I wasn't such a big fellow, I am sure he would have hit me. He was sorry, 
but he could do nothing to assure that this behavior would not happen again because he did not 
want to do anything.  
 The Jewish people, at the time of the spies, admitted they did wrong. They mourned, but 
they really experienced no transformation. They said they sinned because G-d said they sinned. 
On the other hand, the people at the time of the golden calf not only mourned their sin but they 
also removed their jewelry. The rabbis interpret their jewelry to mean the garments they had on 
from Mount Sinai, which signified their exalted status. The people realized the gravity of their 
sin. They demonstrated the great depth of remorse for what they had done, and they 
demonstrated the great degree of their repentance. In other words, at the time of the golden calf, 
their repentance was more than skin deep. As the Rambam says in his laws of Teshuva, "The 
penitent should change his name as if to say I am a different person. I am no longer the person 
who has committed that sin. I look at things differently now."  
 Admitting your sin, saying you are sorry, and committing yourself to never repeat your 
sin are the three essential elements of Teshuva, and G-d listens to that. It has a value. After all, 
He did forgive the generation of the spies, and they were not annihilated, but the purpose of 
Teshuva ultimately is to change us so that we are different people. We should try to conquer our 
evil character traits so that they become positives instead of negatives.  
 The Gemora tells us that Rabbah, the great Amorah, went against his nature and became 
a pious man. Once when he was intoxicated on Purim, he inflicted harm on Rav Zaira. When he 
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was not in control, his natural tendencies returned. As we learn in the Book of Proverbs, 
"Educate a child according to his traits so that even when he is old, he will not turn astray from 
them." If a person has a natural tendency to be a man of force and violence, let him be a 
policeman or soldier. If he is naturally stingy, let him be a treasurer of a synagogue. If he is a 
naturally angry person, let him be a social activist. Let him be filled with righteous indignity.  
 Teshuva can change us and mold us. G-d can completely away all punishment. He could 
completely forgive the sin of the generation of the golden calf because He knew their hearts, but 
human courts cannot because they cannot fathom the human heart. Remorse and Teshuva can be 
used by them to only mitigate punishment. G-d can completely annul punishment. We cannot 
fool G-d. The greatest punishment is to be far from G-d. Teshuva means that we once again can 
get close to G-d. In our tradition, heaven is really when we are close to G-d, and hell is when we 
are far from G-d. The Jewish people, by being forced to wander in the desert for 40 years, 
distanced themselves from G-d because that meant they could not enter the land of Israel where 
they would have been the closest to G-d.  
 Let us all try to attain spirituality, to be close to G-d. This requires us to admit our sins, 
and to say that we are sorry, and resolve to never repeat them. Let our remorse be deep and not 
superficial. Superficial remorse is much better than no remorse, but to get close to G-d, we need 
to feel remorse in the depth of our hearts. Let us all hope and pray that in the coming year we 
will all do proper Teshuva for the sins we have all done against our fellow man and against G-d 
so that we will be drawn closer to each other and to G-d. 
 

Purification, Sacrifice, Direction  
 Tonight we say Selichot. We call these prayers Selichot and not Mechilos or Kaporas. 
We know that when we sin, when we do things beneath us, we do three things. We make 
ourselves liable for restitution, which is why we need Kaporas. After all, we could have 
destroyed a person's property or reputation. We make ourselves liable for punishment, which is 
why we need Mechilos, and we also become impure, which is why we need Selichot. We aim for 
the top. We just do not aim to be able to make restitution or to avoid punishment, but we also ask 
G-d to make us pure, to allow us to continue to have a relationship with Him.  
 That's why in the Psalm, the Dovid Ori, which we say starting from the first of Elul until 
Shemini Atzeres, we say Achas Shealti Me Hashem. There is one thing we ask from G-d, and 
that is to make us pure, to be able to sit in the house of the Lord all the days of my life. It is true 
that this Psalm starts out with, "G-d is my light, " which refers to Rosh Hashonna, "and my 
salvation) which refers to Yom Kippur, " and in it we learn that G-d should hide me in His 
succah, but the meaning of this Psalm is that we want to be able to maintain a relationship with 
G-d, that we want to be made to feel that we are pure.  
 In the Ashkenazie tradition, we always start Selichot four days before Rosh Hashonna 
because when it talks about the sacrifice for all the holidays, it says, "And you shall offer a 
sacrifice," but when it talks about Rosh Hashonna, it says, "You shall ma~ yourself a sacrifice." 
We have to examine ourselves so that we are worthy, so to speak, to be in G-d's presence, as the 
sacrifice were. We open the Selichot by saying, "How can we plead before Thee? What can we 
say? How can we justify ourselves? Let us search our paths and examine and return to You.”  
 We know that there are three types of sins. There is a Chai which means that we are 
missing the mark. We meant to do well, but we missed the mark. We hurt somebody terribly. I 
remember once at a meeting, members talked about giving certain person a position, and 
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although I almost never say think like this, I said, "How can you do it? That man is stupid.” One 
of the committee members looked at me and said, "That man j my father.” I did not mean to hurt 
him, but I know that I hurt him terribly. I was really trying to give an honest evaluation of the 
person's abilities. I, however, should never have used the word stupid, but rather have been more 
tactful.  
 We all, many times, miss the mark. We mean well, but it comes out terrible. That usually 
is what happens in a shul where many times members try only to do good things, but different 
members want conflicting things, and they end up in needles arguments.  
 We also know that there is another type of sin, or Avon. This sin we do on purpose, but 
not because we think we are right. We do it because we are weak. The girl was too pretty. The 
money was too tempting. We know we did wrong, and we resolve never to do it again.  
 There is also a third type of sin called Peshah in which we purposefully, rebelliously 
flaunt our contempt for moral principles or for Jewish law. It is like in the last generation where 
Jewish socialists would eat ham in front of the synagogue on Yom Kippur or have Yom Kippur 
dances, or where people would purposefully on stage do certain sex acts which were in 
contravention to all good taste and morality. We need to feel pure from all these different acts.  
 That's why we say when we open the Selichot prayers, "How can we justify ourselves? 
Let us search our paths and examine and return to You." What does it mean, search our paths and 
examine and return to You? The prayer continues by saying, "Not with deeds do we come before 
You. We come like poor and needy creatures knocking at Your doors." Many times our deeds  
have not been what they should have been, and that's why we must search our paths.  
 A Chassidic rabbi was once asked, who is considered a more righteous individual - a 
person who is on the 80th rung or the 20th rung of the ladder rising up to spirituality? The 
Chassidic rebbe answered that it depends upon what direction the person is going. A person on 
the 80th rung who used to be on the 90th rung and is now making his way down, is not as 
spiritual as the one who is on the 20th but used to be on the 15th and is making his way up. The 
important thing is, what direction are you going? We, first of all, say that we should search our 
paths. Is our direction positive or not? Are we trying to add to our sensitivity and doing our good 
deeds or not? There are many people I know who at one point in their lives were very religious, 
sensitive people, but who, because of circumstances and their own ambitions, have now turned 
into self-absorbed, selfish people who do not care about anybody but themselves. We must first 
search our direction and then examine our deeds. We do not go before G-d just with our deeds. 
We come before Him with our sense of direction, too. That's why it says, "Like poor and needy 
creatures do we knock on Your doors."  
 What is the difference between poor and needy creatures? They tell the story of a 
shammus in a shul who was very poor. He hardly could put food on the table. In that same town 
there was a rich widow who was all alone and who never had children. One was poor 
economically and the other was needy for relationships. The rabbi was able to match the 
shammus with the widow. There are some people who are very poor in mitzvahs. They do not 
know how to do the mitzvahs. They are ignorant of much of Judaism, but their direction is right. 
There are others who are filled with mitzvahs, but they are stagnant. They are not growing 
spiritually, or they are headed in the wrong direction. There are two doors that G-d has in front of 
us.  
 There is a beautiful Medrash which says that G-d gives us all the key to the inner door, 
but we must on our own obtain the key for the outer door. G-d is there to help us. That's why in 
this opening prayer it says, "Your right hand is extended to receive all who want to return." 
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Some of us have lost our direction, and others of us want more spirituality, but we do not know 
how. The outer door is our direction. G-d said, "I have given you the Torah. It is there. You can 
learn, but you have to want to climb the spiritual ladder." We know that in Judaism there are 613 
commandments. The numerical value of the letters in the word Torah equal 611. There are two 
commandments that are dependent upon us. They are the two that we heard at Sinai. Do we want 
to engage in a spiritual dialogue with G-d? Do we want to take the direction of spirituality? If we 
do, G-d is there to help us. We can rise high on the rungs of the ladder. We can aim high.  
 That's why this is called Selichot and not Mechilos or Kaporas because we want to feel 
pure, to overcome the three kinds of sins: Chai, Avon, Peshah. We want to establish a close 
relationship with G-d. Rav Cook asks, what does Teshuva do anyway? Most people are filled 
with enthusiasm to do better in the coming year, but after a few days or weeks, maybe even after 
Yom Kippur, they backslide. Rav Cook said that Teshuva is still important even if people 
backslide because it shows they still want to go in the right direction. It may be that there are 
impediments in their path which are hard for them to overcome, but they still want to go in the 
right direction. Eventually, they or their children will be able to do so. Let us all hope and pray 
that we will all go in the right direction so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
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ROSH HASHONNA  

Sounds of Hope, Sounds of Optimism  
 Today is Rosh Hashonna. It is not called Yom Rosh Hashonna, like Yom Kippur. Why is 
it that this holiday is not call Yom Rosh Hashonna? Instead, it is just called Rosh Hashonna. 
Normally, tomorrow we would blow the shofar, but because it is Shabbat, we will blow the 
shofar Sunday. Why is it, though, that we blow the shofar, and why is it that we say that when G-
d hears the blowing of the shofar, He moves from the seat of judgment to the seat of mercy?  
 Perhaps we can understand the answer to these questions if we look carefully at the Torah 
portions which we read on Rosh Hashonna. We read how Sarah was remembered and gave birth 
to Yitzchak. We also read how Hagar wandered in the desert after being expelled from 
Abraham's camp with Ishmael, her son, and how she gave up hope that they would be able to 
survive and threw her son a distance from her so she would not see his death. An angel of G-d 
appeared to her though, and showed her a well of water. We also read about how Abraham made 
another treaty with Avimelech. He kept making treaties with him, and Avimelech kept breaking 
them.  
 On the second day, we read about the Akeidah, the binding of Isaac. Both these Torah 
portions, the first day and the second day, seem to have nothing to do with judgment. Why is it 
that we’ve read what we read?  
 The answer is that there are many difficulties in life, but we should never give up. The 
shofar is the sound of hope. In fact, we learn that we should blow the shofar from Yom Kippur. 
On Yom Kippur of the Jubilee Year, a ram's horn was sounded, and all the slaves went free. The 
shofar is a sign of hope. We are never to give up.  
 On the first day, we contrast the plight of Sarah with the plight of Hagar. Sarah never 
gave up, and improbable as it sounds, mysteriously her period returned when she was 90, and she 
was able to have a baby. On the other hand, Hagar sat down and cried, fully willing to accept the 
death of her son when, if she would only have opened her eyes, she could have seen the well of 
water which was just a little beyond her. We read about the Akeidah on the second day because 
Abraham had a terrible dilemma. How could it be that he was to sacrifice his son? G-d had 
promised that Judaism would survive through his son, that his progeny would be as numerous as 
the stars in the sky. How would this be possible if he killed his son? How could he reconcile both 
these statements of G-d? In life we are confronted with many difficulties, but we should never 
give up. We see in the Middle East how the Intifada goes on. How is there ever going to be peace 
between the Arabs and ourselves? Somehow, there will be. Eventually, Abraham made peace 
with Avimelech. There are so many difficulties, especially now in the United States with 
terrorism, with Enron collapses with stock market nose diving because of avarice and false 
statements, but things will get better. We can never give up hope. We must keep trying.  
 The shofar is the sound of hope, is a call to optimism Yeeyatov - it will be good. What is 
a shofar anyway? It is that horn of an herbivorous animal. This is the herbivorous animal's 
protection against carnivorous animals; when the forces of violence surround us, we have a 
source of protection. We have a cry of hope. We can overcome, and we will overcome. These 
forces of evil and destruction and violence will not prevail if we blow the shofar. It also helps us 
combat our internal forces of dissolution and depression and hopelessness. G-d, when He hears 
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us blow the shofar, moves from the seat of judgment to the seat of mercy because we 
acknowledge that there is somebody who is listening. There is somebody who can help us, and 
G-d has promised us that He will help us. We should never give up.  
 I am reminded of the story of the 73-year-old man, all of whose children left for America 
before World War II, while ht remained in Poland. He could hardly earn a living. Every day he 
picked up sticks and put them in a bag. He brought them to the wood merchant at the end of the 
day who would give him a few kopeks to buy food. One very hot day when it came to the end of 
the day and his bag was almost full, the bag ripped and al the sticks fell out. The man cried out, 
"G-d, what do I need this for anymore? Send me the Angel of Death." All of a sudden next to 
him appeared the Angel of Death who asked, "Did you call me?" The man said yes. The Angel 
of Death asked, "What can I do for you?" The man replied, "Help me pick up my sticks." should 
never give up hope. The shofar is our protection. It proclaims that we know everybody is 
listening, and that G-d will help us overcome all difficulties. How He will do it is not always 
clear, but He will do it. Let us hope and pray that we will always be hopeful and optimistic so the 
Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
 

Relationships, Relationships and Relationships  
 Today, we do not blow the shofar. Why is it that we do not blow the shofar when Rosh 
Hashonna comes out on Shabbat? It is true that the rabbis have the power to nullify either a 
positive or negative commandment, and since blowing the shofar is only a positive 
commandment, they can nullify it, especially in the case of Rosh Hashonna where we are going 
to blow it on the second day anyway. If something is both a positive and negative 
commandment, like Shabbat, then the rabbis cannot nullify it. The rabbis tell us that the reason 
they nullify blowing the shofar on the first day is because they are afraid that someone would 
carry the shofar on Shabbat to learn how to play it, but that seems very unlikely since today we 
all have eruvs. In fact, we have had eruvs since the time of King David and King Solomon. 
There must be a deeper reason for what the rabbis did.  
 We know that today is the day of judgment, that Adam and Eve were created on this day, 
that they sinned on this day, and that they were forgiven on this day, but not only were they 
judged. We all know the story of Cain and Abel. Cain, in Hebrew, means to acquire. Cain 
thought that all that mattered in life 'Was obtaining power and acquiring things. Abel means 
breath. He is described as a spiritual leader. He was interested in things of the spirit, in 
friendship. The rabbis say that Cain and Abel had twin sisters, but that he, Abel, was more 
interested in the company of his siblings and his parents. He was not interested acquiring things. 
Cain thought that Abel was getting in his way, especially after when they both offered sacrifices, 
G-d turned the sacrifice of Abel and not Cain. It is interesting to note that the word used for turn 
in the Torah is Sha'ah. That is the normal word. The normal word is Panah. Sha' ah means time. 
G-d did not turn to Cain's sacrifice because Cain had time for anybody. He just had to amass 
wealth and power. After all, he was fulfilling G-d's commandment to conquer the enemy and 
subdue it. The Torah says that even after Cain killed Able he still referred to him as his brother. 
“Am I my brother's keeper?” He killed him because he got in his way, although the rabbis 
comment that he did not know he could kill his brother. The rabbis also say that he did Teshuva 
when he said, “My sin is great to bear" G-d then put the mark of Cain on him, which actually a 
sign of G-d's protection that He accepted his Teshuva. However, he still could not form 
attachments. He was a wander all his life.  
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 This is similar to the corporations who are driven by avarice. Some of these people I 
knew very well. They had sterling reputations in town. Why did they have to do what they did? 
To dupe people and swindle them? Why do so many corporations misrepresent their earnings, all 
for avarice, greed, and power? They act like Cain. They sacrifice all their relationships for 
power. The rabbis tell us that the most important thing in life is relationships.  
 That's why we read in the special addition to our prayer "Remember us for life and write 
us in the Book of Life." What does it mean, remember us? Just say, write us in the Book Life. 
Remember us means that we have a relationship with G-d and that we should have relationships 
with each other. The most important thing in life is our relationships with our parents, our 
siblings, our spouse, our children, our community. To have full and good life, we need to have 
relationships.  
 The Rambam tells us that there are three types of relationships. One is pragmatic. We 
deal with people on a business basis. We work together on projects. After work, we go home to 
our separate lives. The second type is an empathetic relationship: We have friends who 
understand us and we have friends to whom we can pour our hearts out. Finally, we have value 
relationships where we work together for common goals with our friends to make sure they are 
implemented in the world. A marriage relationship encompasses all three elements: pragmatic, 
empathetic, and value.  
 The notes of the shofar also stress these types of relationships. The Tekiah is a straight 
note of pragmatic relationships. The Teruah and the Shvorim are the notes of empathy, 
sympathy, and the Tekiah Gedola denotes the value or goal-oriented relationships. We need them 
all, and this is the most important thing in life. It is not amassing wealth. It is amassing friends 
and family relationships, etc.  
 That's why we do not have to blow the shofar on Shabbat, because Shabbat encompasses 
all these values when we sit around the Shabbat table and sing Zemiros, when we work together 
to realize spiritual and material goals. Shabbat teaches us what is important: family and 
relationships and participating in the community by coming to shul. We all know that one of the 
most important parts of shul is the kiddush after when we can socialize and renew friendships 
and strengthen our resolve to work for common worthy goals. One of the most successful 
programs we ever had in the shul was Shabbat in the park, where young couples gathered 
together every Saturday afternoon to renew friendship. On Shabbat, we do not have to blow the 
shofar because the values of the shofar are lived in our lives on Shabbat. Let us always 
strengthen our relationships because that is what gives us strength in life to achieve and 
overcome our problems.  
 I am reminded of the story they tell about a young man whose schoolteacher asked him, 
"Sam, if you had $2 and you asked your friend Jimmy for $2, how many dollars would you 
have?" Sam answered, "Two dollars." The teacher said, "Sam, you don't know your math," and 
Sam replied, "Teacher, you don't know my friend Jimmy." All of us must know what is 
important in life, relationships, so that G-d will relate to us favorably and inscribe us in the Book 
of Life. May He do this so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
 

Hear! Listen! Respond!  
Today, we blow the shofar. The mitzvah is not to blow the shofar; the mitzvah is to hear the 
shofar blown. The shofar is different than other mitzvahs. For example, if we hear kiddush on 
Friday night in shul, we still have not fulfilled the mitzvah. We still have to do it at home. If we 
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see the Chanukah candles lit in shul on Chanukah, we have then fulfilled the mitzvah. However, 
on Rosh Hashonna, the mitzva is not to blow the shofar yourself, but to hear the blowing of the 
shofar. If you blew the shofar yourself and did not do it correctly you have not fulfilled the 
mitzvah. However, if you hear somebody else blow the shofar, you have fulfilled the mitzvah. 
Even if you blew the shofar correctly yourself, but for some reason for example, you were in a 
pit and could not hear the shofar itself, but only its echo, you have not fulfilled the mitzvah.  
 We also know that there is a strange Medrash which speaks about how we are called to 
judgment every time we pass tottering wall, or we call to account a fellow human being for an 
offense: If we speak badly of another person, and also when w spend too much time in prayer. 
We also learn that Teshuvc Tefila, and Tzedakah remove the evil decree. Teshuva we generally 
translate as repentance, and Tefila we usually translate as prayer and Tzedakah we generally 
translate as charity, but actually there are other words in Hebrew which express more accurately 
these concepts. Harota means to regret what you have done; Bakosh means to ask for things in 
prayer; and Chesed really mean charity. Teshuva truly denotes to turn, and Tefila most certainly 
signifies to be bound. When you pray, you bind yourself to G-I and to others, and Tzedakah 
indubitably expresses to ac righteously.  
 We learn that Yosef came out of prison on Rosh Hashonna. Yosef was a man who was 
filled with dreams, but as long as h only listened to his own dreams, he did not amount to 
anything Once he listened to other people's dreams, as well as his own - the butler's, the baker's, 
Pharaoh's, then he began to amount to something.  
 We also learn that Yosef cried. He cried when he heard hi brothers talk among 
themselves how they deserved to be accused of being spies because they mistreated their brother, 
Yosef. H cried when he revealed himself to his brothers when he saw their shame and 
consternation. He cried when he first saw Binyomin his brother. He also cried when he saw his 
father for the firs time after 22 years. He cried another time after his father died when his 
brothers told him that their father commanded them to tell Yosef that he should not take 
vengeance upon them. His father probably never knew that the brothers sold him and also 
misunderstood Yosef. He had no intention of taking vengeance. He cried because he was 
misunderstood.  
 We do not learn that Yosef cried when he was seized by his brothers and thrown into a 
pit. We do not find that Yosef cried when he was sold into slavery. We do not find that Yosef 
cried when Potiphar's wife falsely accused him. We do not find that Yosef cried when he was 
thrown into prison, and we do not find that he cried when the butler forgot about him.  
 Yosef did not learn how to cry until after he listened to the dreams of Pharaoh. Until he 
was willing to listen to other people's cries was he elevated and raised to a high position. Yosef, 
until this time, was too self-absorbed, but he transformed himself into a person who responded to 
others' cries. When Yosef came before Pharaoh, he acknowledged that it was not he who could 
help Pharaoh, but it was G-d Who would help him. In other words, Yosef recognized that his 
talents came from G-d, but he also recognized, after he interpreted Pharaoh's dream, that he had 
to respond to the tragedy at hand, and, therefore, he gave Pharaoh advice as to what to do. 
Pharaoh was so impressed that he made him the viceroy of Egypt. In other words, Yosef came in 
front of a tottering wall. There were problems. He just did not throw up his hands and say G-d 
will take care of it, but he turned to the problem, Teshuva, and he tried to fix it.  
 All of us, when we confront many of the problems of our day, cannot look away and say 
G-d will take care of it. G-d will help us take care of it. That's why the rabbis say, yet, pray, but 
do not pray excessively. You must act, too. If you begin to act, G-d will help also. When you go 
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past a tottering wall, are you going to fix that wall? Teshuva does not just mean regret for what 
you have done wrong. It also means to turn to the problems at hand and to respond. Are you 
responding to the crisis in Israel? Are you helping your brethren? Are you responding to the 
crisis here in Houston where so many people have been thrown out of work? Are you giving to 
the Free Loan? Are you responding to the problems of your family? 
 Yosef became not just Yosef, but Yosef HaTzadik, Yosef the righteous. Tzedakah in 
Hebrew does not just mean giving a few dollars when you feel like it. It means acting 
righteously, helping people with your time, and with your means as much as Possible. When we 
see people who have problems, we just do not tan about them and gossip about them. We try to 
help. We are judged when we go by a tottering wall. Are we going to turn to help? Are we 
hearing the crying of people who are suffering from this problem? Or are we just going to say G-
d will help? Do we hear the cries of the people around us who need help, 01 do we just stop up 
our ears, like Yosef did originally? Are we self-absorbed in our own world? On Rosh Hashonna, 
we have to listen to the cries of others.  
 Yosef learned to listen to the cry of injustice, to the cries of people who have been 
separated from their loved ones by death or separation or disputes. He learned how to listen to 
people who were suffering because of a betrayal of values. He learned to listen to those who 
suffered because they could not implement the values of our faith because of this circumstance 
or that circumstance, and he heard the cries of those who were misunderstood or who 
misunderstood him. He became Yosef HaTzadik because he learned to listen to the cries of 
others.  
 That's what we are called upon to do. We are called upon this Rosh Hashonna to listen to 
the cries of others and to help and not just to act superficially. We are called upon to transform 
ourselves from self-absorbed individuals to people who are empathetic and sympathetic to others 
and their plight, and become, as Yosef became, Tzadikim. Yosef, the fop, the spoiled brat, the 
self-absorbed individual became Yosef HaTzadik. We should, too. This means that we act 
sincerely and not just superficially.  
 I am reminded of the story about a missionary who spent many years among the 
cannibals. When he came back, he was asked, "Did you stop the cannibals from eating one 
another?" He replied, "No, but I taught them to use a knife and fork." We are to offer 
fundamental help and not just superficial help. Let us all hope and pray that we will truly listen 
to the cries of those around us in Israel, at home, and throughout the world so we will truly be 
worthy of being written in the Book of Life so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. 
Amen.  
 

Shofar Sounds vs. Life's Humiliations  
 We have all been witness to a terrible tragedy. The suicide terrorist attack by four 
commercial air planes of the United States has been horrific. More than 3000 people have been 
killed. The number may go higher. Someone figured out that for the Nazis to kill six million 
people during World War II, they would have had to kill at least 6000 Jews a day. Here, too, so 
many people went up in smoke. The fires were so hot they melted the steel girders off of the 
Twin Towers. They certainly incinerated the bodies of the people trapped there.  
 What could have motivated these people? We can understand how the Japanese attacked 
Pearl Harbor. After all, they were a power. They were intent on conquering us. They most 
certainly did not want us to interfere with their conquest of Southeast Asia. They captured some 
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of our Aleutian Islands. They even shelled Oregon, but what did these suicide terrorists think 
they were going to accomplish? This is not going to allow them to conquer America. They have 
no armies to do that. Why did they do what they did? It seems to me that the reason they did 
what they did was to avenge the humiliation they feel, to rescue the honor of the Moslem 
fundamentalists' fanatical world. They feel that the Moslem world has been humiliated by the 
West, and they have to save its honor. This is very similar to the Japanese kamikaze pilots, who 
even after everyone recognized Japan was going to lose the war, felt they had to save Japan's 
honor. There are no more kamikaze pilots because we conquered Japan, and saved their culture. 
We have to do the same with these people. They feel they have to remove their humiliation. This 
is very similar to what those nerdy students felt who have shot up our high schools, killing their 
fellow students and teachers. They have been bullied by the athletic jocks. They have been made 
fun of. Some were even rejected by the Marines, etc. They felt humiliated, and felt they had to 
strike out and remove their humiliation, even if they knew it would be at the cost of their lives.  
 One of the major themes of Rosh Hashonna is how to deal with humiliation in a positive 
way. By the way, this feeling of humiliation has nothing to do with Israel. It predated Israel. The 
Moslem Brotherhood appeared in Egypt in 1917 to remove western influence from Egypt and all 
the world. They burned down Cairo in 1952. These same groups are fomenting strife in Bosnia, 
Kosovo, Indonesia, the Philippines, Sudan. They do not like Israel because they consider Israel 
the wedge of the western world, but even if Israel disappeared tomorrow, they would not 
disappear. America, to them, is a great Satan, and they want to remove what they consider the 
humiliation of the West from them.  
 On Rosh Hashonna, we read about the humiliation of different people. We read how 
Hagar and her son, Ishmael, were kicked out of the camp by Sarah because Sarah saw how 
Ishmael was endangering the life of her son, Yitzchak. Hagar wandered in the desert feeling 
humiliated, and even threw her son a distance from her so she should not see him die. G-d, 
though, appeared to her and showed her a well of water. She dealt with humiliation by shriveling 
up and just sitting there waiting to die. That is not the way to deal with humiliation.  
 Abraham also had to deal with humiliation while he was making a treaty with Avimelech. 
The servants of Avimelech were stealing his wells. It is like today: While Arafat talks with us, he 
still shoots and kills Israelis. Avimelech, unlike Arafat, assured Abraham that he would rein in 
his servants, and he did, and, therefore, a treaty was arranged between them.  
 In the Haphtorah, we learn how Chana was humiliated because she could not have 
children. She went up to Shiloh with her husband and with her husband's second wife, Penina, 
and she prayed for children. It is from her that we learn how to pray. She dealt with her 
humiliation by prayer and by asking G-d to help her, and G-d did help her. She became pregnant 
with the boy, Shmuel, who the rabbis say was as great as Moshe. She dealt with her humiliation, 
not by giving up, but by praying and by looking for positive things to do, just like Abraham had 
dealt with his humiliation - by forthrightly confronting Avimelech, not by violence but by words. 
Chana, after Shmuel was born, uttered the following prayer: “My heart exults in the Lord. My 
glory is raised by the Lord. I laugh at my foes triumphantly, for I rejoice in Thy deliverance. 
There is none holy like the Lord! Indeed, there is none besides Thee; there is no stronghold like 
our G-d. Do not indulge in proud talk, let no arrogance come from your mouth. The Lord is a G-
d of knowledge, and by Him actions are summed up. The strong men's bows are broken, while 
the feeble are girded with strength. Those who had plenty have hired out for bread, while hungry 
people have to toil no more. The barren woman has seven children now, while the mother of 
many is desolate. The Lord causes death and bestows life; He lowers to the grave and brings up. 
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The Lord makes poor and makes rich; He brings low, He also raises up. He lifts the poor out of 
the dust, He raises the needy from the rubbish, He makes them sit next to nobles and possess a 
seat of honor. The pillars of the earth are the Lord's, and on them He set the world. He will guard 
the steps of His godly men, but the wicked shall perish in the dark; for not by might shall man 
prevail. The foes of the Lord shall be crushed. He will thunder in heaven against them. The Lord 
will judge all parts of the world. He will give strength and glory to His anointed king."  
 This prayer speaks about how life is a wheel. Sometimes you are up, and sometimes you 
are down, but you should never feel that your humiliation is forever, or that you must take 
violent means to rid yourself of it.  
 Abraham, too, felt humiliated by the people around him who mocked him why he would 
not sacrifice his son, Yitzchak. That's one of the reasons Rabbi Soloveitchik says he took the two 
boys with him. They were the representatives of the current civilization. It is interesting to note 
that after the Akeidah, Yitzchak became almost completely indifferent to what people thought. 
He could never be humiliated because he had his own inner life. He was not at all affected by 
what the world thought. He was blind to the world, in effect. He had enough inner strength that 
he did not care what the world thought.  
 This is similar to the story of the boy who ran away from Talmud Torah. His father 
chased after him and caught him. As he was bringing him home, a gilded coach passed by in 
which sat a Polish nobleman who had diamonds on his fingers and wore beautiful clothes. His 
carriage had eight horses, footmen and guards. The coach passed the boy and his father and 
splattered them with mud. The father raised a finger and pointed it at the nobleman and said, 
"Son, if you don't go to Talmud Torah, you will grow up to be like him." It was important that 
the Jewish rich inner life be upheld. To that father, it was more beautiful and wonderful than all 
the diamonds and coaches.  
 The sounds of the shofar teach us how we are to deal with life and its humiliations. It 
teaches us that we can be happy as long as three conditions are met. There are three strands to 
happiness. One is to achieve self-set goals, symbolized by the Tekiah. We also must know that 
we are loved for ourselves, which is symbolized by the Teruah. We also know that we can bring 
happiness to others, which is symbolized by the Shevorim, which also means hope. As long as 
we can work for our own goals, as long as we know that we are loved by others for ourselves, 
and that we can bring happiness to others, we can achieve the Tekiah Gedola. Who cares what 
the world thinks? If we know we can achieve our spiritual goals, if we know we have a family 
who loves us, and that we can bring joy to them and to others, we can withstand any temptation. 
Yitzchak means to laugh. As long as we can laugh at each other and with each other, who cares 
what the world thinks about us, or what humiliations they try to impose upon us? The terrorists 
made a terrible mistake. They felt that their lives were only worthwhile if they could rid 
themselves of humiliation, that they were even willing to give their lives to rid themselves of this 
humiliation. The word life - Chaim, though, is plural. In the middle of it is G-d's name. We have 
an outer life and an inner life, and the inner life is more important. If we can surround our inner 
life, our spiritual life with Cham, with passion and warmth; and with Chesed, with kindness and 
with Maseem, the ability to do good deeds for each other, then our lives should have rich 
meaning. Unfortunately, people look for meaning by what others think of them, rather than 
looking to their spiritual life. If we have a rich spiritual life, surrounded by passion, kindness, 
and the ability to do good deeds, we should be able to overcome any kind of humiliation.  
 I am reminded of the story of a man who went to the doctor. He said everything he 
touched hurt, his head, his ear, his shoulder. The doctor sent him to a specialist. The next week 
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he returned to his doctor, who asked, "What did the specialist say?" The man replied, "I have a 
broken finger." Many times we misdiagnose ourselves. We feel that our whole body aches 
because of some humiliation, when really it is a minor thing. Let us all hope and pray that we 
will all learn to overcome the inevitable humiliations of life in a positive way so the Mashiach 
will come quickly in our day.  

Failure - So? Defeat - Never!  
 One of the most important themes of Rosh Hashonna is that we can fail, but that we can 
never be defeated. All of us, being human, do things we should not do. We err. However, we can 
come back. We do not have to be content with our failures. We can rebound. We can rise again. 
None of us need feel that we have been defeated by life. Life is sometimes not fair, and 
sometimes we fail, not because of our own efforts, our own moral shortcomings, but we fail 
because of outside forces. Rosh Hashonna teaches us that none of us should ever give up, but we 
should always come back.  
 That was Hagar's big failing. She gave up. G-d opened her eyes, and she saw a well of 
water. Abraham did not give up, even though Avimelech's servants were disregarding the treaty 
Avimelech was negotiating with Abraham. Chana did not give up. Sarah did not give up. Rochel 
did not give up. I know many upstanding people in our community who years ago were drug 
addicts, who were down among the dregs of society, but pulled themselves up. They asked G-d 
to help them, and G-d did help them, and they were able to achieve great things, and today 
nobody knows what their past was. They have families and children. They could fail, but life 
could not defeat them.  
 The same thing is true for the survivors of the Holocaust. They failed through no fault of 
their own. How could the rabbis predict that the German people, who had been an enlightened 
people, would turn into fiends who would seek out our Jewish people to massacre them? 
Someone mentioned to me that our western civilization is so much superior to the Moslem 
civilization, since we value human life. I said, "Who were the Nazis? Weren't they members of 
the western civilization? How about the communists who murdered so many people in Russia? 
Weren't they members of the western civilization? How about in our country where there was a 
bounty placed on the heads the peaceful Indians in California?" The problem is which ideology 
gets in the way of humanity. One of the reasons it was so hard for the Holocaust Museum is 
because although Jew education is the most important thing, and we should all me sure that our 
children have a wonderful Jewish education - that they should all go to day school if possible - 
our children a need role models. The Holocaust survivors are role models the highest sort. They 
did not let life defeat them. After they were liberated, they did not seek revenge. They sought to 
rebuild their lives. They married again. They had children again. They started businesses. They 
energized Jewish communities all 0' the world, especially in the United States and Israel. They 
may have failed, but they were never defeated. They came back, just as we can all come back.  
 Yitzchak was placed on the altar, but it did not let him hurt his life. He came back. He 
raised a family, and he gained the inner strength to withstand the ridicule of others. Ro Hashonna 
is not just the holiday which celebrates the creation of man as we know him today. The Talmud 
teaches us that there were 974 generations of man before Adam, hominids who not have a soul, 
but had human form.  
 Rosh Hashonna also celebrates another event. It celebrates the liberation of Joseph from 
prison. Joseph was a brilliant human being. Unfortunately, he did not know how to relate his 
brothers. He was a foppish young man, who the rabbis liked to curl his hair and show off his 
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great gifts. He had display his coat of many colors to his brothers. He had to flaunt his dreams in 
front of them. Even after his father rebuked him his father said to himself that he would Shamar, 
keep this thing in mind. The word Shamar in Hebrew means to strain. He could strain his 
ambition through empathetic understanding other people's feelings, he might amount to 
something, otherwise it did not look good. Joseph failed. His brothers hated him so much that 
they threw him into a pit and sold him as slave to Egypt. They justified what they were doing by 
saying "Just as our father Yaacov had his brother, Esau, grandfather Yitzchak had his brother, 
Ishmael, we have our brother, Yosef." After Joseph was sold to Egypt, he became the chief 
steward of Potiphar's house, only to be falsely accused of attempting to rape Potiphar's wife. 
Again, Joseph failed. He should not have been alone with Potiphar's wife. Potiphar did not kill 
Joseph, probably because he knew his wife. Joseph 'languished in prison, and it was not until he 
learned to listen to others that he got out of prison. He listened to the dreams of someone besides 
himself. He listened to the dreams of the butler and baker. Two years after he listened to the 
dreams of the butler, he was rushed out of prison to listen to Pharaoh's dreams. Joseph failed 
many times but never was defeated. He came back, just as we, too, can always come back.  
 That is the sound of the shofar. The shofar is an uncertain note. Sometimes we can blow 
it, and sometimes we cannot. I know somebody who could blow the shofar very well 363 days a 
year, but when it came to Rosh Hashonna, he could not blow it. He finally gave up on Rosh 
Hashonna. The shofar represents our inner spirit. It comes from within. The Tekiah stands for 
our ideals. We must work for them. The Teruah and the Sherovim are sounds of sadness, cries of 
failure, but we should not let these lies of failure overwhelm us. We can overcome them, just as 
we can overcome this terrible tragedy which has hit our nation. So any people killed. We will 
never let it destroy our confidence. We will continue. Life is not always fair. In fact, the whole 
Book of Bereishis speaks about how talent counts and not firstborn rights. The right of 
primogenitor always held sway in that part of the world, but Yitzchak was favored over Ishmael, 
Yaacov over Esau, Yosef over Reuven, although Yosef was supplanted by Yehuda. It seems 
strange because Yosef stayed sexually pure. He never conspired to kill his brother. It Judah, who 
cavorted with Tamar, who suggested that Joseph be sold into slavery, but Yehuda had the 
confidence of his brothers. It was he who approached Joseph to save his brother, Benjamin. It 
was he who his father trusted to go ahead to the Land of Goshen to set up the settlement for the 
family. The rabbis explain that he established yeshivas there.  
 Life many times gives us failure when we do not deserve it . .. Friday night when we 
bless our children, we bless our girls that they should be like Sarah, Rivka, Rochel, and Leah, but 
our boys we bless that they should be like Menashe and Ephraim. Why should this be so? The 
rabbis say because Abraham and his brothers did not get along well. Yitzchak and his brother did 
not get along well. Yaacov and Esau did not get along well, hut Menashe and Ephraim got along 
very well, even though Yaacov gave his prime blessing to Ephraim, the second son, and not to 
Menashe. Menashe did not protest. He was grateful for what he had and went on. In life, many 
times we fail not through any fault of our own. It was not Menashe's fault that Ephraim was a 
greater Torah scholar, and he a greater administrator. That's where their talents lay. Sometimes, it 
is our moral failings which cause us problems. However, we should never feel defeated by life. 
We can always come back. We can always do great things. We should never feel that we cannot 
accomplish things in those areas in which our talents are meant. We should not be envious of 
others, but do what we can and should do. Life can never defeat us. We may have failures, but 
life can never defeat us. This we should remember, too, in America after this recent tragedy.  
 I am reminded of the story about a lion who was walking through the forest asking, "Who 
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is the king of the beasts?" All the animals answered, "Oh, you are, O lion.” He finally came to an 
elephant and asked him, "Who is the king of the beasts?” The elephant wrapped his trunk around 
the lion, beat him against a tree, and then threw him off a cliff. The lion said, "Just because you 
don't know the answer doesn't mean you should get so mad." All of us can be kings in our own 
field. Let none of us ever be put down by failure. Let us all realize that none of us can ever be 
defeated. The only one who can defeat us is us. May we all realize this soon so the Mashiach will 
come quickly in our day. Amen. 
 

Testing, Testing: Sacrifice So Judaism Survives  
 On the second day of Rosh Hashonna, we always read the Akeidah, the binding of Isaac. 
This is considered Abraham's greatest test by most commentators, although one says that this 
was not Abraham's greatest test; his greatest test was when Sarah died right after the Akeidah. 
Here, Abraham had done what he thought G-d wanted him to do. He was ready to sacrifice his 
son when G-d stayed his land, and immediately after that, Sarah died. Rashi says that even 
before Abraham came home from the Akeidah, Sarah heard about it, and when she heard that her 
only son had almost been sacrificed, she collapsed and died. Was this fair? Abraham had just 
endured a huge test. He had passed it, and now his wife had lied.  
 Life is not always fair. We cannot understand everything in Life. Was it fair that maybe 
as many as 8,000-10,000 people died because of the suicide bombers who ran the jets into the 
World Trade Center and the Pentagon? These issues of life and death are very difficult. We do 
not understand G-d's ways. We have perfect faith that when the Mashiach comes we will, but we 
certainly do not understand G-d's ways now. Why, though, is this considered to be Abraham's 
test? After all, it was Yitzchak who was the sacrifice. Yitzchak was not a small boy. According 
to the rabbis, he was 37 years old. Why should this be called Abraham's test? It should be 
Yitzchak's test.  
 The rabbis say that this was called Abraham's test because the whole idea of sacrificing 
his son ran against everything he had taught for over 80 years. That's how Rabbi Soloveitchik 
explains his taking of the two boys with him, which Rabbi Soloveitchik interprets to mean that 
these were representatives of the culture of the time. Abraham was to prove to them that he was 
not a coward. He was not selfish, and was willing to sacrifice his child, like they were willing to 
sacrifice their children to help preserve the community. The culture of the time demanded this. 
Abraham had resisted this culture, but now he thought G-d had commanded him to conform to 
this culture.  
 In the Gemora Tanes, we learn how Abraham made a mistake. He misinterpreted G-d's 
command. G-d had told him to elevate the boy, not to sacrifice the boy. In fact, it was not G-d 
who told him to stay his hand. In the text it says, “And an angel of G-d called to him from the 
heavens." It was an angel, and many rabbis interpret that the word angel refers to the Torah. The 
values of the Torah, which Abraham knew, caused him to stay his hand. Afterwards, it says,  
“And Abraham lifted his eyes, and he saw there was another ram caught in a thicket with his 
horns," and the rabbis say that means that there was another force in back of him that was going 
from thicket to thicket. Abraham took this ram and sacrificed it as an offering in place of his son. 
Why did he have to do that? The rabbis say because G-d does not want us to sacrifice our 
children, but He wants us to teach our children how to sacrifice. Our children have to learn how 
to sacrifice their ambition. Ayil can also mean their physical means and power. It can also stand 
for their love. Many times, to maintain our Judaism, we have to sacrifice our material things, 
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even who we would like to marry, etc. to make sure that Judaism can survive. Ayil also means to 
wrestle. Yitzchak had to know that he was going to have to wrestle with many problems to 
maintain his Jewish character, to maintain his moral life.  
 After the Akeidah, it says, "And Abraham called the name of that place G-d will see, as it 
is said to this day, and by this mountain G-d will be seen." In other words, G-d will be seen in 
this mountain because Yitzchak will continue the Jewish tradition. The rabbis say that after the 
Akeidah experience where Yitzchak became almost a Holocaust offering, he became impervious 
to the culture around him. He was willing to make the necessary sacrifices to maintain his Jewish 
values. Similarly, today we find many Holocaust survivors who lost their confidence in the 
culture of the west. After all, Germany was the most enlightened of all countries. It had a 
symphony orchestra composed of doomed Jews playing Mozart while other Jews were being led 
to the gas chambers. There is obviously something wrong with the western culture if it could 
produce the Nazis. Yitzchak could not be humiliated anymore or made to feel inferior after the 
Akeidah experience. Abraham was sure that he would always remain a Jew, rejecting children 
sacrifices, etc. When Abraham went back to the boys, representatives of the current culture, 
Yitzchak was not with him. Where did he go? The rabbis say he went to study Torah to deepen 
his Jewish experience which he knew he could maintain in the face of cultural pressure. He knew 
he would have to sacrifice to maintain it, but he knew he could.  
 Immediately afterward, we learn about Abraham's family. Why should we learn about 
Abraham's family now? The rabbis tell us that Abraham had a fine family. After all, one of his 
brothers, Choron, died defending monotheism. The rabbis say that after Abraham survived the 
fiery furnace in which he was thrown, his brother, Choron, was also thrown into the furnace. He 
did not survive because his faith was conditional. He said if Abraham will be saved from the fire, 
I will follow him; if not, I will recant. Nonetheless, he was a martyr for monotheism. Abraham's 
nephew, Lot, and his brother, Nochar, were important people. As I mentioned in an earlier 
sermon, even Amalek comes from Jewish roots. Elifaz was the grandson of Yitzchak, and the 
father of Amalek. Even Bilaam's grandfather was Laban, Yaacov's uncle, Rivka's brother. Where 
did they go wrong? The answer, the rabbis tell us, is because when they had a choice between 
money and Judaism, they chose money. They kept many of the rituals of Judaism. We learn that 
Lot was even particular about eating matzah at Pesach time. Laban entertained Jacob free for a 
whole month. He was hospitable. Bilam was a prophet, but they all went wrong because they 
could not sacrifice to maintain their Judaism.  
 Even today, people have to sacrifice. It costs at least $8300 a year to send your child to 
day school, and in New York it is even more. It costs money to celebrate the Jewish holidays - 
you have to take off work and lose pay. It requires material sacrifice. Not only that, but it also 
requires spiritual sacrifice. Rabbi Meir Simcha of Dvinsk asked the question, why is it that when 
Rosh Hashonna comes on Shabbat we do not blow the shofar? We know that the Talmud says 
because we are afraid that we will take the shofar and violate the Sabbath boundaries and carry 
the shofar to an expert to learn how to play it, and thereby violate the Shabbat restrictions on 
carrying. This seems a little far fetched since we all have eruvs today. He gives a different 
reason. He says the shofar is an uplifting spiritual experience, and sometimes we have to forego 
it to help our fellow Jews become spiritually uplifted. On Shabbat, we have the opportunity to 
uplift our fellow Jews, to invite them for a meal, to learn with them, even though it is on a so 
much lower level than we are. We have the opportunity to outreach. We have to sacrifice our 
own spiritual uplifting to help our fellow Jews. The only one who really takes this message 
seriously are the Lubavitch. You will find them all over in all small towns - Chapel Hill, North 
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Carolina, Oklahoma City, Wichita Falls. They are willing to sacrifice their own spiritual growth 
to help their own fellow Jews. Today, many Jews will not do this. I remember when it was so 
hard to get teachers for the Hebrew Academy. I asked my friends to move here, and they said 
they would not. I asked them why, and they said because it would not be good for their children. 
Here, Abraham was willing to sacrifice his child, and they were not willing to bring their 
children to a town which they did not think had enough Jewish facilities. They could teach them 
themselves. When they got older, they could send them away to high school, like I did for my 
son and like others did. They were not willing to sacrifice spiritually. For Judaism to survive, we 
have to be willing to sacrifice materially and spiritually. This is what Abraham was to teach his 
son. He was to elevate him, which meant that he was to teach him that if Judaism was to survive, 
he would have to sacrifice materially and spiritually. He could not fool himself. He could not 
rationalize. There is no other way for Judaism to survive. If you put money first, Judaism will 
die. If you are not willing to sacrifice spiritually also, Judaism will die. Do not fool yourself. We 
need to do things if Judaism is to survive.  
 I am reminded of the story about a woman whose husband thought he was a refrigerator. 
She took him to a psychiatrist and said, "My husband thinks he is a refrigerator." The doctor said 
that wasn't so bad and that he would get over it. The woman said it was terrible and she couldn't 
stand it anymore. The doctor asked why not, and the woman replied, "Because I can't sleep. He 
sleeps with his mouth open and the light keeps me awake." People fool themselves. They say 
that Judaism can survive without material and spiritual sacrifice. It cannot. They think the light 
will keep them awake. It will not. Judaism's light will go out. Let us all hope and pray that we 
will teach our children to sacrifice so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
 

SHABBOS SHUVAH  

Free Will, Teshuva and Making Right Moral Decisions  
 We all know that the very basis of Judaism is free will. Without the concept of free will, 
there can be no Judaism. How can we be held responsible for anything if we do not have free 
will? What exactly is free will? For one thing, free will does not mean that I can be anything I 
want to be. Obviously, if I am 5'2", I had better give up the idea of being a NBA basketball 
player, and if I cannot carry a tune, I had better give up the idea of being an opera singer. For 
another, free will also does not mean that I can change my tastes willy-nilly or my basic 
character willy-nilly. If I am an introvert, I cannot become an extrovert, or if I am an extrovert, I 
cannot become an introvert. We all have certain basic character traits. We can modify them a 
little bit, but changing the grill on a Chevy does not make it a Ford, or changing a fender on a 
Ford does not make it a Chevy. Everyone who has children knows they will have virtually the 
same characteristics throughout their lifetimes as those with which they were born. Free will also 
does not mean that from now on we are going to eat vanilla ice cream, even though we like 
chocolate ice cream better.  
 Free will has to do with making moral choices. We say that "Although you may be 
limited by where you are born and to whom you are born and by the IQ you were given and the 
other talents with which you were endowed, these conditions in no way impinge on your ability 
to make moral decisions. You can have an average IQ and still make correct moral decisions; 
you can be a genius and make terrible moral decisions. We know this from Hitler's cabinet. 
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Everyone in Hitler's cabinet was a bonafide genius and a Ph.D. except for one; yet, they were 
terribly evil people because they made bad moral choices. In fact, a recent study pointed out that 
usually ordinary people do extraordinary things to help their fellow human beings in times of 
crisis. The righteous gentiles who helped the Jews in World War II were from all strata of 
society, and as we saw in Houston during the recent flood, many people who helped others came 
from every level of Houston society.  
 Free will has come to include two aspects: free will of indifference (indeterminism), and 
free will of self (determinism). Each has its adherents with which to justify the irrevocability of 
free will. Those who consider that we exercise free will independently of any and all 
determinism caused by instinct, impulse, or passion, or rational and moral motives, either 
external or internal, comprise the adherents of indeterminism. Followers of self-determinism 
believe a person's decisions and behavior are determined by no compulsion of external forces, 
but only by a person's own basic nature, or self. This self can be identified with reason and 
reflection and a pursuit of the good; e.g., therefore, ignorance, impulse, passion, and the stress of 
instincts manifest constraints upon the true self's expression of volition and behavior. This 
person is not forced by anything outside of himself to accept moral and legal responsibility and 
to act as he does. As we shall see, both aspects play a part in Judaism.  
 We all are called upon every day to make choices. True, some people are mentally 
deficient and cannot make moral choices. Therefore, many states now have made sure that the 
death penalty does not apply to mentally impaired people. This ruling does not mean they should 
be set free to maim others, but it does mean that they are incapable of making moral decisions. 
Jewish law recognizes this, too. We recognize that a mentally impaired person who is either 
mentally ill or has a low IQ cannot be judged as a fully competent adult. This applies to minors 
also.  
In the Torah portion Nitzavim, we emphasize this concept of free will. We say, "You are 
standing today, all of you, before G-d, your G-d, the heads of your tribes, your elders, your 
officers, all the men of Israel, your small children, your women, your proselytes, from the hewers 
of wood until the drawers of water, you pass into the covenant of Hashem, your G-d, which G-d, 
your G-d seals with you today." Everyone is responsible. The children must be taught that they 
will assume responsibility. Everyone has free will, and everyone who does not have an impaired 
mental condition can choose to do good. The Torah portion goes on to emphasize that this refers 
to those who are here with us today, and those who are not here with us today; Le., the human 
condition will not change. We will always have free will. None of us can ever alibi and say that 
we are the products of our environment or our genes, and we cannot help who we are. We are not 
just the inevitable products of our past. This seemed a difficult concept to understand until 
recently when, with the advent of Quantum Theory, we know that the future is not determined by 
the past wholly, that quantum leaps can be made which are not explained by our past. Electrons 
can jump from one atom to another for no reason. Theoretically, one of the planets from our 
solar system could leap into another solar system. As David Weintraub, a not particularly 
religious physicist said, "It seems that an unseen hand is the force behind the universe.” We are 
not just the products of nature or nurture.” 
 I am reminded of the story they tell about a boy who brought home a report card to his 
father. The report card contained all F's. As the boy handed the report card to his father, he said, 
"Dad, is this report card the product of nature or nurture?" It was neither. It was the product of a 
young man not applying himself. It is true that perhaps he could not have gotten all A's, but he 
could have at least gotten a C or a D. We can change. We can be different.  
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 In Nitzavim, we also read, "See, I gave before you today the life and the good and the 
death and the evil which I have commanded you today to love Hashem, your G-d, to walk in His 
ways, to observe His commandments, His decrees, and His ordinances, then you will have life 
and you will multiply, and Hashem, the Lord your G-d, will bless you.” An inner strength will 
result from living a religious life, which will allow us to overcome our problems. We will be able 
to evaluate things correctly. We will be able to see what is important, and what is not important. 
We will not be thrown for a loop when we lose a few material things, because the most important 
things are the things of the spirit: the love that we have for your family, and the love that our 
family has for us, "To love the Lord your G-d, to listen to His voice, and to cling to Him because 
He is your life, and the length of your days". We will be able to find fulfillment in life by 
studying Torah, by doing good deeds, even if we are not a millionaire, and even if ailments and 
setbacks afflict us. As long as we are able to reach out to others, to help them, and to attach 
ourselves to G-d, we are going to have a successful life.  
 The Rambam, in his laws of Teshuva, states that certain sins are forgiven immediately; 
certain sins wait until Yom Kippur to be forgiven; certain sins are only forgiven with Yom 
Kippur and with punishments; others are not forgiven completely until a person's death. This 
seems very strange because the Rambam, in another chapter of his book on Teshuva, submits, 
"Great is Teshuva because it brings a man close to the Shechinah because it returns you to the 
Lord your G-d." It admonishes, "Last night you were disgusting and far from G-d, but today you 
are beloved and close to Him." How it is possible that the Rambam should declare in one place 
that sins are not immediately forgiven, and in another place expound you are not only forgiven 
but also you become a lover and a confidante of G-d immediately?  
 The answer is that in the first case, a person does not change out of conviction, but rather 
because of society's pressure or to escape punishment. Yet, if a person inwardly feels that he has 
done a wrong thing and wants to change, then he is immediately forgiven no matter what his sin, 
and he is turned from a person who is disgusting and distant from G-d to a person who is beloved 
and close to G-d and to others. As the Rambam avers, quoting the verse in Nitzavim, "Behold, I 
presented before you today life," meaning the choice is in our hands. We have the ability to 
perform any acts which are humanly possible, good or bad.  
 The Rambam describes a custom about a person who in doing Teshuva, changes his 
name; as if to say, I am a different person. I am no longer the man who committed that sin. True, 
we each still have the same character traits, but we can use these character traits for good or bad. 
As Rabbi Chanina articulated to his disciples, "He who is born under the constellation of the sun 
will be distinguished; he who is born under Mars will be a shedder of blood." Rav Ashi 
observed, "Either a surgeon, a thief, a Schochet (ritual slaughterer), or a Mohel (ritual 
circumciser)." We can draw blood in different ways - positively or negatively. As the verse in 
Proverbs sets forth, "Educate a child according to his traits, and even when he is old, he will not 
turn astray from them." We should never feel that we do not have free will. We have.  
 There are many theories about why G-d has to cause bad things to happen to good 
people. One of them is so free will can be maintained in the world. Otherwise, all people would 
be good, since nothing bad will ever happen to them. They, therefore, would be stripped of their 
free will. Bad things, according to this theory, have to happen to some good people so that the 
doctrine of free will can be maintained. This is a very cruel doctrine, and I personally cannot go 
along with it, especially because it can be used to justify doing nothing to ameliorate suffering. 
On the contrary, whenever we see suffering, we have to ameliorate it. When we see people who 
are hurting, we have to help them. We cannot say that to maintain the balance of free will, we 
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should do nothing. This is what the British said when they let millions of Irish die, even though 
they had food in their storehouses. They claimed that if they would have released the food, the 
basic laws of economics, Malthus' laws, would be disturbed.  
 We do not know how G-d balances free will, but we do know that every day we are 
called upon to make moral decisions. Let us hope and pray that we will all make the right moral 
decisions, so that we will be worthy of having a good, healthy, and prosperous New Year. On 
behalf of myself, my wife, my family, and the United Orthodox Synagogues, I wish you all a life 
filled with happiness and joy because we have all acted in a responsible way by exercising our 
free will morally. Amen. 
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YOM KIPPUR  

Fellow Jews, The Synagogue - Confronting Vulnerability  
 On Yom Kippur, the Kohen Godol, the high priest, would enter into the Holy of Holies. 
He would enter into it with a sensor in his hand. Everything would be murky. Entering it, he 
would say the prayer, "Oh, G-d, I have sinned, me and my household ... as is written in the Torah 
of Moshe, Your servant, on this day, atonement should be made for you to purify you from all 
your sins before Hashem." He would do this three times: once for himself and his family; once 
for the sons of Aaron, the Kohanim; and the third time for all the Jewish people. By doing this, 
he was proclaiming that we are all vulnerable. The future is murky. We do not know what is 
going to happen. G-d, we need Your help.  
 We have all witnessed on September 11 how vulnerable we as a nation are. We are all 
concerned about missile defense, but here 19 terrorists took four of our own planes. They did not 
even have to build a missile, and they crashed them into the World Trade Center and the 
Pentagon, and, luckily, one crashed into a field in Pennsylvania. Over 6000 people are dead or 
missing. Our confidence has been shaken. People say, "Well, the terrorists do not have any effect 
on me," but people are not flying. Consumers are not spending, and resorts are crying out for 
business. The United States always prided itself on the fact that it had two allies who always 
protected it: the Atlantic Ocean and the Pacific Ocean, but now we know that this is not so. We 
are an easy society to penetrate. Our interdependence allows havoc to wreak upon us. We are not 
composed of self-sustaining farmers who live on 640 acres and are able to produce their own 
clothes and food. We are vulnerable as a people. For the first time in memory, the United States 
no longer has that inner security of which we so prided ourselves.  
 We know that as individuals we are vulnerable. After all, as we say in the Unsane Tokef, 
"Who will live and who will die, who shall come to a timely end and who to an untimely end, 
who shall die by the sword and who by beast, who by hunger and who by thirst, who by 
earthquake and who by plague." So many people have been cut off in mid-life, young mothers, 
young fathers. A member of our congregation overcame cancer only to be killed in an 
automobile accident. We know that life is so unpredictable for us as individuals. We are all 
vulnerable. We also know that because of the current crisis, many young people will go in harm's 
way. There is a member of our congregation who belongs to the Rangers. He is an only child. He 
was told by the army to make a will, and has been shipped out overseas. Most certainly, he has 
been sent behind enemy lines to search out the terrorists.  
 In the Torah, Yom Kippur is never known as Yom Kippur. It is always known as Yom 
Kippurim, which is plural. The rabbis explain this could mean that it is a day of atonement for 
the living and for the dead. It also can mean that it is a day of atonement for us as individuals and 
us as a people. In fact, we all know that when we say the Amidah, we pray that G-d should 
forgive our sins and the sins of His people, the House of Israel, that we are vulnerable as 
individuals and vulnerable as a people.  
 The rabbis also explain that the reason it is called Yom Kippurim is because it means that 
Yom Kippur is a day like Purim. How could Yom Kippur be a day like Purim? Purim is a day 
where we feast, where we eat and drink to excess, where we exchange gifts. On Yom Kippur, 
there is no eating and drinking. There are no masks. There is no frivolity. How could this be a 
day like Purim?  
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 The rabbis tell us that this is a day like Purim because Purim declares that we are 
vulnerable. We are vulnerable as a people. Purim teaches us that we have to unmask evil in our 
society, and Yom Kippur stresses that we have to unmask evil in life. Purim teaches us that evil 
is real. It is not a joke that it exists, and that evil comes from people who have very good 
personal traits. On Purim, we are supposed to drink so much that we cannot tell the difference 
between blessing Mordechai and cursing Haman. Actually, you do not have to drink very much 
to be unable to tell the difference. Haman had so many good personal traits. He was ambitious, 
dedicated, hard working, loyal to the king; a good family man - always consulting his wife, 
adored by his sons. He was willing to sacrifice for his goal. He was willing to pay the king 
10,000 silver pieces to kill the Jews. Hitler, too, was a hard working, ambitious man who had 
many good personal traits. He did not play around with other people's wives, he was a 
vegetarian, he loved animals. He never took money from the state. He reputedly existed on the 
royalties from the sale of his book, Mein Kampf, but he was a terribly evil man. The terrorists 
who slammed those jets into the World Trade Center and the Pentagon also were ambitious, 
dedicated, devoted men, but they were terribly evil.  
 It is very difficult to tell the difference many times between good and evil. We cannot 
judge people by their personal traits, as we are wont to do. Schindler was a lady's man, a con 
man, a drunk, but he was a good man. He saved thousands and thousands of Jews risking his life. 
Purim teaches us that we Jews are particularly vulnerable. Osama Bin Ladin says that we should 
kill all Jews and Americans. We Jews are always singled out. We are the moral reconnaissance 
forces of the world. When Hitler wanted to strike out against the Ten Commandments, against 
that Semitic G-d with His thou shalts and thou shalt nots, he singled out the Jews for death, and 
he was willing to even sacrifice his armies in Russia to kill the Jews. If he would have filled 
those transports with ammunition and soldiers, he would have defeated the Russian army, but, 
instead, he used those transports to send Jews to Auschwitz. Hitler had plans for not just the 
Jews. He was going to enslave the Slavs, kill many of them, etc. We Jews have always been 
singled out. The Communists singled us out. Now the Moslem extremists have singled us out. 
What happens to us first eventually happens to the whole world. We Jews also learn from the 
Purim story that anti-Semites do not differentiate between Jews. Haman wanted to kill all Jews, 
and Hitler actually hated the assimilated Jew more than the traditional Jew, because he said they 
were viruses in the German mainstream. We do believe that just as G-d saved us on Purim, He 
will continue to save us if we try to do our part, as long as we have Esthers and Mordechais who 
are willing to step forward. That's why it is interesting to note that when we say the Selichot 
prayers, the penitential prayers, when we enumerate our sins, the Oshamnu and the Al Chaits, 
when we say them in the individual Amidah, we go right into them, but when the cantor repeats 
the Amidah, he adds all sorts of introductory prayers with happy tunes. Why the happy tunes? 
We have the happy tunes because we know that as a people we will be saved. G-d will save us as 
He saved us on Purim. The question, though, is as individuals, will we be saved?  
 On Yom Kippur, we remember the exodus from Egypt. Why do we remember the exodus 
from Egypt? We remember the exodus from Egypt because G-d has promised us ever since that 
time, He will see that the Jewish people will survive, even if we sin, as we sinned by the golden 
calf. On Yom Kippur, Moshe came down with the second tablets showing that we were forgiven 
for the sin of the golden calf.  
 On Yom Kippur, too, the high priest brought two goats. These goats had to be identical in 
every way. One was sacrificed on the altar, and the other was sent out into the wilderness. One 
goat symbolized the dedication and devotion of the Jewish people; the other carried the sins of 
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the Jewish people. Just as Haman and Mordechai looked identical, one was devoted to good, and 
one was devoted to evil. As individuals, we have enormous difficulty in telling what is good and 
what is bad. Therefore, we all need to study Torah. We all are overwhelmed by circumstances 
many times. The goat that was chosen for the altar was chosen by lot. Unless we have direction, 
many times we will choose the wrong path. What is it that gives us as individuals direction? It is 
our synagogue. We are all vulnerable to make bad decisions. Each of us can sometimes listen to 
inclinations within us which will lead us astray, whether they are altruistic or selfish. That's why 
a synagogue is so important in our lives. A synagogue fulfills three functions. A synagogue 
preserves us as a people. It is a house of assembly. It allows us to gather together, to withstand 
the evil of the outside, the Hamans of the world. That's why one of the first things Pharaoh did 
when Moshe asked that he let the Jewish people go was to prohibit them from assembling 
together. It was not just that he prohibited them from getting strength; he also forbid them to 
gather together. We need each other's support to prevent us as individuals and as a nation from 
choosing the wrong path. The synagogue is also a house of learning, where we strengthen our 
values so we will choose not the scapegoat but the goat of dedicated living. It is also a house of 
prayer, where we know that we can call on G-d to help us deal with our fellow Jews, 
vulnerability, and we know that He will. When the Kohen Godol enters the Holy of Holies on 
Yom Kippur, he says, "Please, G-d, please by Your name forgive the sins." Why does he say, 
"By Your name forgive the sins?" After all, Jews do not pray by anybody's name like other 
religions do. Here it means, what is the name of G-d? The name of G-d is actually the word for 
the future in Hebrew. G-d, by the future that you proclaim that we will all have, forgive us, 
cleanse us. We know that you will help us. We know that You will help us overcome our 
vulnerability as individuals and as a nation." The synagogue is what gives us .this strength. It 
allows us to assemble as a people, to draw strength from each other so we will make the right 
moral choices. It .allows us to learn our tradition so we will know what the right moral choices 
are, and it allows us to connect to G-d, to tell G-d 'that we want Him to come down to earth. We 
want Him to give us the strength to solve our problems.  
 I am reminded of the story they tell about Morris Goldstein, who was a big contributor to 
Israel Bonds. One day, he decided to go to Israel. Being a big contributor to Israel Bonds, when 
he got off the plane, a driver and taxi were waiting to show him the sights in Israel, especially 
where his bonds were doing such good work. As he climbed into the taxi with his $1,000 boots 
and $1,500 suit, with his $10,000 diamond ring, he sat back in his seat and pulled out a $100 
cigar. Then in a semi-Texas drawl he said to the driver, "How are y'all?" The driver, to protect 
himself, pulled out a cigarette. He could not stand the cigar smoke. At that moment, Morris 
stretched out his hand to light the driver's cigarette. Immediately, Gary, the driver, noticed that 
he had the number 4102 on his arm. He said, "I have to take you some place." Immediately, he 
turned the taxi around and went to Tel Aviv. It was raining. He drove eventually into the  
courtyard of a synagogue, and he pulled Morris out of the taxi. This time, the Texas drawl had 
turned into a Yiddish accent, and Morris had turned into Moshe. As Gary pulled him out into the 
mud, he got his shoes dirty and his suit dirty and his luggage soiled, too. Gary said, "I will 
explain." Gary, himself, had made aliyah a few years ago. He got a job in a factory and had to 
get very early. One day at 6:00 a.m. while walking past the synagogue, he noticed something 
jutting out of a garbage can in front of the synagogue. It attracted his attention. He wanted to go 
and pull it out. Immediately, he felt a strong hand on his shoulder pull him away. It was a bomb 
placed by a terrorist. He was pulled away in the nick of time, but he did suffer burns and 
lacerations. The man who saved his life was Shlomo Bernstein on whose arm was the number 
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4101. He would never forge that number. He was taken to the hospital and put in room 4101. As 
it turned out, his nurse would become his wife. Not coincidentally - we Jews don't accept 
coincidences - his apartment was also 4101, as was the last four digits of his phone number. He 
would never forget that number. Shlomo had come to the synagogue early that day to roll the 
Torah to the right position. He was the shamus of the shul. His father had been a rabbi of a shul 
in Europe. Gary pulled Moshe right to Shlomo who was sitting in shul learning. He pushed back 
Moshe's hand and said to Shlomo, "Look, here is your brother." Shlomo gasped and said, 
"Moshe, I thought you were dead," and Moshe said to Shlomo, "I thought the same about you." 
They fell into each other's arms, crying with joy. Moshe said to Shlomo, "How is it that you 
survived?" He said, "When the hunger and pain and hopelessness of my situation would descend 
upon me, I would think of the beautiful tunes of our shul, and how our father davened, and I was 
able to blot out everything from my mind. Shlomo asked, "How did you survive, Moshe?" He 
said, "When the pain would become unbearable, I would also think of our shul, of all the 
children I would play with in the courtyard, and of the sound of davening, especially on Kol 
Nidre and Yom Kippur. That song of faith allowed me to endure."  
 We all know that we are vulnerable, but if we have a strong synagogue, it is so much 
easier to confront our vulnerability. It is so much easier to gain strength from our fellow Jews, 
and to obtain the strength from G-d. G-d, You know that You have promised the Jewish people 
and the whole world a glorious future We all pray that it will come soon. Please, G-d, let us be 
able to deal with our vulnerability as individuals and as a nation. May we in America also be 
able to deal with our new-found vulnerability, and may our response be positive. May we realize 
that we can overcome and will overcome with Your help, just as the Jews in the time of Purim 
did, and may we, because we have this faith, be worthy to see the Mashiach come in our day. 
Amen. 
 

Lighting the Candle, The Menorah and Direction  
 Tonight is Yom Kippur. We all know that we start Yom Kippur by lighting candles, just 
like we do on every Shabbat and yontif, but why do we light candles on Yom Kippur? It does not 
make any sense to do so. We know that the reason we light candles on erev Shabbat and erev 
yontif is so that we could use the light of our candles to make our Shabbat or yontif meal more 
festive. To have a meal in the dark is not too appetizing, although there was a Jewish sect called 
the Karites who would not use light at all on Shabbat even if it were lit before Shabbat, and they 
did sit in the dark. The rabbis tell us we have to light Shabbat candles so we should have Shalom 
Bayis, that we should enjoy the company of our spouse and children, thus adding to the festive 
mood.  
 On Yom Kippur, we do not eat, so why do we need to light candles? Also, why is Yom 
Kippur actually Aaron's day? In the Torah reading, we read how he officiated at the Yom Kippur 
services. We learn that one of the main jobs of the Kohen Godol was to officiate at the Yom 
Kippur services. Why should this be? Yom Kippur actually celebrates an historical event. It is 
the day on which the Jewish people were forgiven for the sin of the golden calf. That's why Yom 
Kippur is a day of forgiveness for all time, because on this day the Jewish people were forgiven 
for the terrible sin of worshipping the golden calf. Therefore, it seems very strange that Aaron 
was chosen to officiate on this day, he who built the golden calf. Whether he just threw the gold 
that the people collected into the fire and a golden calf came out, or whether he did something 
more, he was the one who told the people to bring the gold to make the golden calf. The rabbis 
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say that he was just stalling, hoping that Moshe would come back soon. Others say that he 
cooperated with the people because if the people would have killed him, they would never have 
been forgiven. Whatever the case, Aaron was deeply implicated in the sin of the golden calf. 
Why of all people should he have been chosen to officiate on this holiday?  
 We also learn that Aaron was Shekula, equivalent, to Moshe Rabbeinu. How could Aaron 
be equivalent to Moshe Rabbeinu?  Moshe did not make a golden calf. We also learn how Aaron 
was deeply disappointed when at the dedication of the Tabernacle he did not bring an offering 
like all the twelve princes, the head of the Tribes of Israel, did on the twelve days. He was, 
according to Rabbi Soloveitchik, especially disappointed that he could n bring the incense 
offering. Usually, the incense offering could not be brought on behalf of an individual, but only 
on behalf the community. In this instance, however, each of the twelve princes could bring 
incense offering on behalf of himself. Aaron was never given the opportunity of bringing an 
incense offering on behalf of himself. The incense offering was to secure forgiveness for the sins 
of Loshan Hora, loose talk and insensitivity, and senseless complaining. This, unfortunately 
many times takes on community aspects. G-d told Aaron, “Do not feel disappointed because you 
are doing something great, you are lighting the Menorah because without light of a Menorah 
their incense offering is worthless.” The princes, if they could not see the light of the Menorah in 
front of them, accomplishing nothing by their incense offering. They may have wiped the slate 
clean as far as the past is concerned, but not having a clear direction, they would flounder around 
and indubitably repeat the same sins.  
 We all, in life, have to have a direction. It is true that we fall but we can go forward. Each 
of us, many times, fails. In fact, our prayers, we say a very strange thing. We say, “Our G-d and 
G-d of our forefathers, may our prayers come before You for we are not so brazen and obstinate 
as to say we are righteous and You have not sinned, but we and our forefathers have sinned.” 
How can we say such a thing? What chutzpah we have saying that our forefathers have sinned, 
but the truth is the truth.  
 Today, we light not only the candles, but we also light the yahrzeit lamps. The rabbis say 
that this is called Yom HaKippurir plural, not Yom Kippur because not only we but our fore 
bearers are being judged, whether they have pushed us and enabled' to lead righteous lives. That 
all our forefathers were righteous and we are the only sinners is untrue, but they never gave up. 
They kept trying. They saw the Menorah in front of them.  
 We know that 175 years ago there was a czar in Russia called Nicholas. He decreed that 
every Jewish shtetel should provide many young boys from eight to ten to serve in the Russian 
army for 30 years. He had hopes to convert them to Greek Orthodox Christianity. We Jews were 
helpless to withstand his decree. However, the rich people would hire Chappers, who would steal 
the children of the poor Jews, to meet the quota. They did not want their children to serve in the 
army. The Chassidic rebbes especially screamed at this practice and admonished we will pay for 
it. There are no more shtetels, but our fore bearers always tried to improve themselves to come 
back from their mistake.  
 That's why we are here, just as we, too, must always try to come back from our mistakes. 
Rav Cook was once asked, what good is Teshuva anyway? People resolve to do better, but after 
a few days, they backslide. They decide they are going to be more considerate to their wives, 
more sympathetic to their children, more forthcoming in their business relationships, but after a 
few days, they backslide to almost where they were before. Rav Cook says, no, Teshuva is very 
important because in life what is {important is your direction. Are you trying to do better or not?  
You can improve, and although there will be ups and downs, if the direction is positive, you have 
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accomplished a great thing.  
 They once asked a Chassidic rebbe, who is the greater person? The person who is on the 
80th rung of perfection or the person ho is on the 20th? He answered, it depends upon what 
direction they are going. If the person on the 80th rung used to be on the 90th and is now going 
down, and the person who is on the 20th who used to be on the 15th and is now going up, then 
the person who is on the 20th rung is greater. He sees the Menorah in front of him.  
 When we light the candles on Yom Kippur, we also say the Shecheyanu. The Shecheyanu 
says that we are thankful for G-d eating us, "and giving us consciousness to know that we are 
created and causing us to be able to choose a direction in life." We can choose a direction. We 
can improve, and none of us should ever say that we cannot. The Chofetz Chaim said that one of 
the worst forms of Loshan Hora is to talk bad about oneself, that we cannot improve. Also, all 
the Al Chaits are concerned about the tongue, about sinning through the utterance of the lips, 
through harsh speech, through insincere confession, etc. We have to know that we can improve.  
 That's why Aaron is the central character of this day because although he did make the 
golden calf, he still was able to do Teshuva and come back. He was able to see the Menorah in 
front of him. The light was there. He may have backslid, but he could come back. Aaron, the 
Kohen Godol, had two main jobs. One was to officiate at the Yom Kippur services, and the other 
was to clean the ashes off the altar. These were embers. He was to save the embers and have 
them come back to life. He was not giving up on anyone, and his examination showed that in 
spite of the fact that you created the golden calf, you could become the high priest if you did 
Teshuva.  
 I am reminded of the story they tell about a coach who had a terrible record the previous 
year. He had won one game and lost fifteen. He started his second season, and they asked him, 
was he was going to get rid of the quarterback, the halfback, or the fullback? He answered, "No, 
I'm going to get rid of my drawbacks." Each of us must always see the Menorah in front of us.  
 I am reminded of the story about Paul. Paul was on a train going from Providence to New 
York. Across from him sat a man with shining eyes and a little beard. He looked at Paul and said, 
"You must be going to Europe." Paul asked, "How did you know?" The man replied, "Because 
of your big backpack." The man then said, "You look just like your father." Paul asked how he 
could know that. The man replied, "Because your father has one blue eye and one brown eye, 
and your parents are from Warsaw." Paul, astounded, said, "That's correct." The man then said, 
“Are your still religious?" and Paul said he was. The man asked, "What shul do you daven in?" 
Paul answered, "I am sorry. I don't know any Polish." The man asked, "What do you mean? How 
can you be religious if you don't know what daven in a shul means?" Paul answered, "We are 
very religious Catholics." The man said, "Your father's name is Sam Rosenberg, and he and I 
were best friends in Warsaw before the war." Paul looked at him as if he were crazy. He said, 
"My father's name is Sam Sinclair." The man then asked, "Where are you going in Europe?" Paul 
replied, "I'm going to Greece." The man said, "Why don't you go to Israel? It's only a two-hour 
flight from Greece." Two months later, the phone rang. Anne answered the phone and said, 
"Sam, it's Paul." Sam got on the phone and said, "Paul, where are you? We haven't heard from 
you for two months." Paul replied, "Dad, I'm in Israel." His father asked, "What are you doing in 
Israel?" Paul answered, "I'm studying in a yeshiva. Why didn't you tell me we were Jews?" His 
father said, "Son, you don't know what it is to be persecuted and hunted. Your mother and I 
decided that we had enough of being Jews, and we raised you to be a good Catholic. Don't ruin 
our reputation by bringing up this Jewish stuff. You are to come home immediately." Paul said, 
“I can't, Dad. I like what I'm learning." His father said, "If you don't come home now, we cut you 
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off." Two weeks later, a package came to the yeshiva where Paul was staying. Before he hung 
up, he had given his father his address. In this package were some old books. His father, in his 
note said, “These books were written by your grandfather, a rabbi. I had them hidden in the 
basement, and many times I thought I would throw them away, but I never did. I am now 
sending them to you." Paul took these books to his rabbi and his rabbi read Paul's grandfather's 
introduction to his books to Paul. In the introduction, his grandfather said, “I know that the winds 
of change are blowing, and it may be difficult for even my children or grandchildren to withstand 
the onslaughts on these changing times. Therefore, I am writing these books to help my children 
and grandchildren know what Judaism is all about so they will be able to withstand the onslaught 
of these turbulent times." When Paul heard these words, he began to cry. All of a sudden, his 
rabbi started to cry. Paul asked, "What is this?" His rabbi answered, “Paul, you know the 
question that you have asked me this morning. Well, that is the first question in this book written 
by your grandfather, and he gives the perfect answer to it." Paul grabbed the book. The book's 
name was Ohr Yisrael, the lights of Israel. Paul looked at the books and said, II Grandpa, 
through your light and through my learning about this light, I will grow closer to Judaism and 
renew my service as a Jew."  
 We, on Yom Kippur, too, are called to renew ourselves to see the light of Judaism in 
front of us, to try to bring ourselves closer to that light, to its standards of compassion, love, 
kindness, and morality. That's why we light the light on Yom Kippur to tell G-d and to tell 
ourselves that in spite of the fact that we may not live up to everything, we still are pointed in the 
right direction, that we still see the light in front of us so that just as when Aaron went into the 
Holy of Holies with a smoking incense burner, we can all be forgiven for our sins because we 
see the light, and are going to go forward. May we all see the light so the Mashiach will come 
quickly in our day. Amen.  
 

Achieving Spirituality, Religious Truth and Separation  
 We have just finished reading in the Torah about the Yom Kippur service, how the 
Kohen Godol was to officiate at this service. We can understand why we read about this service 
on Yom Kippur. However, why do we have to start with the words, "And G-d spoke to Moshe 
after the death of the two sons of Aaron when they grew close to G-d and they died?" We all 
know that Nodov and Avihu were struck down by G-d on the very day that their father was 
inaugurated as the high priest. They brought strange fire to G-d. The rabbis explain that they 
really wanted to get close to G-d. They wanted to have a spiritual experience, but, instead, were 
struck down.  
 In this Torah portion right after we learn about the death of Aaron's two sons, we read, 
"And G-d said to Moshe, 'Speak to Aaron, your brother, that he will not come in all times into 
the holy inside the curtain in front of the cover which is on the ark lest he will die.'" Aaron was 
not to come into the holy of holies except once a year carrying in his hand a sensor, which 
emitted smoke. Even when he entered into the holy of holies, he could not see everything. We 
learn from this the future is murky, that none of us can tell what lies ahead. Who would have 
ever thought that the World Trade Center would be brought down by two airplanes manned by 
suicide bombers? Life is unpredictable. We never have total certainty. We do not know what G-d 
has in mind for the future. All we know is that we have to live decent and upright lives.  
 Nodov and Avihu wanted a spiritual experience. They thought they could obtain this by 
bringing strange fire to G-d, just like our suicide bombers thought they were immediately going 
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to go up to heaven by their great act of self-immolation, but, as the Torah teaches us, the Torah is 
not in heaven; it is on earth. By their acting this way, they certainly are not going to go to 
heaven. The rabbis say that Nodov and Avihu were punished because they tried to achieve 
spiritual union with G-d in the wrong way. Aaron was commanded to enter into the holy of 
holies, B'los. In Hebrew that means with this, and the rabbis explain that each letter of the word 
los has a special meaning.  
 One of the reasons why the rabbis say Nodov and Avihu were struck down was because 
they were drunk. They thought they could approach G-d by taking mind-altering drugs. 
Therefore, the very next paragraph in the Torah speaks about the command that was given to the 
priests that they could not enter the Temple after they had drunk wine or beer. Many people think 
they can gain a spiritual experience by taking drugs. For example, certain Indian religions use 
peyote, and certain strong incenses actually affect the nervous system. We know how some in 
the United States thought that drugs were mind expanding, when all the drugs did was destroy 
the people's minds. The rabbis say if you want to have a spiritual experience, it requires giving of 
your time, sacrificing your resources, not your life, but your talents and your money. There is no 
shortcut to obtaining a spiritual experience. It also requires willingness to have a family, if you 
are capable of it. Nodov and Avihu refused to get married and refused to have children because 
they said that would get in the way of their spiritual life. Of course, if they were unable to have a 
family, that is a different story, but they purposely did not want to have a family. They also said, 
"When will these old people die so we can take over," referring to their father and their uncle. 
They did not respect them. They felt that not only children but also parents and family in general 
hindered their spiritual life.  
 The Aleph of los stands for Emes, or truth. Some rabbis say that the reason why they 
were struck down was that fire from G-d was supposed to come down and ignite the sacrifice on 
the day Aaron was inaugurated, but it did not come. Moshe and Aaron went into the Tabernacle 
and prayed. Then they came out and blessed the people. It still did not come. They went into the 
Tabernacle again to pray, and then came out again. Nodov and Avihu felt that the Jewish religion 
was imperiled. They had to fake a fire; otherwise, the people would not believe in G-d. 
Specifically, they were not basing their religion on truth. Religions have to be based on truth. 
There are some in Judaism who falsify our religion, both on the right and the left so people will 
not be misled. Some on the right have removed different parts of commentaries from rabbis of 
the past which they did not like, and some on the left have completely misinterpreted and 
omitted also learned commentaries of rabbis who have been widely accepted in the past. 
Religion must be based on truth. You cannot have a religion based on fakery and lies.  
 Also, the spiritual must be based on Ahava, love, and Ohr, intellectual light. We cannot 
base spirituality on hate, as these terrorist bombers are trying to do, and we cannot base 
spirituality on attacks on known facts.  
 Finally, the last letter, the Tof, stands for Torah. We have to fulfill the commandments of 
the Torah. There was a great king called Cheeskeeyahu who made a religious revolution in 
Israel. There was not a child from Dan to Beersheba who did not know the Torah inside and out, 
yet this great king was stricken by a sickness by G-d and was on his deathbed. He was visited by 
the prophet Yeeshayahu who told him he was going to die because he would not get married. He 
said, "But I have had a prophecy that my son will turn out to be evil. How can I get married if I 
have an evil son?" Yeeshayahu said to him, "It is not your business to worry about the future. It 
is your business to keep the Torah, which says that you should get married. If you son turns out 
bad, that is his problem. I will even give you my daughter to marry." Cheeskeeyahu did marry 
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her, and he did have a son who turned out to be wicked, so wicked that he even murdered his 
grandfather, Yeeshayahu. After 60 years on the throne, he did Teshuva. He repented. Some 
rabbis say his repentance should not be accepted. Others say, no, he did what he did because 
Assyria was a dominant power, and if he would not do it, the king of Judah would have been 
completely destroyed. These rabbis say if you would have lived in the time of Menashe, you 
would have picked up your skirts and run after him.  
 To have spirituality, we must follow the Torah. We also must give Terumah, charity. It 
also means to be willing to be separate. We all make a blessing at the end of Shabbat, the 
Havdalah, which says, "Blessed are You, G-d, Who separates between holy and secular, between 
light and darkness, between Israel and the nations, and between the seventh day and the six days 
of creation." We know that there was oil that was given to the Temple by the Jewish people. 
There was oil for lighting. It is easy to see the difference between light and darkness, between 
these terrorist acts, which have killed so many innocent people, although some people do not see 
it. They think that Israel is just a local dispute. It is only bad when it is done against the United 
States. Also, they brought oil for the anointing to tell the difference between holy and profane. 
The priests were anointed, the king was anointed, the high priest was anointed. There are 
different levels in society.  
 Sometimes, we have to choose between two good things. That is most difficult to do. 
Both causes seem just, and, therefore, we have to compromise. We know that in a family money 
must be set aside for retirement and also for children's education. Both are good things, but we 
would stress education over retirement. That is more holy. There was also oil that was given for 
the incense. This oil separated the Jew from the non-Jew. We Jews many times are blamed for all 
the world's ills. We are told that we stink. We refuse to bow down to dictators, and say that 
different religions are 100% true, and that we should give up our Judaism for them. We do not 
know what the future holds. The high priest went into the holy of holies with this incense, but we 
do know we have to maintain ourselves as Jews. We cannot accept other philosophies and 
religions. We must maintain our Judaism. This is as clear as the separation between Shabbat and 
the six days of the week. Our enemies want to destroy us. They say it openly, Hamas, Hezbollah, 
Fatah. They want to wipe Israel off the map, and they say kill a Jew wherever he is. We know 
that we need Israel. Israel is not only a place of refuge for the Jews, but it is only there that we 
can defend ourselves. What's more, it is a symbol to us that G-'d has not forsaken the Jewish 
people. We have to go into the holy of holies, the Zos, with the willingness to sacrifice our time 
and our resources, with love for our family, and a willingness to have a family, with truth, with 
light and with love and with Torah and with a willingness to he separate because the world still 
has not learned everything it can from the Jewish people, but it is a hard job. We have suffered 
so much because we need to still maintain our differences.  
 I am reminded of the story about a concentration camp in the Holocaust. One of my 
friends, a rabbi was there when this concentration camp was liberated. It was a work camp. 
Everybody at that work camp was killed by the Nazis before they ran away except for two 
people who were in the sick house. Both of them were suffering very badly with typhus. My 
rabbi friend went over to one of them, who was a young boy, and the boy looked at him and said, 
"Rabbi, I need to do Teshuva." The rabbi said, "Why do you have to do Teshuva? You have 
suffered so horribly. You are only 14, and you look like you are 60." The boy refused to answer. 
They were able to save him and his friend.  
 Thirty years later, my friend received a note inviting him to come to Israel where a chair 
was being dedicated at one of the Israeli universities in Jewish ethics in memory of this boy's 
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father. At first, my friend did not remember the name, but then he remembered, and enclosed 
with the invitation was a ticket and a paid reservation for a hotel. This young man, who had gone 
to Israel from the death camps, had made a lot of money. He remembered the kindness of this 
rabbi and invited him. At the dedication of this chair, my rabbi friend asked him, "Why wouldn't 
you tell my why you needed Teshuva?" The young man, Baruch Shapiro, replied, "I could not, 
but now when I am dedicating this chair, I will tell you. About two months before you came, the 
SS in the camp had conducted a role call. For some reason, their numbers did not jive. They kept 
us on that cold, rainy day outside checking the roll. Either someone had died or run away or was 
hiding or they miscounted, but they could not reconcile the count. The commandant said the 
count was wrong, so, therefore, one of two Jews would die, and maybe all of them. He then took 
my father and put a rope around his neck and stood him on a chair, and told me to kick out the 
chair from my father. I said I would not do it. He said, 'Well, then we will have maybe 100 Jews 
dead.' My father looked at me and said, 'Kick out the chair.' I said, 'Father, how can I do that?" 
and I refused. The commandant chuckled and once again ordered me to kick out the chair. My 
father said, 'You are commanded to honor your father and mother. Kick out the chair.' Again I 
refused, but my father insisted. I could not help it. I kicked out the chair. My father, of course, 
died. Don't you think I have to do Teshuva? I have dedicated this chair in Jewish ethics to my 
father. It is my hope and prayer that my children and grandchildren will study because of this 
chair, and that in the future there will be no more Jewish children who ever have to kick out a 
chair from under their father, but, instead, will learn about the beauty of Jewish ethics from the 
chair which I have endowed in my father's name." He then broke down and cried and flung 
himself in my friend's arms. My friend was so moved that he, too, decided to go on aliyah. He 
assured my friend that as long as Jews have a strong Israel, this will never happen again.  
 Let us all hope and pray that all of us will try to achieve spirituality in the right way, and 
that all of us will be willing to sacrifice our time to have a family, to be dedicated to truth, love, 
light, Torah, and be willing to help Israel so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
 

Reflecting, Figuring Five and Assuming Responsibility  
 In a few moments, we will say yizkor. We will remember those who went before us, how 
they influenced our lives. We will reflect today on what our parents would have said, what our 
grandparents would have said when we made certain decisions.  
 On Yom Kippur, the number five predominates. We have five services: Maariv, 
Shacharit, Mussaf, Mincha, and Neila. Five times the high priest immersed himself in the 
mikvah, and five times he changed his clothing. We have the five afflictions of Yom Kippur: 
One, not eating and drinking; two, not bathing; three, not anointing ourselves with oil; four, not 
wearing leather shoes; and, five, not having sexual intimacy.  
 We also have five levels to our soul. We have the Chaya, which is our animal soul. All 
animals have a soul, not a human soul. That's why we cannot take their lives without G-d's 
permission. We must do it in a holy and correct way. That's what kashruth is about. The Chaya 
level of our soul corresponds to eating and drinking. The Nefesh aspect of our soul stands for the 
mind and appreciation of beauty and is associated with bathing, which adds clarity to life. You 
have the Neshoma level of the soul, which stands for freedom and corresponds to the oil because 
once you release perfumed oil, its smell goes all over. Then you have the Ruach aspect of our 
soul, which corresponds to mastery. The crack of a leather whip demonstrates a person assuming 
mastery. Then you have Yecheeda, which is the loving part of our soul, which corresponds to 
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sexual intimacy.  
 Hay is the name for G-d, and we know we have the five Books of Moses, which is G-d's 
word. The letter Hay in Hebrew also has five other meanings. You have the Hay Hayadeeah, 
which means the definite article. You have the Hay Hacreeah, which signals an exclamation, and 
we have the Hay Hamagamah, which signifies a direction, going to someplace. You have the 
Hay Hasha'ayla, the question mark. If you add all these Hays to different words, they give them 
these different meanings. They cannot stand alone. They must be attached. You can go in a 
certain direction, trying to be free, but you have to be attached. You can try to achieve a mastery 
by being the person, but you have to be attached. You might want to attain new theories or 
beautiful things, but you have to be attached, and you may want to have someone who will 
answer your questions, but you have to be attached. There is one more Hay, and that is the word 
by itself. It does not have to be attached. It is Hay Aleph, and it means, here I am.  
 In Judaism, we say that to be complete, you have to assume responsibility. Unless you 
assume responsibility, you cannot be complete. Other religions may say that you have to accept 
passive love, but we do not believe that that fulfills a person. What fulfills a person is accepting 
responsibility. That's what our soul yearns for. That's what G-d wants us to do.  
This explains why we read the Torah portions that we do. At Mincha, we learn about marriages, 
who should marry who. This seems very strange. The Talmud even says that there are no happier 
days than Tu B' Av and Yom Kippur because on these days marriages were announced. That's 
what G-d wants us to do, to assume responsibility for each other, for our people, and for the 
world. We are called upon to be His partner in creation. To do that, we must accept 
responsibility.  
 We all know the Shema: "Hear O Israel, the Lord our G-d, the Lord is one," and we know 
that afterwards on every day of the year except Yom Kippur, we say silently, "Blessed be the 
name of His glorious Kingdom forever and ever." Why do we say aloud, "Blessed be the name 
of His glorious Kingdom forever and ever," on Yom Kippur? The Shema is not really a blessing. 
We do not address it to G-d. We address it to Israel, and the rabbis tell us that Yaacov, whose 
other name was Yisroel, gathered all his children around him when he was dying, and asked 
them, "What do you believe in?" and they said, "Hear 0 Israel, the Lord our G-d, the Lord is 
one," and he answered, "Blessed be the name of His glorious Kingdom forever and ever." He 
was pleased that his children had accepted the yoke of heaven. That's what the Shema means, 
that you have accepted the responsibility to be G-d's partner in creation, and if we do, then we 
can bring the kingdom of heaven on earth. We can say this on Yom Kippur because that is one of 
the themes of Yom Kippur: to accept responsibility. That's how we purify ourselves and 
rejuvenate ourselves. We learn that those who try to flee responsibility are doomed. That's why 
we read about the two goats on Yom Kippur. One went onto the altar, and the other roamed free 
meeting a tragic end, an end which served no purpose. Roaming free and not accepting 
responsibility is a curse, not a blessing.  
 That's why we also read about the death of Aaron's two sons on the day Aaron was 
inaugurated as high priest because they refused to accept responsibility. They did not want to get 
married, and they did not want to have children. Some people cannot get married, and some 
people cannot have children. They can still connect in other ways, and they could, but did not 
want to. We say that marriage is the happiest occasion in Judaism because each spouse is 
assuming responsibility for the other. It is not love which sanctifies a marriage; it is the 
assumption of responsibility for each other which sanctifies a marriage. Love may bring the 
couple together, but unless they are willing to assume responsibility for each other, their 
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marriage will not last.  
 On Yom Kippur, too, we read the Book of Yonah, how he tried to flee from his 
responsibilities and was swallowed by a big fish, and in Hebrew that word can mean worry. We 
are all called upon to assume responsibility. A rabbi friend of mine told me how once a young 
girl came to him and asked him, "Rabbi, isn't G-d the biggest thing in the whole world?" He said, 
"Yes." She asked, "Don't each of us have a piece of G-d in us, our soul?" He answered, "Yes." 
Then she asked him, "Then why doesn't G-d shine forth in all of us?" For our soul to shine forth 
in all of us, we must assume responsibility.  
 I am reminded of the story about a paratrooper who did not want to investigate his 
equipment. He went up in the airplane and jumped out with his group. His parachute did not 
open. He then pulled the cord on his safety parachute. It didn't open either. As he was falling, he 
shouted to his comrades, "I bet the truck won't even be there to pick us up!" It is imperative that 
we assume responsibility.  
 I am reminded of the story about Moshe Tagu, who was born in the Gandar province of 
Ethiopia, one of maybe 100,000 Jews left in Ethiopia. At one time, these Jews, who claim 
descent from King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba, ruled Ethiopia. Subsequently, the Coptic 
Christians took over and persecuted them, and they wanted to go to Israel badly. There was a 
civil war in Ethiopia. The Mossad wanted to help them, but almost all of the members of the 
Mossad were white and would stick out. They, therefore, trained the Ethiopians themselves to 
prepare their people to take them on a long trek into Sudan. There, Israeli planes would wait for 
them and take them to Israel. This was a dangerous enterprise because the Sudanese did not want 
them there. If they would catch the agents helping these people, the Sudanese would torture them 
and kill them. Many times, they would catch these groups who were trying to make aliyah, and 
would put them in the desert without food, water, or shelter.  
 Moshe Tagu was one of these Mossad agents. He helped his people get to Sudan. He, 
himself, was caught once and beaten badly. He also rescued many groups from the desert. It was 
dangerous even when the planes were taking off because if the Sudanese detected a plane, they 
would shoot at it. One day in 1990, when his boy was six years old, he decided that it was time to 
send him and his wife to. Israel. He arranged for them to make the trek into the Sudan. 
Unfortunately, when the plane took off, gunfire erupted, and his wife was mortally wounded. She 
died as the plane landed in Israel. His sister raised his boy until he was ten. Thereupon, Moshe 
said, "I have a responsibility to raise my son, and although I also have a responsibility to my 
people, I must tend to my responsibility to my son," so he, himself, went to Israel. He then joined 
the army and became a demolitions expert. He was very successful at what he did.  
 In 2002, his boy turned 18 and Moshe Tagu found a wonderful woman. He wanted to 
marry her and start another family. His son was going into the army. He approached his 
commanding officer and said, "Sir, I'm not going to re-enlist. I have a wonderful woman I want 
to marry. We are planning to have a beautiful ceremony next week in a beautiful hilltop spot in 
Jerusalem with many flowers and with many people attending. My son is even planning to give a 
speech. I want you to come." His commanding officer said he would come with pleasure. 
Unfortunately, the day before his wedding, the day before he was to be let out of the army, he 
was called to defuse a bomb. He was very successful; however, nobody saw the second bomb, 
and when it went off, he and three others were killed. The next day, Moshe Tagu did have that 
beautiful ceremony on a hilltop in Jerusalem with many people attending and, according to the 
Sephardic custom, with many flowers. Also, his son made a speech. "O G-d, forgive me if I have 
not lived up to everything I should have, if I have not assumed my responsibility. Father, please 
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also forgive me if I have not assumed my responsibility. I promise that I will continue in your 
footsteps, that I will be responsible, and that I will see that our people and my family and my 
future spouse will be treated respectfully."  
 Today, at yizkor, we are telling our parents and G-d that we will assume our 
responsibilities, that we will assume our responsibilities to our brethren in Israel, to our people at 
home, that we will help those who have lost their jobs, that we will help those who need our 
help. O G-d, as we stand before You on this Yom Kippur, let us realize that it is only by being 
attached to others that we truly find ourselves, and that it is only by assuming responsibility that 
we can come before You with a pure soul. Let us all do so that the Mashiach will come quickly 
in our day. Amen.  
 

succos  

Inclusion and Connection  
 Today is the first day of Succot, but where are the lulav and etrog? Why don't we shake 
the lulav and etrog? The Rabbis prohibited us from taking the lulav and etrog and shaking it 
when Succot comes on Shabbat. This indeed seems strange since the only time we are 
commanded from the Torah to shake the lulav and etrog is the very first day of Succot. This is 
different than Rosh Hashonna, because the two days of Rosh Hashonna are called Yom Arichta, 
a long day. In other words, blowing the shofar, for example, on the second day is as if we had 
blown it on the first day. However, this does not apply to Succot. The first day of Succot is the 
holiday. In Israel, they do not have the first two days of Succot as a holiday. We have Chol 
Hamoed afterwards, but in Israel, Rosh Hashonna is also two days because it is considered a 
holiday. When the Temple stood, the lulav and etrog were shaken all seven days of Succot, but 
only in Jerusalem. Outside of Jerusalem, it was shaken only on the first day. After the destruction 
of the Temple, the rabbis decreed that we should shake the lulav and etrog all seven days to 
remind us of what happened at the Temple. The rabbis have the authority to nullify a positive 
commandment or a negative commandment, but they do not have the authority to nullify a 
commandment, which is both a negative and a positive commandment.  
 Why it is strange that the rabbis have prohibited us from shaking the lulav and etrog the 
first day of Succot when it comes on Shabbat, yet they do not ban us from sitting in the succah? 
They do not allow us to shake the lulav and etrog on the first day because perhaps we will carry 
the lulav and the etrog to the synagogue. Strange, as we have had an eruv, which permits us to 
carry, at least since the time of David and King Solomon. Shabbat is a day of greater holiness 
than Succot, but why then do the rabbis allow us to sit in a succah? After all, it is very possible 
that a part of the succah might fall, and we would be tempted to fix it. This is a much greater 
possibility than our taking a lulav and etrog outside the eruv. There are seven commandments 
that are associated with Succot from the Torah: Taking the four species, which is four 
commandments; the commandment of sitting in the succah; the commandment of Chageega, 
formal celebrations when they used to bring the sacrifices; and simcha, joy. Each of the seven 
guests that we invite into the succah represents each one of these mitzvahs. The lulav stands tall 
and is a beacon, similarly to Avraham who was a beacon of hope. The arava, or willow, grows 
by streams of water and is not concerned about conditions around it. It flourishes because its 
roots are deep. This signifies Yitzchak, whose roots were deep in Torah and was unconcerned 
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about what the outside world thought. The myrtle stands for the eye and for luxuriant growth. 
Yaacov was interested in study and family, having 13 children. The etrog stands for Moshe, who 
was the epitome of learning and good deeds. The succah stands for Yosef, who was all-inclusive 
and forgiving, and the Chageega stands for Aaron, who was in charge of the formal ceremonies 
in the Temple of Succot. King David was known for his simcha, for joy. On every one of the 
seven days of Succot, we invite one of these personalities into our succah.  
 Shabbat is known as Yom HaChaleeseinu, the day of strengthening ourselves. It is a day 
where we concentrate on the hope of Avraham, the innerness of Yitzchak, the study and family 
concerns of Yaacov, and the learning and good deeds of Moshe. We also have ceremonies on 
Shabbat - Kiddush, Havdallah, etc. Shabbat is not known as Yom Simchaseinu, the day of our 
joy. On Shabbat, we do not need the lulav and the etrog because Shabbat, itself, teaches us about 
the lessons of the lulav and the etrog and about the ceremonies of Aaron, but Shabbat does not 
teach us about the forgiveness of the succah and the joy of togetherness.  
 Yosef had a very inclusive personality. In spite of the fact that his brothers mistreated 
him, that Potiphar's wife bore false witness against him, that the butler whom he helped in prison 
forgot about him, Yosef still maintained a positive and inclusive attitude. He had Rachmones for 
everyone. He helped the Egyptians overcome the seven years of famine. He forgave his brothers. 
He included everyone in his care and concern.  
 Shabbat sometimes divides us. We have a tendency on Shabbat to concentrate only on 
those Jews who observe Shabbat part and the emotional part. The etrog stands for the intellectual 
part of our soul. The Gematria of etrog is 610. There are 613 commandments. Adding the lulav, 
the hadas, and the arava - or the palm, the myrtle, and the willow - to the etrog bring the total to 
613. The etrog must be furrowed like our brain and not smooth. Our soul also has another part, 
the emotional. In fact, Rabbi Shapiro taught us that emotions are the food of the soul, and that if 
we do not feed our soul positive emotions, our soul will look for negative emotions; e.g., which 
explains why television contains so much violence and depravity. That's also why, if you notice 
when you are on a freeway, and an accident happens on one side of the freeway, the traffic all 
slows down even on the opposite side. Everyone has to see the accident.  
 The Gematria of lulav is 68, Chaim, life. The emotional part of our soul gives us life, 
zest. The rabbis also say that the lulav stands for those who have a lot of learning but not many 
good deeds. A lulav has taste but no smell. It is only concerned about itself but not in sharing its 
feeling about life with others. Then you have the hadas, which in Gematria stands for 69, one 
more than lulav, which means that life is not just to be physically alive, but must show positive 
emotions. The Aleph, the one more that equals 69 over 68, stands for love, Ahava, for light, for 
unity, the passion to be with others, and for truth. The intellectual part of our soul must be 
combined with the emotional part, and even the willow, which stands for people who do not have 
many mitzvahs or much learning, is the same Gematria as children, zerah.  
 Children are not just an intellectual thing. They are an emotional part of us. We have to 
feed their needs for emotion to make them mature, to make them into menschen. We have to 
teach them how to use their emotions. We do not believe in suppressing our emotions. We 
believe in using them in the right way to elevate them. We have to take the two parts of our soul, 
and the lulav and the etrog - the mind and the emotions -and shake them together. We hold the 
etrog in the left hand and the lulav in the right hand because to live a full life, we have to have 
emotional experiences, but they have to be framed and controlled by the Torah, which the etrog 
symbolizes. We have to learn how to dance at weddings, and how to cry at funerals, how to be 
happy on a Simchat Torah and sad on a Tisha B'Av. This holiday is called Yom Simchaseinu, the 
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day of our joy, because on it we are joyful as we know we can use our emotions correctly in the 
service of G-d. We do not have to suppress them, as other religions and philosophies believe. We 
must use all our emotions, but in a proper way.  
 The lulav can also stand for pride, and the myrtle can also stand for the eye, for lusting 
after things, and the arova can stand for the mouth, which speaks gossip. We do not believe that 
we should take a vow of poverty so we should not show pride, or a vow of chastity so we should 
not display lust, or a vow of silence so we should not speak badly. We believe we can elevate all 
these qualities and use them correctly, that we can use our pride to be the best workmen we can 
be, the best fathers we can be, etc. We can use our lust to make a wonderful marriage so that we 
and our wives will grow together. We can use our mouth to speak words of Torah and 
encouragement enabling us to be sympathetic toward others. We are like what happened once in 
a monastery in Tibet where a novice was told to copy the original charter of the monastery. He 
said, "Why should I copy a copy? Why shouldn't I copy from the original?" The head of the 
monastery thought this was a good idea, and went to get the original. An hour passed, then two, 
then three. The novice got worried and went looking for the head. He found him crying, and 
asked why he was crying. The head replied, "The word is celebrate, not celibate."  
 We all know that when we build the succah, we have to build the sides first before we put 
on the branches. We have to have a framework first before we deal with out emotions. If we have 
the framework, then we have nothing to fear from our emotions. They will add zest to our lives. 
They will allow us to grow. We also know that our emotions were given to us by G-d for a 
purpose, to allow us to better fulfill our role as His partner in creation. We are happy today 
because we know we are not depressed and depressing, sniveling individuals who are 
overwhelmed with guilt. We can elevate ourselves, and we have G-d there to help Him make this 
a better world. When we march around the synagogue holding the lulavim and etrogim saying, 
"G-d help us," we know that He will because we are going to dedicate our minds and our 
emotions - our total soul- to help make this world a better place. Even if we do not realize it 
many times, we know that when we practice the Jewish religion, We are elevated and our 
emotions are elevated, and we are better prepared and able to be G-d's partner in creation.  
 I am reminded of the story they tell about Mr. Goldberg, who came to shul every day. A 
friend said to him, "You must be very religious. You come to shul every day." He replied, "No, 
I'm not so religious, but I'll tell you what. My friend Mr. Greenberg comes to shul every day to 
pray to G-d, and I come to talk to Mr. Greenberg." By his very coming to shul, he elevated 
himself and caused his Neshoma to realize that he can make a difference. When we know that we 
can make a difference, our intellectual and our emotional soul draws closer to G-d. May we all 
draw closer to G-d so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
 

Reconciliation and Dreams Fulfilled  
 Succot is known as Zeman Simchaseinu, the day of our joy. In fact, in the Talmud, when 
it refers to Chag, the holiday, it always means Succot, yet in the Haphtorah for the first day of 
Succot, we learn about war, a terrible war in which we find that Jerusalem will be ravaged, split 
in two, and that people's flesh will fall off, almost like the consequences of an atomic war. Why 
should we read this on such a joyous holiday? What's more, why in the Gemora does it say that 
there are no more happier days than Tu B' Av and Yom Kippur? It does not mention Succot at 
all.  
 Perhaps the answer to this is that Tu H' Av and Yom Kippur have to do with marriage. 
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We know that for many years, there was a decree that a Jew from one tribe could not marry a 
Jew from another tribe, the reason being to prevent property being alienated from one tribe to 
another. The day that this decree was nullified was Tu B' Av. This act caused a great deal of 
rejoicing in Israel because now young people from the different tribes of Israel could marry each 
other. We also all learn that there was a terrible civil war in Israel between the eleven tribes of 
Israel and the Tribe of Binyomin in the time of the judges. It seems that a man had traveled with 
his concubine to a city in the Tribe of Binyomin. People congregated around him, removed the 
concubine from him, raped her, and killed her. This was considered not only a terrible criminal 
act, but also a terrible national disgrace, as indeed it was. The tribes of Israel wanted the culprits 
to be handed over to them, to be tried by the national Sanhedrin, but the Tribe of Binyomin 
refused, saying that it would deal with this matter themselves. This refusal to hand over the 
culprits provoked the civil war which resulted in the decimation of the Tribe of Binyomin. A ban 
was also placed upon marrying anybody from the Tribe of Binyomin. In fact, at one point, the 
Tribe of Binyomin ran out of women, and they had to kidnap women from other tribes to get 
wives. This was like the Roman story of the Sabine Women against marrying people from the 
Tribe of Binyomin.  
 On Yom Kippur, we wear white because it is a day of joy, and because we know we will 
be forgiven, and we can start anew, fresh. It was a day on which engagements were announced. 
The girls would all go and dance in the vineyard close to the Temple in borrowed white 
garments, and matches would be made. This was a very happy time for individuals especially. 
Succot, however, celebrates a national reconciliation between G-d and man. According to the 
Vilna Gaon, the succah that we are remembering on the holiday of Succot is not the huts that the 
Jewish people lived in when they wandered in the desert, but the clouds of glory which protected 
them during their 40 years of wandering in the desert. The problem with this interpretation was 
that these clouds of glory came immediately the Jewish people when they left Egypt. Why then 
isn't Succot celebrated right after Pesach? The answer the Vilna Gaon gives is that it is not the 
original resting of the clouds upon the Jewish people that we are celebrating, but the return of 
these clouds. When the Jewish people worshipped the golden calf, the clouds left them. The 
Jewish people were not forgiven for the sin of the golden calf until Yom Kippur. The day after 
Yom Kippur, Moshe commanded them to bring offerings to build the Tabernacle. On the 12th 
and 13th, they brought different materials, and on the 14th the artisans began to work, and on the 
15th the clouds of glory returned. The Jewish people were reconciled to G-d.  
 The great joy of Succot is the fact that there is reconciliation, that G-d and the Jewish 
people have been reconciled one to another. That's one of the reasons we do not have to sit in the 
succah when it rains or it is too hot. When we are uncomfortable, we do not have to sit in the 
succah. Why should this be? After all, if we are uncomfortable on Yom Kippur, we still have to 
complete the fast. If eating matzah on Pesach makes us uncomfortable, we still have to eat 
matzah. Of course, in life-threatening situations we are free from eating matzah. For example, if 
someone has celiac screw, a disease in which people cannot eat gluten lest they die, they do not 
eat matzah on Pesach, or if someone is sick with diabetes or other diseases so that fasting will 
endanger their lives, they do not fast on Yom Kippur, but if the mitzvah of fasting on Yom 
Kippur and eating matzah on Pesach makes us uncomfortable, we will still have to fulfill these 
mitzvahs. But on Succot, we do not have to fulfill the mitzvah on sitting in the succah. Succot 
speaks about the reconciliation of G-d and man, and this reconciliation is based on love and joy, 
and if we cannot be joyful, then it mars this reconciliation. The whole emphasis of Succot is 
reconciliation.  
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 That's why we read about war on Succot - to teach us that war is not the last word. At the 
end of the Haphtorah, we learn how all the nations of the world will be reconciled to Israel, how 
they will be reconciled to each other. They will all recognize that there is a G-d in the world, and 
they will all come up every Succot to Jerusalem to acknowledge G-d. It is a Haphtorah which 
ends with reconciliation. There is a great joy in being reconciled one with another, when one is 
reunited on a higher plane.  
 That's a Jewish dream: that everybody and every nation and every human being will be 
reconciled one with another. That is the great joy of Succot. We should never give up this dream. 
I remember how it seemed that America would never reconcile itself to the Germans or the 
Japanese during World War II, but we have. Germany and Japan are democracies, and we have 
reconciled ourselves to them. We have this great hope also that eventually the Arabs and Jews 
will also reconcile themselves to each other. I do not believe that we can trust Arafat but 
eventually a new leadership will arise, and then hopefully, we will be reconciled. The Oslo 
Agreements were based on a delusion. Arafat wants to destroy us. He supports the terrorists, but 
it is our dream that when a new generation arises, there will be peace among us. That's why we 
say in our prayer, "And spread over us Your succah of peace." We know that just as we have 
been reconciled to G-d, G-d will reconcile us to all the nations and to each other. That's the great 
joy of Succot. Let us all hope and pray that we will never give up these dreams of reconciliation 
even though we cannot implement it now. Eventually, we believe it will come true, and let us all 
hope and pray that the same thing will happen between the Moslem world and the United States. 
Now, we will have to fight Osama bin Laden and the Taliban, but we hope eventually we will be 
reconciled.  
 I am reminded of the story of a man who was called up to serve in the army. The doctor 
examined him and said, "Is there any medical reason you shouldn't serve in the army?" The 
young man replied, "Yes, half my intestines are gone." The doctor was shocked and asked, 
"What do you mean?" The young man said, "I have no guts." We all must have guts to persevere 
through all this difficult period, and we all hope and pray that if we keep dreaming about this 
reconciliation, we will be worthy of having the Mashiach come quickly in our day. Amen. 
  

Balance, Joy and Pain  
 In the second day of Succot, we read about King Solomon's dedication of the Temple. He 
began the dedication on the 9th day of Tishri, and ended it on the 23rd day of Tishri. This seems 
very strange because this meant Jews that year did not celebrate Yom Kippur at all as a fast day. 
It would be prohibited to fast on Yom Kippur during the time they were dedicating the Temple. 
Why did he choose that particular day to start? We know that G-d commanded him to dedicate 
the Temple in Tishri, but why that particular day?  
 Also, we have a very strange Medrash which says that near the end of days, all the 
nations of the world will come to G-d complaining, "Why did You give the Jewish people the 
Torah? Why didn't You give it to us?" G-d will say, "I tried to give it to you, but you refused it. I 
went to the Ishmaelites, and they asked, 'What is in the Torah?' and You told them, 'You shall 
not steal,' and they said, 'I don't know if we can observe that part of the Torah,' and then You 
went to the people of Esau, the Edomites, and You said, 'Thou shalt not murder,' and they said, 'I 
am not sure I want that Torah,' and then You went to the other nations and got a similar reply. 
However, G-d, when You went to the Jewish people and asked them if they wanted to keep the 
Torah," according to the Medrash, "You held Mount Sinai over their heads KaChagigit, like a 
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barrel, and You said, 'If you accept the Torah, well and good, but if not, I will drop the mountain 
on you.'" How could you say the Jewish people accepted the Torah willingly? G-d said, "All 
right, I will give you a very simple mitzvah, and we will see whether you like it," and He gave 
them the mitzvah of Succot. He then made it very hot for three days. At the end of three days, the 
nations of the world left the succah, kicking it as they left. The rabbis all ask, what did they do 
wrong? After all, if you are uncomfortable in a succah, you do not have to stay in the succah, so 
what did they do wrong? The rabbis answered they kicked the succah.  
 The nations of the world have misinterpreted what Torah is all about. Torah is not an 
ascetic life style. The Torah does not glorify suffering. In fact, many religions and philosophies, 
including certain parts of Christianity, have found great pleasure in self-afflicted pain. We do not 
believe that you get close to G-d by inflicting pain upon yourself. Sometimes, we have to be 
willing to suffer for Torah, but that is only a means, not an end. Pirkei Avos reveals that to 
acquire Torah, one must eat bread and drink water and sleep on the floor. This does not mean 
that you have to do it, but rather you should be willing to do it if necessary. I do not know any 
Torah scholars who eat only stale bread and drink water and sleep on the floor. In the Holocaust, 
there were those who did that. They kept Judaism alive, even in the concentration camps. They 
made a Seder using potato peels to make wine. They improvised even a shofar on Rosh 
Hashonna. They learned Torah in Auschwitz, remembering text by heart. This is something that 
they had to do. They had no choice, but we in Judaism do not look for suffering or self-
immolation. The suicide bombers are wrong. You cannot reach up to heaven by committing 
suicide.  
 Many times, asceticism is just the worship of the will. I know. I had a friend with whom I 
had a violent argument because of his mistreatment of his children. He would punish them every 
Friday, whether they did anything bad or not. He said he was sure that they had done something 
wrong during the week, and he just did not catch them. He would put cookies and candy in front 
of them, and punish them if they took any. He violated a Torah law: Do not put a stumbling 
block before the blind. If he had put the cookies on the top shelf, and the kids would have 
climbed up and taken one, that is different. I told him he was acting like a son of brotherhood, an 
SOB, and that he was not acting like a good father or a good Jew. He told them he was teaching 
them will power. He seemed to believe in the theory if you break one toothpick one day and then 
break two the next day, eventually you can break a telephone pole, which is absolutely 
preposterous.  
 In Judaism, we are not to worship the will either. What we are supposed to do is the 
moral and correct thing. Most of the time, doing correct and moral things should give us joy and 
happiness and pleasure. It should be a simcha. Sometimes, it will not be, like comforting those 
who are wounded or killed -as at the World Trade Center disaster. In Judaism, we do not believe 
that if something gives you pain or is distasteful, it is religious, that if it gives you pleasure and 
joy, it is not religious. That is Puritanism, not Judaism. The nations of the world kicked the 
succah when they left because they said, "We tried to be ascetic and we could not hack it. 
Therefore, we cannot accept the Torah." Many times, people try to adopt values which are 
impossible. Therefore, although they may give them lip services, they cannot live by them. 
Nobody has ever lived by turning the other cheek, except the Jews in the Middle Ages, who had 
no choice. Religion becomes a fantasy, something we would like to see happen, but which we 
know is not true in the real world. The world cannot be based on only mercy, and it cannot be 
based on strict justice. These two concepts must be mixed and balanced. That is the secret of 
Judaism. We must constantly balance conflicting forces. We do not worship the will, and we do 
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not worship pleasure. What we are supposed to do is live lives based on morality. As the Ethics 
of the Fathers maintains, "What is the proper path that a man should choose? He should choose 
something which pleases himself and which pleases others." Granted, this is hard to do. That's 
why one must study. Solomon dedicated the Temple when he did to teach us that it is not the 
ascetics of Yom Kippur which brings us close to G-d, nor is it even the joy of dedicating the 
Temple which brings us close to G-d; it is living moral, decent lives based on the Torah. True, 
sometimes we need to improve our spiritual lives, to fast and to have a Yom Kippur, and 
sometimes we have to feast like we do at the dedication of the Temple or Succot. The object of 
our religion is leading balanced, moral lives based on the Torah. We must be kind, 
compassionate people who are filled with loving kindness.  
 I am reminded of the story they tell about a girl who had a sore throat. She went to the 
doctor, who after looking in her throat, asked, "Young lady, are you a little hoarse?" She replied, 
"Oh, no." He again asked if she was a little hoarse, and she replied, "No, I'm sure I'm not a little 
horse because my Daddy calls me a little monkey." She could be both a little horse and a little 
monkey. We do not stay in the succah when we are uncomfortable because we do not worship 
ascetics. The nations of the world did not understand that. We must balance all our life forces. 
Sometimes we fast, and sometimes we feast, but the important thing is that we live balanced, 
moral lives. Let us all hope and pray we will do this so the Mashiach will come quickly in our 
day. Amen.  
 

Overcoming, Achieving, Morality and No Roofs  
 Today, we again read about war. It seems strange that for the second time on the holiday 
of Succot we read about war, since Succot is the time of our joy. It is a time when we pray that 
G-d should spread His succah of peace over us. On the first day of Succot, I mentioned that the 
reason we read about war is not the war. It is because after the war, there will be reconciliation 
and reconnection, the highest form of joy, and I believe with all my heart that eventually the 
Arabs and we Jews will be reconciled in the land of Israel, and that will bring us all great joy. 
Why do we have to read about war again?  
In this Haphtorah, we are given many more details about the war. We learn about the war of Gog 
and Magog. In fact, just yesterday, I received a call from a Christian lady who wanted me to 
explain to her who was Gog, and what does Magog mean? I told her we do not know exactly. In 
fact, every week I get at least one call from a Christian group asking when we are going to start 
rebuilding the third Temple. Theologically, it is very important to them that we begin building 
the third Temple. I always answer that I do not know when that will occur, but I hope soon. What 
Ariel Sharon said this week is 100% true. I am glad he said it because the world is always ready 
to sacrifice the Jews for a seemingly higher principle. Our State Department believes that we 
Jews fulfilled our role 2000 years ago, and should have disappeared; since then, we have been a 
nuisance. Killing all Jews and destroying Israel would not make any difference since the bearer 
of western culture is the United States. They would not agree to bomb the concentration camps 
in World War II lest it slow the war effort, even though it would have saved millions of Jews, 
and today they fail to put on the list of terrorist organizations Hamas and Hezbollah. Can you 
believe that? And the United States has not frozen the assets of Hamas and Hezbollah who are 
not only virulently against Israel, but passionately hate the United States. They organized 
demonstrations of joy when the World Trade Center was bombed and danced in the streets. The 
United States has not listed them as terrorist organizations. What's the matter? Doesn't Jewish 
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blood count? Sharon was absolutely right.  
 The rabbis explain that the word Gog means roof, and the battle on Succot was the battle 
that has been going on between the Jewish people and the empires of the world since the 
beginning of history. The world says there is a Gog; there is a roof, a ceiling beyond which 
mankind cannot go. For example, the ancient world believed slavery was essential to have 
civilization. The British and the Communists believed that you had to let people starve to make 
economic progress. We have always been the succah people. We do not have a roof. We believe 
that all plagues, both moral and physical, will be overcome and can be overcome. That's why so 
many Jews became doctors because eventually we believe that cancer will be cured, heart 
disease will be cured. There are many in our congregation who are in the forefront of this 
research. As individuals, we may not see that day when these diseases will be overcome, but we 
have faith that they will. There is a prayer, which says, "Give me the ability to change the things 
I can change, and the serenity to accept the things I cannot change.” This prayer is not wholly 
acceptable to us, because we believe eventually we can overcome all problems, not as 
individuals but as the Jewish people. It may take many generations, but cancer will be overcome, 
heart disease will be overcome, and peace will be attained. We have to work at it constantly. 
There is no ceiling over our heads, only a flimsy covering of branches. We can still see the stars. 
We will never give up on our ideals. There is no limit on trying to achieve moral victories in the 
world. We will not be satisfied with half measures. Everybody knows that I favor Clinton's 
domestic policies. However, I disagree very strongly on his foreign policy. He believed you can 
make deals with terrorists, but failed every time he tried. The peace deal in Northern Ireland has 
basically collapsed. Peace deals with Arafat never even took hold. We made a pact with the 
devil. He never had any intentions of keeping it. It was a Faustian bargain. He was supposed to 
jail terrorists and use all sorts of undemocratic methods, which we could not use. This is wrong. 
We are only going to have peace with the Arab countries when they become democratic. 
Sharansky pointed this out a long time ago. You cannot rely on tyrannical regimes to keep peace. 
They need war to survive. They need enemies. Why anyone can believe that terrorists will 
change their stripes, when the devil will not be the devil anymore, is hard to fathom. We will 
never give up. There will be ups and downs, but there is no ceiling. We do not believe you have 
to install tyrannical regimes to combat terrorism. In the United States, too, we have to be careful 
that we do not institute so many counter measures against terrorism that we deprive ourselves of 
all our liberties and become a tyrannical state ourselves. We must guard civil liberties.  
 The war of Gog and Magog is the war between a people who puts a ceiling on morality, 
who says you cannot be moral in the real world, and between the succah people, the Jewish 
people, who say you can be moral in the world. It may take some doing, it may take some time, 
but it can be done. We all know that war exists now. President Bush has declared war against the 
terrorists, and we know there will be action, but we hope and pray that soon war will be no more, 
and that everybody will agree with the succah philosophy, not the Gog or roof philosophy.  
 I am reminded of the story they tell about a young man who was inducted into the army. 
He requested to be put in the quartermaster corps. The sergeant in charge of inductees asked, "ls 
that because you don't want to confront the enemy? You do not realize how evil the enemies of 
our state are." The young man said, “Oh, no. I realize how evil they are. The reason I want to be 
in the quartermaster corps and not in the front lines is because I hate the enemy so much, I can't 
stand the sight of him." We all know that is probably not his real reason, but we know that 
eventually a cure will be found for cancer, for heart disease, and eventually there will be peace 
between we Jews and the Arabs of the world. May peace reign throughout the world. May G-d 
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quickly send the Mashiach and spread His succah of peace over all mankind. Amen.  
 



229 

 

SHEMINI ATZERES  

Love, Devotion and Dedication - Six, Seven and Eight  
 In a few minutes, we will say yizkor. We can understand why we say yizkor on this 
holiday of Shemini Atzeres. Shemini Atzeres is a holiday of love. Shemini Atzeres is a different 
kind of holiday than Succot. On Succot, we pray for the whole world. We bring 70 sacrifices for 
the 70 nations of the world. On Shemini Atzeres, we just bring one sacrifice for the Jewish 
people. It is as if G-d had said, "Stay with Me one day longer. It is hard for Me to have you 
leave."  
 There are no special rituals for Shemini Atzeres. No lulav. No esrog. Like going to a 
wedding when usually by the end of dessert, everybody has gone except for close family 
members. That's why I always like to do the Sheva Brochas before the cake. If you wait until the 
end of the meal, usually everybody has left. Close family members not only stay to the end of the 
wedding, but also stay another day so they can attend the Sheva Brochas. G-d, too, is telling us, 
"Stay another day."  
 We all know that during this time of year, our relationship with G-d is in the foreground. 
G-d reaches out to us, and wants us to be close to Him. During the rest of the year, our 
relationship to G-d is in the background. He still is open to us, but we have to make the first 
move. We say if we will open up our hearts to G-d like the point of a pen, He will make it as 
wide as a highway so you can drive a truck through. It is appropriate that we say yizkor on this 
holiday of love because we remember how much our parents loved us and how much our 
departed relatives and friends loved us.  
 This holiday is known as Shemini Chag Atzeres, the eighth, the holiday of Atzeres. Eight 
has a special meaning in Hebrew. We all know that seven is the number of spirituality. We know 
we live in six physical dimensions: up; down; east; west; north; south; but it is the spiritual 
dimension which is the most important. It is the love, devotion, dedication that we feel that is 
more important than anything else. You can have a beautiful building, but if you do not fill it 
with love and devotion and caring, it is almost useless. We create the spiritual. If we do not work 
hard during the week to prepare for Shabbat, we will not have a Shabbat, a seventh day filled 
with wonderful food and company and learning of Torah. Many of the holidays, according to the 
Torah, are seven days. Pesach is seven days. Succot is seven days. Shabbat is the seventh day. 
Eight, though, stands for a gift. It is something we cannot force. It is a gift from G-d. We know 
that on the eighth day, we have a bris, a circumcision, which stands for the covenant between the 
Jewish people and G-d. We know that there were eight days for dedicating the Temple. The 
Temple was a gift to us, the gift of G-d's love and forgiveness. We know that the high priest 
wore eight garments. We also know that there are eight parshas in our tephillin, which speaks 
about the marriage of G-d to Israel, the great gift of G-d's love to us. There are four in the 
tephillin of the hand, and four in the tephillin of the head. We know that in the diaspora, there are 
eight days of Pesach, and there is an eighth day added to Succot because in the diaspora we need 
G-d's great gift to maintain ourselves as Jews.  
 Love is a gift. You cannot buy it. Our parents showered us with gifts. We also have on 
our tzitzis eight strings and five knots. The eight stands for the love that G-d has for us, and the 
five knots stand for the Torah that He gave us to show His great love for us. This is the holiday 
of love. That's why it is called Shemini Atzeres because it talks about the gifts that we have been 
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given. Atzeres can mean assembly in Hebrew. It can also mean to stop, like in Israel when we 
say Atzor Chagvul L'Feneka - stop, the border is in front of you. It is a time when we should stop 
and contemplate the great gifts that we have been given. More than that, the letters of the word 
Atzeres, itself, stand for Avoda - worship or spirituality; Rachmones - mercy or compassion; and 
Torah. Our parents, through their example, gave us great gifts, the capacity to have a relationship 
with G-d. We may not have appreciated their making us come to the synagogue or the Friday 
night meal or the High Holiday services, but they gave us a great gift. They also showed us the 
importance of Tzedakah, of giving charity, and they also gave us the gift of Rachmones. I 
remember I had a friend who was a brilliant Torah scholar, but bore grudges. He would always 
want to pay back even years later. He had no sense of Rachmones, and, of course, his learning 
was not respected because of that. Finally, they gave us the great gift of Torah, of developing 
ourselves morally and interpersonally. They taught us the importance of humor and joking, but 
they also taught us that if we want to dish it out, we have to also be able to take it. You cannot 
buy these gifts. The love that they gave us was from the heart.  
 I am reminded of the story they tell about Moshe Grossman. He was born in Warsaw. His 
father had been a chazan, but his father died when he was four months old. His mother 
remarried, and his stepfather was not, it seemed, too concerned about him. He did not show him 
hardly any warmth. His mother had other children from his stepfather. The stepfather treated him 
all right, sending him to yeshiva and even to college. Moshe got married in 1938 when he was 20 
years old. Moshe had a little baby named Yosef Chanana about the time Hitler marched into 
Poland. He was sent to a concentration camp. His stepfather had left for America just after his 
wedding in 1938, hoping to bring his mother and his stepbrothers and sisters to the United States. 
However, the war broke out. They were all killed in Auschwitz. Moshe managed to survive the 
war, and his stepfather found him and brought him to America. He got him a job as a chazan in a 
shul because he had his own father's beautiful voice. He kept the job for a few years, but then he 
just could not daven anymore. He kept remembering his wife and his son. His stepfather then set 
him up in business, and he was doing all right, but was filled with terrible sadness. His stepfather 
had remarried and had other children. He tried to get him to participate with his other children in 
family affairs, but Moshe just could not seem to get hold of himself. Finally, his stepfather 
decided he would take him to Israel on Succot. This was in 1958. Moshe, at this time, stopped 
going to shul regularly. His stepfather insisted that he come with him to shul on Shemini Atzeres, 
and say yizkor, and have the chazan, who was a young man of 19 with a beautiful voice, sing El 
Malay for all their deceased relatives. Moshe waited until his stepfather had the young chazan 
say the El Malay for his stepbrothers and sisters who were killed in Auschwitz, and then he 
stepped forward and asked that young man, whose voice seemed very familiar, to say El Malay 
for his wife. The young chazan did. Then he said, "Make one for my son, Yosef Chanana Ben 
Moshe Chaim." The chazan gave a start. He looked at Moshe Chaim and said, "Will you please 
take off your glasses?" Moshe Chaim was a little taken back, but he took off his glasses. The 
chazan then said, "Are you from Warsaw?" Moshe Chaim said yes. The chazan then took off his 
glasses, and he threw himself in Moshe Chaim's arms, and he said, "Father, father." Moshe 
Chaim did not know what to say. He was filled with emotion, when all of a sudden, he turned 
around, and he saw his stepfather crying. His stepfather had given him many gifts. He had been a 
good man and a good father. It was just a shame he could also not have shown him warmth when 
he was growing up.  
 We are all indebted to our parents for the great gifts they have given us. Let us all hope 
and pray that we will pay them back by giving these same gifts, the gifts of spirituality, 
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Tzedakah, Rachmones, and Torah to our children and grandchildren. May it be because we have 
given these great gifts to our children and grandchildren that we are able to raise wonderful 
Jewish families so the Mashiach will come quickly in our day. Amen.  
 

Open Your Heart, Rachmones, Freedom  
 Today is Shemini Atzeres. It is a unique holiday, separate from Succot. The rabbis teach 
us that each of the pilgrim holidays is identified with a particular patriarch. Pesach is associated 
with Avraham, because Avraham freed the people from the bonds of superstition and idolatry. 
He told the people that they were not subject to fate, but they could make their own fate, that the 
stars did not control them, but they had free will. It was a holiday of liberation.  
 Shavuot is a holiday which is identified with Yitzchak, because Yitzchak was inner-
directed. He concentrated on living the Torah life, in grasping the full import of what the Torah 
meant. If the world yet could not understand Torah, so be it. He did not care whether they 
approved or not. When he was confronted by strife, he withdrew. We all know that to be a 
believing Jew, you have to believe in three principles - redemption, revelation, and creation. You 
are, of course, still a Jew if you do not believe in these principles, but you will not come to shul 
or keep Shabbat or keep kosher because those observances will have no meaning for you. You 
can believe in one or two of these principles and relate them to our heritage, but you will not be a 
ritually observant Jew. For example, there are many people who believe in Avraham's idea of 
freedom, that we must be free to pursue our own destiny, etc. Many Jews are in freedom 
movements. Many of the early Socialists were Jews because they believed in freedom, and that 
we should not put up with oppression. Nobody, using the expression of another religion, should 
have to bear their cross, but should be free from persecution and oppression, etc. Other Jews 
have believed in revelation, but have felt that the revelation only concerned themselves, not 
requiring any action.  
 The third holiday, Succot, in the tradition is personified by Yaacov. He believed in the 
principles of his grandfather about freedom, redemption, and the principles of his father, 
revelation. He also believed in the third principle every Jew has to believe in to be religious, and 
that is creation, that G-d has power, and that we must bring the fullness of creation to this world. 
According to the Ramban, there are two holidays which celebrate creation. One is Shabbat, and 
that celebrates how G-d created the world from nothing. Succot celebrates the second aspect of 
creation, how creation is also a process. After G-d created the world out of nothing, He created 
great potentiality, and we have to continue His process of creation by developing the world's and 
our potentiality. That's why the word for world also means hidden. We have to develop our 
hidden potential and the world's hidden potential. Yaacov was a man who confronted the world. 
He brought Jewish ideals into the world in his confrontations with Laban, Esau, etc. It is not 
easy. It is very difficult, and many Jews have been hurt by it terribly. We all know about the 
Holocaust. The world has singled us out to be persecuted and hounded because, as Hitler said, "I 
hate that Semitic G-d with His thou shalts and thou shalt nots."  
 What, though, does Shemini Atzeres represent? With which Biblical figure is it 
associated? Also, in the Haphtorah we read today, King Solomon sent the people home after 
dedicating the first Temple for 14 days. He blessed them on Shemini Atzeres, and sent them 
home the next day. It says, "On the eighth day he released the people, and they blessed the king, 
and they went to their tents happy and good-hearted on all the good which G-d did." Why did 
King Solomon dedicate the temple when he did? After all, because he dedicated the temple in 
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that year starting on the seventh of Tishri, the people could not celebrate Yom Kippur as a fast 
day that year. Why did he insist that the people stay through Shemini Atzeres, and he did not just 
send them to their tents happy but good-hearted, open-hearted? Why?  
 As we all know, She mini Atzeres is a holiday of love and affection. As the Medrash 
says, it is as if G-d said, "I know that during Succot you prayed for the 70 nations of the world, 
but I want you to stay one day longer with Me. I want to show you My affection and how you 
should always be affectionate and open-hearted to others." We know that we Jews have to 
maintain our open-heartedness and goodness even though the world persecutes us. It is our job to 
serve as a role model in the world until eventually, as we say in the Aleinu three times a day, 
"And G-d will be King over all the earth and on that day G-d will be one and His name one."  
 Who is the Biblical figure that personifies Shemini Atzeres? It is Yosef, because, in spite 
of what the world did to him, he maintained his open-heartedness. His brothers hated him. They 
sold him into slavery. Potiphar's wife slandered and accused him falsely. He was imprisoned, but 
he did not lose his good-heartedness. He did not lose his sense of Rachmones. He forgave his 
brothers. King Solomon, when he sent the people away, wanted to send them away on Shemini 
Atzeres, a day of Rachmones, of open-heartedness, that they should remember what the temple 
was meant to instill in them, and that a sense of open-heartedness, Rachmones, exists.  
I am reminded of the story they tell about Sophia. Sophia lived in Germany in 1933. Her family 
had originally come from Poland, and always liked to tell the story of her great-grandfather, who 
was a Nicolai Soldaten. In the 1830's, Nicholas the First of Russia decided that he was going to 
take one-third of the Jewish boys, each eight or nine, and keep them in the Russian army for 30 
years. That way, he would convert them to Christianity. Sophia's great-grandfather, Yaacov, was 
pressed into the Russian army at eight years old. He love to sing, and his family used to sing at 
Havdallah special melodies. The melody of his family was ingrained in his mind since he was 
four years old. He was taken to an army camp where there were 17 and 18 year old conscripts, 
and at the beginning, it was very tough for him, but he was a very strong young man, and soon 
when he became 18, 19,20, he was recognized for his courage and bravery and saved many of his 
comrades in battle.  
 At the end of his 30 years when he was 38 years old, he was released and went to Poland 
to try to find his family. He did not know where to begin. He entered a village and was invited to 
a home for Shabbat. In the army, he was known as Akobo. He did not even realize his real name 
was Yaacov. When Shabbat was over, the family made Havdallah, and for some unexplained 
reason, Akobo began to sing his family's song that he last heard 30 years ago. Immediately, the 
other family members looked at him and asked, "Where did you hear that song?" He said, "That 
is the song of my family." They all began to cry because Akobo was in his brother's home. His 
brother hugged him and said, "Yaacov, you are back!"  
 Sophia's family loved to tell that story. Akobo never gave up hope. He remembered his 
heritage. Our parents, too, have always taught us to remember our heritage and to have hope and 
to be filled with Rachmones.  
 In 1933, Hitler seized power. In 1934, they took away Sophia's husband and child. In 
1935, they took away her sister and family and her parents. She was lucky that she had a relative 
in the United States who managed to get her a visa before they came for her. She came to the 
United States and lived with her relative, Estella, but she would not go anywhere. She did not 
participate in anything. She got a job as a seamstress in the garment district, and would just go to 
work and home. She turned down all invitations. Estella was very worried about her, but Sophia 
declared she could not exist unless she shut out the world.  
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 In 1939, some children were smuggled out of Germany to England, but England did not 
want them so some of them were sent to the United States with fake sponsors. Estella's job was 
to find someone to raise them. She went to Sophia and said, “Would you take in these two 
children?" They were about eight and six. She said, “No, I can't do it. I must be closed to the 
world. My heart must be stopped up." Estella said to think about it. Sophia went home and, for 
the first time, decided that she had to open up her heart again. She brought down the suitcase 
filled with family pictures. She took the picture of her sister and nephew and niece, and put it on 
the dining room table. She took the picture of her husband and son and put it on the bureau, and 
the picture of her parents she put on the bookcase. Sophia called Estella and said she changed her 
mind, that she would raise the children. Estella said that was wonderful and an hour later, she 
brought them over. She introduced them to Sophia and said, “The boy is Carl. He is eight, and 
the girl is Elise, and she is almost seven." Sophia thought that was strange because those were 
the names of her nephew and niece. She invited them in, and immediately the children ran to the 
dining room table and started to cry. Sophia thought that the children were disappointed in her 
and were, therefore, crying, but she noticed that they were holding the picture of her sister and 
kissing it and saying, “Mommy, Mommy." Sophia had decided to open her heart. She decided 
she could not live without Rachmones.  
 That's what our parents and grandparents and loved ones have taught us, that no matter 
what the difficulty, you have to open your heart. You cannot live your life without Rachmones. 
That is what King Solomon was teaching the people when he let them go on the holiday of 
Shemini Atzeres. Let us all hope and pray that we will all have Rachmones so the Mashiach will 
come quickly in our day. Amen.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


