Pesach
Modern Orthodoxy, Spirituality, and Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik

n the 7orah portion that we read this Shabbos we have three main

themes. The first theme has to do with G-d’s presence in the world.

We learn how Moshe said to G-d, “You say to me to bring this
people up, but Thou hast not made known whom Thou will send with me.”
Moshe wanted to make sure that G-d’s presence would be with the Jewish
people even after they had sinned by building the golden calf. Moshe went
even further and said, “If Your presence does not go with us, do not take us
up from here (meaning from Mount Sinai) for in what way will it be known
then that I have found favor in Your eyes, I and Your peoplc? Isn’t it that if
You will go with us, we will be distinguished 1 and Your people from all
the nations that are on the face of the earth?” In other words, Moshe said
that if the Jewish people would be recognized by all the peoples of the
world as being distinguished, that would prove that G-d was with us, that
G-d’s presence was with us. And (G-d said to Moshe, “Also this thing which
you have spoken I will do because you have favor in My eyes.”

The second theme has to do with G-d instructing Moshe what he is
supposed to do if the Jewish people sin again. Moshe has once again gone
up to Mount Sinai this time to receive the second tablets. The Torah says,
“G-d went down in the cloud and He stood with him there and he pro-
claimed the name of G-d.” The Medrash says that this is referring to G-d
telling Moshe, “Any time that the Jewish people sin in the future, please
have them say this prayer and if they say this prayer in the correct order,
then My anger will be assuaged.” Moshe, according to this Medrash, was
instructed on how this prayer should be said by G-d. The order of the
words of the prayer were and are very important. We must first talk about
mercy, compassion, kindness, and then we can talk about remembering
sins. *“G-d, G-d, Merciful G-d and compassionate, forbearing. filled with
kindness and truth, with remembering sins...” In other words, when the
Jewish peopie go astray from their religion, we are supposed to talk to
them with compassion, with mercy, and with kindness. Later we can be-
rate them, but we must initially treat them with kindness. We must ap-
proach them with compassion.

The third theme in this Torah portion has to do with the Jewish people
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going up to the land of Isracl. “Obscrve well that which I am commanding
you this day. Behold, 1 am driving out before you the Amorite and the
Canaanitc and the Hitite and the Prezite and the Chivite and the Jebusite.”
In other words, the Jewish people’s mission was to enter the land of Israel
so they could serve as a model for all the peoples of the world,

This Shabbos is the Shabbos between the death of Rabbi Joseph
Soleveitchik, one of the greatest Jewish leaders of our generation, and his
burial, which will be tomorrow. It seems very strange that we read this
Torah portion this Shabbos because in this Torah portion we find the three
main lessons that Rabbi Soleveitchik tried to inculcate into modern ortho-
doxy, the three distinct points of view which he brought to the problems of
our modern age. 1 was not actually a student of Rabbi Soleveitchik. I knew
him well, and | attended many of his lectures; however, I was never in his
Skiur. I went 10 the Beis Medrash 1. Torah in Chicago. My brother, how-
cver, was in his Shiur and received Simcha from him. When I was at
Harvard, I studicd under his son-in-law, Dr. Twersky, and when my son
went to Boston, he became very close with Rabbi Twersky. My sister-in-
law is part of th¢ Abalow Family and her uncle, Alter Abalow, was Rabbi
Soleveitchik’s study partner. Rabbi Soleveitchik left a lasting imprint upon
Judaism, especially modern orthodoxy. He was its mentor and its leader.
When he came upon the scene, modern orthodoxy in America was waf-
fling. It did not know what direction to go, and many predicted its early
demise, but because of his charisma, his learning, and his strong convic-
tions, modern orthodoxy was transformed into the vibrant movement that
it is today. The first lesson he taught us, the first of his principles that
permeate modern orthodoxy today is that the Jewish people must embrace
the modern world, that we cannot separate ourselves from it. We cannot
live in ghettos, throwing up high walls trying to prevent the secular culture
from infiltrating into our homes. Not only is it a useless enterprise, but it is
a suicidal emerpnse It was tried in Russia and the Jewish people werc not
_ atall prepared for the Communist onslaught, and Jewish life was quickly
snuffed ont there. It was tried in Poland and it did not work there either
Hitler’s Hordes all but wiped out Polish Jewry. Those Jewries were unpre-
pared for the modern world. They could not devise strategies to deal with
it because they did not know the modern world. Even if the Jew wants to
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live an isolated life, the world will not let him because the world somehow
focuses its attentions on us. We are the catalyst for so much good and,
unfortunately, for so much bad in people. They look at us and they decide
that they do not want the Ten Commandments and then they vent their fury
upon us. Trying to isolate ourselves in fortresses will never work. What’s
more, we have to, in order to earn a living, embrace the modern world. We
have to, in order to combat the ideas of thc world, understand them cor-
rectly; otherwise, they will infiltrate into our fortresses and destroy us from
inside, as they did in Lithuania and in the great yeshivas of eastern Europe.
Rabbi Soleveitchik believed that it was important that a Jew be fully con-
versant with not only modern science but also modern culture, He be-
lieved in Torah L’Mada, that a Jew should have Gemorrah in one hand
and a stethoscope or a business ledger or a lawyer’s manual in the other
hand. A Jew should be totally integrated into the world with one excep-
tion, and that exception is the religious ideals and values of Judaism. He
was adamant that there had to be a mechitza, a separation between men
and women in the synagogue because he feared the Christianization of the
synagogue. In the 1940’s and 1950’s when orthodox shuls were changing
everything in their services, he recognized that they were doing it outof a
sense of inferiority, that they were putting American culture about Juda-
ism, that when they came to make a choice, they were Christianizing the
synagoguc. They introduced organs and robes. They changed the direction
of the prayer from the hassan toward the ark to the kassan facing the people.
The English they put in the services was not to be chanted but was to be
said as in a church. He recognized that the synagogue had to be preserved;
otherwise, Judaism would disappear, the acculturation would sweep us
away. He felt, too, that it was important that the separation between the
sexcs be maintained in the synagogue in order to refute those who claimed
that Judaism treated women badly. We were the ones who treated women
the best during the past 2000 years. Up to 100 years ago it was legal in
England for 2 man to beat his wife as long as he did not beat her with a
stick that was bigger than his thumb. It was called the rule of the thumb. In
Judaism women had rights that were unheard of even in America. Even in
Texas in the 1940’5 and 1950’s women did not serve on juries and, in some
states, a woman could not own property independent of her husband. To
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claim that Judaism mistreated women because women were in a balcony
upstairs or separated by a mechitza was to him an absurd admission which
had no basis in reality. He also realized, too, that it was very important that
there be a separation in the synagogue in order to stress the fact that men
and women are equal, and he believed in the cquality of women. It was he
who introduced Talmudic studies in Stern College. He believed that women -
should be equal to men in Jewish learning, and he also made sure his own
daughters were conversant in all the Talmudic literature. He also was in

favor of women officers of synagogues, of women mashgeecheen, but he

knew that when it came to a marital relationship, that the husband’s and

wife’s responsibilities were different. They were equal but different. It was

the responsibility of the man to support his wife, and that is why when a
man puts aring on her finger, he says what he says because he is assuming

responsibility from that point on to support his wife. His wife does not

have to support him. If she wants to she can. If she wants to entirely sup-

port the family, she can but she does not have to. He has to. It is his respon-

sibility. A man does not have to be a big lawyer or doctor. He does not

have to develop his talents. What he hag to do in this life is to support his

family. That is his first obligation. He can do other things as well, but that
is his first obligation. It is the first obligation of a woman to be willing to
have children, at least two children, a boy and a girl, and these entail dif-
ferent types of duties. Of course, a woman can have a career, and Jewish

women have always had careers. Even in Europe in the most pious com-

munities women had careers, but that is not the point. The point is that

women have different responsibilitics. Women do not have to be in shul as

much as men have to be in shul. The important thing was to recognize that

it is not true that the family that prays together stays together Statistics

will bear out it is truer that the family who pray separately will stay to-

gether than the family which prays together.

The second great point in Rabbi Soleveitchik’s teaching is that it is
very important that we cooperate with all Jews. It did not make any differ-
ence whether a Jew was an atheist even. As long as he was a Jew, we had
a responsibility to work with him and to cooperate with him. In fact, he
used to tell the story of how when he was in Germany in the 1920's an
orthodox rabbi got up and said that he had more in common with the Ger-
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man protestant ministers and the Catholic priests than with the atheistic
Jews of Poland. This, of course, was nonsense and, later, Hitler was to
prove how false it was, but it constantly shocked him when he recalled this
incident. He pointed out 10 all of us that there are two covenants the Jewish
people have with G-d We have the covenant of Abraham and the covenant
of Sinai, and, as he put it, there is a brit goral, a covenant of fate from
Abraham which seals the fate of all Jews. We all share the same fate, and
there is the brit yaad, which is the fate of goals, of working for similar
goals, which stands for Sinai. Although many Jews today don' subscribe
to Sinai, yet they still are part of the brit goral, of the fate of the Jewish
people, and it is our responsibility to work with thcm as much as possible
because it is always our hope that they will return. In large measure many
of the atheist Jews of the 1920's and 1930’s have. They have not returned
all the way, but there is very little Jewish atheism lcft in the world. He was
a great proponent of working with all segments of Judaism: with the con-
servative and reform and the socialists, with everyone because we have to
have a united front toward the outside world; otherwise, the outside world
could easily overcome us. He believed that within each Jew there was a
yearning once again to assume the covenant of Sinai. There was a pintele
yid even in those Jews who were far removed from Judaism. He liked to
tell the story of Elisha Ben Avua. Elisha Ben Avua, of course, was a great
tanah. He was on the same level as Rabbi Akiva. He, though, for some
rcason, changed. The story goes that he saw a father order his son to go up
atree and to shoo away the mother bird and get the eggs. The boy listened
to his father and shooed away the mother, took the eggs, and then fell
down and was killed. Of course, there are only two mifzvahs in the Torah
that promise long tife. One is honoring your parents, and the other is shoo-
ing away the mother bird. Elisha Ben Avua said there is no judge and there
is no justice in the worid, and he went over to the Roman side. People say
he even became a traitor. He loved to tell the story of how on Yom Kippur
Elisha Ben Avua was riding on his horse which, of coursg, is prohijbited on
Yom Kippur, in Jerusalem, which had been leveled by the Romans. He was
riding toward the ruins of the site of the Temple, toward the holy of Holies.
He seemed to be drawn there mystcriously trying perhaps to view in his
mind the ceremonies of Yom Kippur which took place in the Temple when
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it stood. When he came near the Holy of Holies, he heard a heavenly voice
say, “Return, my backsliding children, everyone exceptAcher.” He is known
as Acher in the Tafmud, the other one, after he changed and became a
renegade, a traitor, an informer to the Romans, When he heard that, he was
crestfallen, but Rabbi Soleveitchik says he understood what the voice was
saying. Rabbi Soleveitchik says that what the heavenly voice had said was
that Acher cannot return, but Elisha Ben Avua can, that there is still a pintele
yid in him that can return. Rabbi Soleveitchik believed that we should
work with every Jew, not only for practical reasons but because every Jew
has the potentiality to return.

The third point of his tcachings was that we have to support Eretz
Yisroel. He could not understand why Jews throughout the world were not
wholeheartedly behind the State of Israel. He could not understand why
religious Jews especially were not 100% totally behind the State of Israel.
He saw the State of Israel as a remarkable manifestation of G-d's presence
in our own days. In fact, he even wrote an essay called “My Beloved is
Knocking on the Door” quoting from the Shir HaShirim, which we are
going to read today. In that essay he mentioned how G-d has knocked on
our door seven different times and that we have to respond; otherwise, He
will leave and the promised redemption will not occur He believed that
the State of Israel has to be supported in every way possible. In the 1950’
the State of Israel was a Iot less religious and traditional than it is today, I
try to go to Israel every year, but my wife has not been there for quite a few
years because of her back problems. When we went this year, she com-
mented on how much more traditional Israel is today than it was 10 years
ago. Rabbi Solevcitchik realized that you have to work with everybody in
the State of Israel, He was a fervent member of Mizrachi because Mizrachi
expounds thosc principles which he believed in so fully: 1) embracing
modern culture so we can know how to deal with the world and also learn
how tu add spirituality to the modern world; 2) willingness to work with
all Jews; 3) wholehearted support for the State of Israel. He believed, as
we read in the Torah portion Shmos when G-d said, “And I will go down
and I will save,” that it was important that religious Jewry, even if it looks
like they are going down from their religious principles by having to bar-
gain with governments, patticipate in politics, in order to save religious
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education and the Jewish character of the State. He believed very much in
Mizrachi, and he could not understanid how some rabbis in this country,
many of them rabbis to whom he had given simcha, could support his
principles in America but, when in Israel, thought that Mizrachi was not
frum enough. He could not understand this. He also felt that Israel was an
opportunity to add a spiritual dimension to the life of the world. In fact, he
believed that one of the reasons we had to embracc modern culture was in
order to give it spirituality. He liked to quote from the Torah portion Toldos
how Rifka commanded Yaacov to disguise himself as Esau and to come
before his father and receive the blessing. Esau was an “Eesh Sadeh,” “a
man of the field.” Jacob was a man of the tents. Rifka knew that we cannot
cede the field to Esau. If we do, then there will be no holiness in the mate-
rial aspects of life and that was wrong. A Jew cannot stay isolated in his
tent. In fact, before Yitzchak gave Yaacov the blessing, he said, “The smell
of my son is like the smell of the field, and he blessed him from the dew of
the heaven and from the fat of the land.” This blessing was meant to con-
vey the idea that Jacob was to add spirituality to the world, the world that
we normally consider secular. We can see how far Rabbi Soleveitchik’s
teachings have permeated when even in a popular television show, Rosy
O’Neal, Rosy O’Neal’s boss is displayed wearing a yarmulka all the time.
It is the purpose of the Jew to add spirituality to the world, as we hope and
pray that Israel will do once peace comes and as we know that the Jewish
peopie do when the enter all ficlds of endeavor. Esau has no spirituality.
He has great success in the material aspects of the world, but when he
comes back from the field, he is tired. He is worn out, Rabbi Soleveitchik
pointed out. He is blue and filled with depression. He does not have the
spiritual uplift which we all need to live lives of rightcousness. It is our
responsibility and our joy to give this spiritual uplift to the world. That is
the great mission of the modern orthodox Jew. Rabbi Soleveitchik influ-
enced countless Jews once again to take upon themselves the yoke of Si-
nai. He had a wonderful mind whose trenchant analysis of the problems of
our day were welcome by all segments of world Jewry, but his main con-
tribution was the fact that he impressed upon modern orthodoxy his basic
three principles in spite of the fact that he met much opposition. It was not
easy to get these principles accepted, and today there are still orthodox
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Jews who do not accept these principles, but by having these three prin-
ciples accepted by modern orthodoxy he assured that modern orthodoxy
would have a following, a voice in the world. He was fearful that Judaism
would turn into a meaningless, irrelevant sect, that it would quickly lose
influence in the world and because it had become an irrelevant sect, it
would disappear within a few generations. His point that we must émbrace
modern culture for our own protection and also to add a spiritual dimen-
sion to it, his idea that we have (0 work together with all Jews and that we
have to support Israel wholeheartedly are the backbone now of modern
orthodoxy.

I am reminded of a cute story I heard from a rabbi recently, who
overheard it from a little girl who was talking to her mothet. The little girl
asked her mother, “Mommy, isn’t G-d the biggest thing in the whole world?”
The mother said that that was true. The little girl then said, “Isn’t G-d in
each of us?” Her mother said that that was true. Then the little girl said,
“Well, shouldn’t G-d show through them? The mother said, “Yes, my
daughter, G-d should show through.” Rabbi Soleveitchik believed that it is
the responsbility of cvery Jew, especially every orthodex Jew, by his ac-
tions to make sure that G-d shows through, that G-d’s presence can be felt
throughout the world, to make sure that the world is given an added spiri-
tual dimension. He lett behind a wonderful legacy. He left behind insights
and lessons which we will mull over and learn from for generations to
come. He made it possible for Judaism to thrive in the 20th century. May
the many lessons of his life permeate our lives and our hearts so that truly
Judaism will survive and so that the Mashiach will come quickly in our
day. Amen.

The Inner Sign, the Outer Sign, and the Destroyer

n the Haphtorah which we read on the first day of Pesach, we learn

how the Jewish people enter the land of Israel. For 39 years they

had not celebrated Pesach, neither had they circumcised their chil-
dren while they wandered in the desert. They had celebrated the first Pe-
sach in Egypt on the night of the exodus and they celebrated Pesach the
first year after they left Egypt, but for 39 years they did not celebrate Pe-
sach until they entered the land of Isracl under the leadership of Joshua.
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The rabbis also teach us that before they left Egypt, they circumcised
themselves. Except for the tribe of Levi, the other tribes had not practiced
circumcision for many years. After they left Egypt, though, while they
wandered in the desert they did not practice circumgcision. It is only again
when they entered the land of Israel that they circumcised themselves.

This seems very strange. Why is it that during all the time they wan-
dered in the desert they did not celebrate Pesach and they did not circum-
cise themselves? Also; in the Torah reading that we read on the- first day
we learn how the Jewish people had to kill a lamb and put its blood on the
door so that the angel of death would pass over their houses or, as the
Torah says, “so the destroyer, the Mashchees, will not be permitted to come
to your houses to plague.” Why did the Jewish people have to do anything
in order to be free from the destroyer? After all, the Jewish people were
not harmed at all by the first 9 plagucs and they did not have to do any-
thing in order to'be protected from them. The rabbis say that when the
Egyptians only had blood to drink, the Jewish people had water When the
Egyptians were afflicted by boils, the Jewish people were free from them.
When the Egyptians were surrounded by darkness, the Jewish people had
light. Why was the last plague different? Why did the Jewish people have
to take preventative measures in order to prevent the destroyer from enter-
ing their houses? Why was the last plague different from the first plagues
when the Jewish people did not have to do anything to be protected from
the first 9 plagues?

- Also, in the Torah portion we read on the first day it says, “It shall be
when your children will say to you, “What is this work to you?’ and you
shall say, ‘It is the Passover sacrifice for the Lord Who passed over the
houses of the sons of Israel in Egypt when He plagued Egypt and our
houses He saved’.” The questions, what is this work to you, in the Haggadah
is the question of the-evil son, the bad son. In the Haggadah, though, we
do not give the answer that was given in the Torah. Instead we say that
because the.evil son says “you,” what is this work to “you,” he excludes
himself from the group. He denies a basic principle. And you blunt his
teeth and say to him, “Because of what the Eternal did for me when I left
Egypt, I do this,” to “me” and not to “him” and if he would have been
there, he would not have been redeemed.
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It seems (0 me that the answer to these three questions can be found
in another part of the Haggadah where we learn about an argument be-
tween Rav and Shmuel. Shmucl says that the reason we make the seder
and thank G-d is becausc He freed us from the slavery of Egypt. It was the
physical slavery of Egypt that was the source of all our difficulties. Rav,
on the other hand, says that the reason we thank G-d for saving us from
Egypt was because He saved us from spiritual assimilation. We were on
the 49th level of Tuma. If we would have gone down any further, we would
have been unredeemable. That’s why we read in the Haggadah in the be-
ginning that our forefathers were idol worshippers to teach us that there is
nothing in the Jewish character to prevent us from becoming idol worship-
pers again. The problem with the slavery, according to Rav, is not so much
what it physically did to the Jewish people, but what it spiritually did to
the Jewish people. Shmuel’s opinion, on the other hand, was that it was the:
physical stavery, itsclf, the persecution, which caused a spiritual retrogres-
sion. Remove the slavery and spiritually we would snap back. Rav was not
so sure. He said that if G-d would not have revealed Himself to the Jewish
people and if the slavery would have just been removed, we would not
have snapped back immediately. It was only because we saw G-d’s mighty
hand that we regained our spiritual bearings and once again believed in
G-d the way Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob did.

The reason why the Jewish people had to take steps to prevent the
Mashchees, the destroyer, from destroying them in the last plague was
because now they were going to be free. Now they could assimilate. Up to
this time they were slaves, and the Egyptians did not want them. It is simi-
lar to the Jews in Russia today. They do not know much about their Juda-
ism, but one thing is for sure, the Russtans do not want them to assimilate.
The Russians will not accept them, and that is what is now keeping them
Jews. The same thing was true in America until the 1950’s. Most Jews
could not assimilate even if they wanted to. The gentiles would not accept
them. Jewish hospitats had to be started because Jewish doctors could not
practice in a regular hospital. Jewish family services had to be started be-
cause Jewish social workers were not hired by social service agencies.
There were quotas in universitics. Jews were banned from country clubs
and certain neighborhoods, etc. Jews could not assimilate. Now it is differ-.
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ent. Many Jews wanted to change their names and their noses so they could
pass, but, by and large, the society would not accept them. The Jews in
Egypt were now to be free. They could assimilate. The rabbis say, there-
fore, they had to put the blood of the lamb on the door, which signified that
they rejected the gods of the Egyptians, that they did not believe in ma-
levolent spirits incarnate in a2 lamb. By publicly taking the same, sacrific-
ing it, and putting its blood on the door, they demonstrated Jewish pride.
They demonstrated that they were proud of their ideals, that they rejected
Egyptian culture. It was important that the Jewish people demonstrate cour-
age. No people can gain freedom unless they are willing to demonstrate
courage.

The Jews in America until recently demonstrated great inferiority.
They were afraid to publicly display their Jewishness. They somehow felt
inferior to the gentile culture. I remember when I first went into the rab-
binate 30 years ago, people came up to me and said, “Wear a hat instead of
a yarmulka because if you wear a hat, they cannot tell you are Jewish, but
if you wear a yarmuika, they can all tefl.” I also remember a time in the
1940’s when my father was president of the Seattle Talmud Torak and how
he bought a bus for the school and emblazoned on the side of the bus was
“Seattle Talnud Torah.” One of the prominent members of the Jewish com-
munity catied him up and said, “Get that Jew bus off the roads.” He felt so
inferior he did not want to publicly demonstrate his Jewishiness. A Jew
must be willing publicly to demonstrate his Jewishness in order to prevent
assimilation,

The rabbis tell us, though, that the blood on the door contained not
only the blood of the lamb, but also the blood of circumcision. It is not
enough for a Jew to be proud of his past; a Jew must aiso feel that Judaism
has much to give the world. A Jew must feel that Judaism is a positive
force which shapes his life and which causes him to be a better person. A
Jew can publicly identify with Judaism and, therefore, with the Jewish
people without believing that Judaism has anything more to offer the world
except a rejection of paganism. That is actually what the evil son does. He
associates with his people. He is attending a seder. After all, there is some-
body who is much worse than he, and that is the person who does not
attend a seder at all. By attending a seder, he is publicly associating him-
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self with the Jewish people, but he asks a smart aleck question. In fact, the
Torah says it does not say he “asks” but he “says.” He tells you. What is
this work to you? By claiming that all Jewish observance is tedious work
which has no value, he lacks the inner sign which makes Judaism live for
each individual. You answer him sharply but you still explain to him what
G-d did for you when you went out of Egypt. Explain not only about the
blood of the lamb but the blood of the circumcision, Explain how you are
not only proud of the past but you are also proud of how G-d is continuing
to help you now.

That, of course, is basically the same answer as is given in the Torah
when we talk about the Passover sacrifice. In order for the Jewish people
to survive, we have to have two attributes: we must be publicly proud of
who we are, and we must feel that Judaism has much to teach us in our
personal life. Why was it that the Jewish people neither celebrated Pesach
or circumcised themselves in the desert? Because they did not have to fear
assimilation in the desert. They were completely cut off from other people
until right before they were to enter the land of Israel, until their battles
with Og, the king of Boshan, and Sichon, the king of Amalee. The de-
stroyer of assimilation was nowhere to be seen. However, once they were
to enter the land of Israel and come into contact with the world, the enemy,
assimilation, had to be met. It can only be met by the inner sign and the
outer sign, by the blood of circumcision and the blood of the lamb,

In the Iaws of kosher, too, we have an inner sign and an outer sign.
The split hooves are the outer sign; chewing the cud is the inner sign. The
pig is considered the most treif of all animals, not because it is more treif
than a horse or camel or rabbit or cat or dog, but because it sticks out its
hooves and it says, “1 am kosher,” but it lacks the inner sign. The evil son
in the Haggadah has the outer sign, too He comes to aseder. He is proud
of his heritage, but he lacks the inner sign. He has not made Jewish values
a part of his life. That’s why the Haggadah says you blunt his teeth be-
cause the teeth are part of the inner man.

Pesach is a holiday of Jewish commitment. It is a holiday of Jewish
survival. Jews can only survive if we have both the outer sign, Jewish
pride, and the inner sign, a personal commitment to Jewish values and
observances.
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I am reminded of the story they tell about a man who had Jewish
pride. but he was not commitied to Jewish values. He was a very miserly,
mean person. One day one of his employees came an hour late to work.
That was unheard of. His employees never came latc. As the late employee
walked in the door, the boss looked at him and asked, “Why are you an
hour 1ate?” The man, who was all bruised and battered looking, replied,
“Sir, it is because I fell down a flight of stairs.” The boss, scowling, looked
at him and said, “That took you a whole hour?”

Let us hope and pray that Judaism will survive because we not only
have the outer sign, Jewish pride, but also because w¢ have the inner sign,
Jewish values, truth, honesty, integritv. compassion, and observances.

Man’s Credible Efforts and G-d’s Goals

ast night we had a seder. The seder is actually based upon four

sentences from the Book of Deuteronomy, chapter 26, verses 5

through 9. In these verses we have the declaration, the special
prayer, which the person said who brought up the first fruits to Jerusalem.
We have the sentences, “A wandering Aramian was my father, and he went
down into Egypt and sojourned there few in number, and he became there
a pation great, mighty, and populous, and the Egyptians dealt ill with us
and afflicted us and laid upon us hard bondage, and we cried unto the
Lore, the G-d of our fathers, and the Lord heard our voice and saw our
affliction and our toil and our oppression, and the Lord brought us forth
out of Egypt with a mighty hand and with an outstretched arm and with
great terrors and with signs and with wonders.” There is a fifth sentence
which a person who brought the first fruits used to say and which in the
time before the destruction of the Temple was also a part of the Haggadah.
It says, “And brought us into this place and has given us this land, a land
filled with milk and honey.”” We do not say this last sentence now since the
destruction of the Temple because after the exile of the Jewish people, it
was thought that it would add too sad a note to the seder table. Some
people, though, add a fifth cup of wine to the seder because in the Torah
portion Vaera we have a fifth word of redemption, “And I will bring you,”
which refers to the end gathering of the cxiles to Israel again. We all hope



336 / TORAH CONCEPTS: the source of Jewish values

and pray that we are living in those days.

The question, though, can be asked, why is it that the Haggadah is
based upon these four sentences which are stated by a person who brought
the first fruits up to Jerusalem? Why isn’t the basis of the Haggadah sen-
tences found in the Book of Exodus, which speak about the actual exodus,
which speak about Moshe going to Pharaoh, which speak about G-d’s com-
mandments to the Jewish people before they were to leave? Why do we
base the Haggadah on the declaration of first fruits?

What’s more, in the Haggadah we have an unusual interpretation of
the first verses. The accepted transiation of the first verse is “A wandering
Aramian was my father.” “Aram” in Hebrew is just the ancient way of
saying “Syria.” Aramaic was the language that was spoken in Syria. This
sentence is usually taken to refer to Abraham or Jacob, but in the Haggadah
it refers to Laban. We learn how Laban tried to destroy the Jewish people
completely. He was worse than Pharaoh. Pharaoh, the Haggadah says,
decreed only against the males, but Laban wanted to uproot us all. Laban
pretends to be Jacob’s friend. After all, he was his uncle, but he tried his
best to get Jacob to change his ideals and surrender his Jewishness. He
almost succeeded. ‘

In the Haggadah we state one of the sentences from the declaration
of first fruits, and then we explain every single word of it by using differ-
ent Medrashic explanations. The Haggadah purposefully chose the expla-
nation of “A Syrian sought t0 destroy my father” instead of “A wandering:
Syrian was my father” to teach us that there are ¢ven worse enemies of the
Jewish people than Pharaoh. There are enemies who pretend to be our
friends, who shower us with wealth and even have us marry their daugh-
ters, but who try to change our character and want to make us idol wor-
shippers.

In the Haggadah, also, we learn why we eat matzoh on Pesach. The
fason for it was because, as the Haggadah said, ‘“There was not time for
the dough of our ancestors in Egypt to become leavened, but the Ruler of
all, the Haly One, Biessed be He, Who revealed Himself to them and Who
redeemed them as it was told in the Bible, and the dough which they had -
brought out from Egypt they baked into cakes of unleavened bread, for it
had not leavened because they were thrust out of Egypt and could not tarry
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nor had they prepared for themseives any provisions.” Why, though, did
the Jewish people have to take matzoh at all? G-d had done miracles for
them. Why shouldn’t they rely on G-d to feed them? Why did they have to
take any provisions at all?

Finally, in the Haggadah wc learn how King Josiah cleaned out the
Temple of idols, how he got rid of sacred prostitution, both male and fe-
male, how he found the Book of Deuteronomy, which had been lost to most
of the people, and how he reinstituted Pesach. King Josiah met an un-
timely end. He refused to let the armies of Pharaoh Necho cross Israel and
fight the Babylonians, even though this was allowed, according to the To-
rah. King Josiah feit that since he had done all these righteous deeds, G-d
would make sure no foreign armies would tread on Israel’s soil, even though
they had no hostile intent. He tried to stop Pharaoh Necho and was killed
in battle. Was this the just reward for a great king? Doesn’t this make us
wonder whether or not doing the right thing pays?

The answer to all these questions, I believe, lies in the fact that we
Jews are not to rely on miracles. G-d has promised that He will help us, but
we have to make the first effort, a credible effort. Josiah should not have
relied on a miracle. Since it was allowed by the Torah to let foreign armies
pass through the 1and if they had no hostile intent, he should have let them
pass, especially since they were going to fight an cnemy of the Jewish
people, the Babylonians. The Jewish people, too, could not be free from
Egypt until they demonstrated some cgurage by slaughtering the iamb,
and they could not leave Egypt uatil they made some provision for the
journey outside of Egypt. G-d tells us that He will help us, but only if we
put forward a credible plan and make a credible effort. We must all seize
the initiative.

The Jewish pecple in our day have seen the rebirth of Israel because
Herzl came forward with a credible plan. It turned out to be a false plan. It
did not work, but at the time it seemed it might and G-d, since the Jewish
people made an effort, allowed Israel to come into being. What was Herzl’s
credible plan? Turkey was the sick man of Europe and owed everyone
money. Nations in the past hundred years had sold parts of their empire to
pay debts. Napoleon had sold Louisiana and most of the western United
States to the U. S. Russia had sold Alaska to the U. S. Why shouldn’t
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Turkey sell Palestine? The Jews in the west would pay for it, and the Jews
in the east would go and settle it. Herzl’s plan was simple and seemed
doable. He mct with the Kaiser, the Pope, etc. At the end, it turned out that
the Turkish sultan would not sefl, but Herzl’s plan so galvanized the Jew-
ish people that they were able to organize around it the Zionist movement.
Up to this time, there had been no large scale settlement in Israel. The only
way the Jews thought they could regain Israel was through military con-
quest, and that was not credible. G-d saw to it, though, after the Jewish
people organized, to have seven empires disappear so that Israel could
come into being: the German Empire, the Turkish Empire, the Russian
Empire, the Austrian-Hungarian Empire, the Italian Empire, the French
Empire, and the British Empire. G-d asks us to make a credible effort and
then He witl do the rest.

The Jewish people had to bake matzoh. They had to make some cred-
ible cffort to provide themsclves with food in the desert. Later G-d would
provide the manna. Jacob, too, had to make a credible effort to get out of
the clutches of Laban, When he first went to Laban’s rouse, he had a dream
of angels ascending and descending. Now after 20 years, all he was dream-
ing about was one sheep mounting another. He had become completely
materialistic. If he would not leave, if he would not give up this type of a
life, he would be completely lost. He did flee. The G-d appeared to Laban
after Laban ran after Jacob and told Laban not to harm Jacob.

That’s why, too, in the Haggadah we learn how it was only G-d Who
took us out and not the ficry angel. G-d is there to help us all if we will
make a credibie effort. There are many dangers which beset us. Some are
obvious, like Pharaoh; some are more subtle, like Laban, but if we make a
credible effort, G-d will help wus.

That’s, too, why the core of the Haggadah is the declaration which
was said by a person who brought the first fruits, because it is in the first
person. The story in Exodus is in the third person. The story of the exodus
from Egypt needs to be applicable to each of us every day. Each of us has -
1o feel it in our own person. If we want to be free from our problems, we
have to make credible efforts. We have to devise credible plans. If we do,
G-d will help us. Let us all hope we do so that the Mashiack will come
quickly and in our day.
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I am reminded of the story they tell about a prop man who worked
for a very miserly producer. The producer hardly gave him any money at
all to buy props. One day the producer saw the prop man take flowers from
the set, hide them in his coat, and take them out. The producer was boiling
mad. He followed the prop man who went to the cemetery where he placed
the flowers on a grave. The producer’s heart melted. He said, “You did a
wonderful thing, a beautiful thing. From now on I give you permission to
take all the flowers we use on the set after the day’s shooting.” The prop
man replied, “Good, because this is where I got them from to start with,”
Let us all make credible efforts and G-d will help us achieve His goals.

Memories, Dew, and Problems

n a short while we will say yizkor. We will remember those who

have gone on before us. We will remember those who have stirred

in our hearts deep memories. memories which are still molding and
shaping us, Our loved ones have passed on, but in our hearts they are still
very much with us. We remember them especially on this holiday of Pe-
sach, a holiday which revolved around family. On Pesach we not only
have a seder, but on Pesach we also pray for dew. Why should it be that on
Pesach we should pray for dew? It is true that in Israel it rains for only
approximately six months of the year, from about the middle of October
until about the end of March, These rains must come; otherwise, in the
summer months when it does not rain, no vegetation would have sprouted.
Nothing would have grown. In the summer months what sustains the plants
that have been watered by the rains of the winter is the dew. The dew
comes and gives them sustenance. Without this dew, everything would
wither and disappear. The dew is not enough to cause the initial growth,
but the dew can maintain what has grown. The dew can persevere the
vegetation until the rains come in the succeeding fall. Why do we pray for
dew on Pesach? Why don’t we pray for dew on the first of Nisan? After~
all, it would probably have been better to have prayed for dew then be-
cause then the rains, we hope, would have stopped so the pilgrims could
come to Jerusalem without getting wet. Or why don’t we pray for dew at
the end of Nisan, at the beginning of Iyar? Perhaps it would have been
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inconvcnicnt for the pilgrims to have come to Jerusalem on Pesach, but
Israel nceds the rain and, even if they would have gotten wet on their way
back home, it wouldn’t have been so bad. Let there be more rain in Nisan
and let us pray for dew then at the beginning of Iyar. Why do we pray for
dew during Pesach?

What’s more, we all know that on the last 6 days of Pesach we do not
say the full Huilel. We only say part of the Hallel. The reason for this, the
rabbis teach us, is because many innocent Egyptians were killed at the Red
Sea. Not all of them were evil or bad. They had bad government, bad
leadership. Many of them followed their leadership willingly and so many
of them descrved the punishments they received, but many of them were
innocent. G-d said to His angels, “How can you sing when My creatures
are being killed?” Thercfore, we do not say the full Hallel on the last 6
days of Pesach. We lcave out two paragraphs, but why do we leave out
these two paragraphs? Why don’t we leave out other paragraphs? It is true
that the Hallel should be abridged, but why do we leave out the particular
two psalms that we do? One statés “Not unto us, O Lord, not unto us but to
Thy name be glory. O G-d Who is in the heaven, Who has done whatever
He pleases, their idols are silver or gold. Israel, trust in the Lord. He is
their help and their shield, House of Aaron, trust in the Lord, etc. And the
other one, 1 love it that the Lord hears my voice and my supplications.
When I call in the name of the Lord, I beseech, O Lord, deliver my life. I
shall walk before the Lord in the land of the living. I have faith even when
I say I am greatly afflicted.” Why don’t we say these two psalms? Why do
we leave them out?

What’s more, at the seder we do not kick out the evil'son. We allow
the evil son to sit at the seder even though he has mocked us, even though
he has made fun of what we are doing, although we do give him z blunt
answer by telling him that if he had been in Egypt, he would not have been
redeemed, yet, we still let him sit with us. We say hecause of the matzoh
and maror and korban pesach, G-d took us out of Egypt. We explain all
these things to him. We do not kick him out of the seder. We leave him
there and he stays and he asks more questions. He is a full participant in
the seder. Why don’t we say that since you mocked us, since you insulted
us and made fun of us, you should not be at our seder? But we do not say
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that. We say that he is allowed to stay.

If we look carefully at what dew is, perhaps we can understand the
answers to all these questions. Dew occurs when an object becomes colder
than the environment around it. For example, if any of you have filled a
glass full of ice water, you will notice that the glass in your hand becomes
moist because the glass is colder than its environment. When the environ-
ment is warmer than the glass, moisture condenses on the glass. The same
thing is true in the desert climate of Israel. Things cool down a 1ot faster
than the atmosphere, and because they cool down faster, dew forms around
them. When a warm atmosphere is created, cold objects bring forth dew.
This is what happens in Israel when dew sustains the tife of all the plants
during the terrible hot summer months.

We all know that life is filled with many problems. We do not know
what problems will hit us next. Life is filled with so many unexpected
things. In life we never progress ever upward in a straight line. Life is not
just one success; one riumph after another. There are all sorts of setbacks
that we encounter in life, some more severe than others. There is the unex-
pected financial reverse, problems with children, problems with in-laws,
health problems, unexpected deaths, G-d forbid, unexpected divorces, prob-
lerns with institutions and governments, wars, repressions and recessions,
things beyond our control. Life is never straight-forward. Where is it that
we get the strength to overcome when we are hit by the cold reality of
these problems? We get the strength from the warm atmosphere that sur-
rounds us by remembering how our parents lived, how they faced all their
problems with strength and courage and equanimity. From their example
we learn how to face our problems. How many times have people come to
me and told me, ““Oh, [ remember how my father handled this problem,” of
“My mother used to handle that problem this way.” The lessons our par-
ents have taught us endure throughout years. When we do business we
remember how our father used to estimate what this would cost. We re-
member what our parents used to do to meet this crisis or that crisis. kt is
the warmth that they gave us, the warmth in our hearts which allow us to
overcome cold reality, to overcome the problems that come our way peri-
odically. It is this warmth which gives us strength to face life. When we
remember the Shabbos candles, remember the smell of the cooking of a
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shabbos or of a yontif, it brings hack a whole flood of memories which
gives us the strength and courage to face the cold reality of life.

Why is it, though, that we leave out the two paragraphs we do in the
Hallel? We leave them out because these two paragraphs are divisive. The
first one tatks about the house of Israel separately and the house of Aaron
scparately. The second paragraph speaks about “I, I, L.” Facing our prob-
lems is difficult. We cannot do it alone. We need to have the love and care
and concern, not only of those with us, but also of those who are no longer
with us, those whose love still envelops us even though they are no longer
in the land of the living.

That is, too, why we do not kick out the evil son. The evil son, of
course, is not the worst son. The worst son is the one who does not come to
the seder at all: After all, the evil son still wants to be part of the seder. He
still wants to be part of the Jewish people, even if he is mocking us, even
though he is mocking our religion. Yet, he wants to be part of the Jewish
people. Yes, we dispute his smart alecky questions. Yes, we give him a
sharp answer, but we do not kick him out. He is still part of us. He is still
wanting to be one with us. Yes, he is still part of us. The love that envelops
us should envelop our whole family, not just part of our family. It should
envelop the whole community as well. Unfortunately, there are many people
who are selfish, who are only concerned about the “1, 1, I.” They soon find
out that they do not have the strength 10 overcome their problems. There
are others who are not selfish for themselves but they are selfish for their
children. They are only concerned about themselves and their children,
and they will destroy institutions and act immorally in business just so
their children should be comfortable in a certain institution or should i in-
herit wealth. They do not do what is right. They do not envelop everyenc
in their love. Even within these families many times there are favorites.
They are not interested in including everybody. They do not include ev-
eryone in their love, care, and concern. If they and we would, thenlour
thanks to our institutions would grow and thrive. We cannot have “they;”
it has to be “wc.” We must extend our love, care, and concern from the
family to our institutions and from them to our country until it eventually
encompasses the whole world. We must envelop everyone eventually in
our atmosphere of love and care and concern. We must start with our fam-
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ily and, on the seder night, we do start with our family.

T am reminded of the story they tell about Rebbe Israel Spira, who as
a young man went to visit his grandfather. His grandfather showed him a
beautiful kitzel that was from his own grandfather, who was a grandson of
the Baal Shem Tov. Tt was a beautiful snow white kirzel that his grandfather
used to use every Pesach when he would pray for dew before the Amud,
He gave it to his grandson Rabbi Israel Spira. How he loved that white
kittel. Rabbi Israel Spira would wear it on every important Jewish occa-
sion. He wore it for the seder meal, and he wore it when he davened before
the Amud and prayed for dew on Pesach, and he wore it on Rosh Hashona
and Yom Kippur. It was something special to him because it was a symbol
of hope. It was a symbol that the Jewish people could overcome all prob-
lems, that just as the dew kept the plants and vegetation and, in fact, the
whole people of Israel alive in the searing heat of the sun when things
would normally dig;, so this garment, too, was a symbol to Rav Israel Spira
that the Jewish people would live and would continue to live and would
not die no matter what the problems.

Unfortunately, when the Nazis came into Poland, they captured him,
and they sent him to work camps and, eventually, to Bergen Belsen. Once
when he was in Levov they took him to the Shtebrinker bath house. Every-
one knew what happened when a Jew was taken to that bath house. He
would be told to disrobe and there the Nazis would beat him to death. He
didn’t give up hope though. His coat served him well. Even when he saw
how the Nazis would go up to young Jewish boys and girls 3 and 4 years
old in the ghetto and stretch out a lollipop to them and tell them to lick the
lollipop and then when they would stick out their tongues to lick the loili-
pop; the German, with the other hand, would take a gun and shoot him or
her in the mouth. Still, Rev Israel Spira did not give up hope, although it
made him sick 10 see these things. He remembered how he saw two Nazis
wager whether one of them could split a Jewish boy in half with one blow
of the axe, how one of the Nazis grabbed a 10-year-0ld boy and made him
kneel and with one blow of the axe, he split him in two and then collected
his bet, ail the while receiving congratulations from the other Nazi sol-
diers who stood around. This made him throw up but he still maintained
his hope that things would get better, that the Jewish people would pass
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this terrible cold reality of iniquity and evil. As he was standing in front of
the bath house in Levov, the Ukranian guards, who were the Nazis' part-
ners in the degradation and murder of Jews, ordered him to take off his
clothes. He took off his clothes except for his kirtel. He refused to take it
off. They tried to force it off him by pulling it off him. They beat him and
kicked him and then took the kitfel and wrapped it around his throat and
choked him until they thought he was dead. Miraculously, he survived.
The kittel, of course, was tattered and torn, the kizzel in which his grandfa-
ther used to pray for dew on Pesach. He endured so much more, and his
kittel wore out until there was hardly anything left of it at all. He endured
Pesach in Bergen Belsen where he was able, with G-d’s help, to make a
little seder. Even when the children of Bergen Belsen had not been sepa-
rated from their parents and the wives there from their husbands because it
was supposed to be a transit camp, he still managed to say some words of
hope and encouragement to his fellow prisoners. He was now in the
Genashka work camp. He had been roused from his bed at two o’ clock in
the morning. He had just gone to bed, and he knew that he had to get up at
six o’clock in the morning but he got up quickly. The cries of the Ukranian
guards were ringing in his ears, “Run to the vacant lot. Anyone who does
not vacate this barracks in two minutes will be shot.” All the Jews in that
barracks ran for their lives with shots ringing all around them. They came
to the vacant lot, and what did they see before them? Two huge pits. It
would have been better if they had stayed in the barracks, they thought.
Then they were told by these sadistic Ukranian guards with their German
officers that they were going to be given a choice. They could jump over
the pit and, if they landed on the other side, they would live, but if they
landed in the pit, they would be machine gunned to death. Rev Israel Spira
had a good friend, a free thinker. They had many wonderful discussions
together. The free thinker looked at Rabbi Israel Spira and said, “Let’s
give up. It’s all over for us,” and Rabbi Israel Spira said, “Why should we
give them the satisfaction of giving up? While we have breath, let us try to
jump. If we make it, we live, and we defeat them. If G-d wills that we die,
then let us die a moment later. Let’s jump first. Let’s not give them the
satisfaction of killing us a moment too soon.” They decided they would
hold hands and jump over the pit. He was a 53-year-old man, emaciated
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with swolicn legs, with lacerated ankles who was going to jump over a pit
holding onto the hand of another 50-year-0ld man, also emaciated with
swollen legs. They took a running start, and they jumped and they made it.
The free thinker looked at Rabbi Israel Spira and said, “How did you make
it?” He replied, “I made it because 1 was hanging onto the coattails of my
father and grandfather and great-grandfather. They gave me the courage
never to give up, to persevere, to overcome all problems.” He remembered
how his grandfather prayed for dew. Then he turned to his free thinker
friend and he said, “How did you make it?” He said, “I made it because 1
was holding onto you.”

My friends, in life we all suffer problems. Thank G-d, we do not
suffer the terrible probiems of the Holocaust. Thank G-d, we do not suffer
those terribly hard problems, but we all have problems. Problems with
children, problems with business, problems with spouses, problems with
health, and yet, we shouid all persevere. We should never give up. We
should all know that we-have a hidden ally in this fight to overcome the
cold realities of life, our problems. It is the warm atmosphere in cur hearts
that was left to'us by our parents, our grandparents; our relatives, and our
friends. The Jewish peopte will survive. We will always survive as long as
we have these wonderful beautiful memories. They will sustain us even if
we would again have to face the cold reality of the hostility and hatred and
persecution of our neighbors. Let us hope that we will never again have to
face such probiems. May. we always treasure the memories of those who
have gone before us and may these memories always give us the strength
to overcome all our problems so the Mashiach will come quickly in our
day. Amen.

The Exodus, Violence, Circumcision, and Zealotry

ne of the most vexing problems that we all have to face is vio-
lence. Violence seems endemic to the human race. The problem
of violence is so hard to deal with because we cannot just con-
demn it completely. We all know that in certain circumstances violence is
necessary and justified. We know that just to live we must engage in vio-
lence. Every time we eat we are benefitting from a violent act. Vegetarians
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have throughout the ages claimed that man, by eating meat, has compro-
mised his morality so much so that he can never rid himself of violence.
Recently certain scientific research has even indicated that when we cut
plants, harvest grain, we cause pain and violence to the plants we are cut-
ting off. Nature is based on violence. One animal lives by eating another
We are caught in an imperfect world in which violence is necessary for our
own survival. That’s one of the reasons why Judaism would not let anyone
kill animals. Only a trained pious shochet could slaughter animals. Only
someone whose piety and training would cause him never even to think of
transferring his violent acts to human beings could kill animals. That’s
also why we read in Isaiah that in Messianic times the lamb will lie down
with the wolf and there will be no more violence. Even animals will no
longer have to kill other animals in order to live.

We also know that violence is necessary in interpersonal relation-
ships. We know that it is impossible to raise children without inflicting
pain, be it physical or psychological. We inflict pain upon our children
when we give them shots to protect them from diseases. We also inflict
pain on them when we punish them. It is important that children learn that
all acts have consequences. If they do not learn that lesson, then they will
never grow up to be mature, responsible, and compassionate human be-
ings. There are, of course, many ways to inflict pain. Picking a child up
and putting him in the corner does not cause physical pain, but it does
cause psychclogical pain. He has been segregated from the group and
pointed out as a violator of classroom norms. Sending a child to his room
is also painful, and sometimes a parent must “potch” a child on the rear
end or hand to show the child that his violent behavior against his siblings
is totally unacceptable. Anyone, though, who would beat a child or inflict
injury on a child in any way in order to discipline him is a cruel monster,
but we do, ¢ither through sarcasm or by a potch or by making a child stand
in the corner, do violence to a child’s psyche when we try to mold that
child so that he will grow up to be responsible. Children who are not taught
that acts have consequences grow up to be completely self-centered and
maladjusted adults who are very prone to vioience. Twenty-five or thirty
years ago when the schools had much stricter discipline, there was no prob-
lem with guns in the school or children murdering other children. Today
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when we have prevented teachers and schootl administrations from effec-
tively disciplining youngsters, we have created a young generation which
is terribly violent.

We also know that violence is necessary to protect ourselves from
aggressors, from those who would try to harm us or enslave us. A child
who is not taught how to defend himself is easy prey to bullies and will
sustain injuries. Society, 100, must protect itself from its criminal elements.
The crime rate has fallen in Texas since it was decided that certain crimi-
nals can never be paroled. Violence is to be abhored, but we are not paci-
fists. We do not believe that it is always to be avoided. Paradoxically, the
only people in human history who actually practiced nonviolence as a people
were the Jewish people from about 350 C.E. to the second worid wat The
rabbis have from the time of the defeat of Bar Kochba in the year 135 with
a loss of over 600,000 Jewish lives discouraged Jews from organizing to
fight against their oppressors. As many as another million Jews, too, after
Bar Kochba’s defeat were sold into slavery. Coming just 65 years after,
more than a million Jews were killed in the year 70 C.E. when the Terple
was destroyed. The Jewish population in the ancient world was seriously
diminished. The Jews in the year 97 C.E. in the diaspora had also revolted
against Roman rule, and they, 100, had sutfered serious casualties. Since
Bar Kochba’s time, the rabbis have felt that it was useless for the Jewish
people to try to overcome their oppressors’ fight by force of arms. There
were other Jewish revolts against Rome, one of the 1ast ones being in the
year 350 C.E., but from the time of Bar Kochba on, the rabbinical leader-
ship of the Jewish peoople was opposed to the taking up of arms by the
Jewish people against our oppressors. This policy served the Jewish people
well until the rise of Hitler.

Throughout the Middle Ages we were confronted with ideological
enemies, the church or Istam, which, although they considered us as sec-
ond class citizens and sought to degrade us, by and large did not want to
kill us. They wanted to convert us. They also believed in G-d and the Ten
Commandments There was a limit to what they were willing to do against
us violently. Occasionally we were expelled from different countries, 1290
from England, 1390 from France, 1492 from Spain, etc. There were po-
groms. The Jewish communities along the Rhineland were wiped out dur-
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ing the first crusade. Chmiclnicki, whenr he revolted against Polish rule,
took his ir¢ out on us Jews who were faithful servants of the Polish nobil-
ity and a third of the Jews of Eastern Europe were killed, but we Jews
survived. If we¢ would have taken up arms, we would have been com-
pleiely wiped out. After all, when a drunken mob invaded a ghetto and met
no resistance after they had killed the few Jews who were unlucky to have
their hiding placc found out, their anger would melt and they would leave.
However, if there would have been resistance, that would have enraged
the mob even more, and they would have killed everyone. They would not
have stopped until they had found every Jew in the ghetto and killed them.

The Jewish approach in the Middle Ages until Hitler was to try to
negotiate with our oppressors, try to appease them, bribe them, hide from
them, but not to offer open resistance since that would have been suicidal,
These same tactics were tried at the beginning against Hitler, but they failed.
Naziism was 2 Messianic movement. It believed that the world could only
be redeemed if all the Jews were killed. You cannot make deals with the
devil and, in the Nazis’ eyes, the Jews were the devil. " All the evils of the
world could be cured if only alt the Jews would be killed,” the Nazis
claimed. “The Jews are the source of all the evil diseases of the world. Get
rid of the source of all diseases and humanity will be healthy,” they pro-
claimed. Unfortunately, Hamas is following in the footsteps of Hitler. This
violent organization, 100, believes that we Jews are the source of all evil in
the world and that the world will not be safe until all Jews arc eliminated.
Hamas also believes that the United States is a great Satan. It believes that
the United States must be destroyed because it is undermining with its
secular culture the tenets of Islam from their religion. As Laban yelled at
Jacob, “Why have you stolen my gods?” Hamas belicves that the United
States is stealing the faith of the children of Islam away from them.

The holiday of Pesach speaks about these things. The question is
often asked, why is it that G-d did not have the Jcwish people take up arms
in order to leave Egypt? Why didn’t G-d allow the Jewish people to win a
great military victory over the Egyptian army and, thus, secure their inde-
pendence that way? The answer cannot be because G-d did not want the
Jewish people ever to fight because we learn later on that when the Jewish
people left Egypt, they had to fight. They had to fight Amalek. If G-¢ did
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not want the Jewish people to fight, why did He allow them to take weap-
ons out of Egypt, and why did He allow Amalek to attack them even be-
fore they received the Torah at Mount Sinai? The answer the rabbis give is
that G-d prefers that we not fight. G-d would rather not have us bear arms.
He redeemed us from Egypt by Himself with His own might to impress
upon us the fact that we owe our freedom to Him along. We should never
think that it was because of the force of our arms that we were able to gain
our freedom. On the other hand, he had us fight Amalek to teach us that in
order to maintain our freedom and to retain it, we have to be willing to
fight:-when we come against a foe who is implacable, who will not com-
promise, who is only interested in destroying us. The Jewish people were
also commanded under the leadership of Joshua to conquer the land of
Israel. G-d did not conquer it for us. We were given the task. It is interest-
ing to note that for 38 years the Jewish people did not celebrate Pesach,
and they did not circumcise their children while they wandered in the wil-
derness. However, once they entered the land of Israel, they were com-
manded to circumcise themseives and to begin once again to celebrate
Passover. This was to teach us that G-d had, in fact, implanted in our hearts
the desire for freedom and that we owe our freedom to Him, but it was also
to teach us that if we are to maintain our freedom in a free land, we will
have to fight for our land, but even then, we cannot use unbridled vio-
lence. We must be circumcised. The sign of the covenant must be on our
own flesh. G-d does not allow us to act as terrorist organizations do today.
‘We had to sue for peace first. We had o iet an escape route be opened so
that those who wanted to run away could run away. We could never use
violence in a way contrary to our religion, even in the pursuit of a good
goal.

The problem with violence is that when it is wedded to what people
believe to be a good goal, it becomes unbridled. There are no limits. Com-
munism felt its goal was so holy and good that it could do anything to
achieve it. So do the modern Islamic fundamentalists. So do many cults in
our country. The rabbis were very much aware of this. That’s why they
tried their best always to separate religion from violence. Even in Israel
today, many rabbis are not too keen upon having veshiva students serve in
the army. Some of them, of course, do this out of anti-Zionist reasons, but
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most of them do it because they know that when you wed a knowledge of
the tools of violence with a young person’s unconditional allegiance to 2
belief, you will end up with unconirellable violence, The zealots of the
second Temple period proved this conclusively te the rabbis. Their uncon-
trollable violence led directly to the destruction of the second Temple. Vio-
lence can only be used with restraint and must always be limited, even
when pursuing worthwhile goals. It would be so much easier if we could
just eliminate violence, but we cannot. We live in an imperfect world. The
defeat of the zealots by Rome and the defeat of Bar Kochba 65 years later,
also by Rome, taught us that violence, even in the pursuit of 2 good cause,
is self-destructive, and Hitler taught us that complete absence from vio-
lence is also self-destructive,

Pesach, Holocaust Memorial Day, and Lag B‘Omer, which com-
memorates Bar Kochba’s feats, all come around the same time. Pesach
teaches us that we are beholden to G-d for our desire for freedom. Holo-
caust Memorial Day, like the battle of Amalek, tcaches us that we many
times must fight 1o protect our freedom; ctherwise, we will 10se it, and the
very existence of the Jewish people will be endangered. Lag B’Omer teaches
us that if we want a Jewish State, we will have to fight for it, but- we can
never use unbridled violence to achieve. One of the reasons the rabbis say
that Bar Kochba was defeated was because he began using unbridled vio-
lence even against those among the Jewish people whom he suspected
were not 100% behind him. Violence sometimes may be necessary, but let
us always remember that it must be strictly limited; otherwise, it will de-
stroy us all.

What Jewish Survival Demands

e are all very much concerned today with the survival of the

Jewish people in America. If present trends continue, it Iooks

like the Jewish community will dwindie down to less than

one-quarter of its present size in 5 years, Some predictions are even gloomier
than that, What went wrong? Why is it that we are losing so many Jews?
Perhaps we can understand our present condition in America if we
understand a debate which took place in the Talmud between Rav and
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Shmuel about what we are celebrating on Pesach. Rav says that what we
are really celebrating on Pesach is our freedom from spiritual slavery, that
the real danger in Egypt was not that the slaverv would eventually eradi-
cate us physically, but that it would destroy us spiritually. Shmuel said that
what we are celebrating on Pesach is our freedom from physical slavery.

In the Haggadah we actually mention both reasons. We mention how
we were slaves in Egypt, how this physical slavery so ground us down that
we did not feel worthy anymore of being G-d’s partner in creation. We lost
our self-esteem. The constant persecution of the Jews had torn out our
souls. We have seen a similar phenomenon in our day. We have seen how
when the western world granted the Jewish peoplc the opportunity to par-
ticipate in it, many Jews threw over all traccs of their Judaism so that they
could participate. The Holocaust, too, convinced many Jews that the worst
thing for them was to continue to be Jews.

Rav, on the other hand, says that because the Jews were enslaved and
had been cut off from their own cuiture, they had begun to admire Egyp-
ttan culture so much that they were rapidly assimilating, They were revert-
ing 10 the status of their ancestors. They were becoming idol worshippers.
There is nothing in the Jewish character which prevents a Jew from be-
coming an idol worshipper. That’s why the Haggadah says that originally
our forefathers were idol worshippers. The rabbis speak contradictorily
about the Jews of Egypt. They say that the Jewish people were on the 49th
level of Tumah, that if they would have stayed in Egypt any longer, they
would have become complete idol worshippers. They had only one more
rung to go. At the 50th level, they would have been complete idol worship-
pers.

On the other hand, thc rabbis say that the Jewish people were worthy
10 be saved from Egypt because of four things: they kept their Hebrew
names; they kept their distinctive dress; they married among themselves;
and they helped each other. If they had all these qualities, how could the
rabbis say that they were on the 49th level of Tumah? The ansver is that
these four qualities had allowed thiem to maintain their identity as an eth-
nic group, but it did not prevent them from religiously assimilating. Soon
after the religious values would have totally disappeared, this ethnjc iden-
tity would have disappeared, too. They would have changed their names
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and their dress, and they would have stopped marrying primarily among
themsclves, and they would have stopped helping cach other Ethnicity
cap only maintain Jewish identity for so long.

We have seen (his with Russian Jewry, and we see it now in Ameri-
can Jowry, Ethnic identity is not enough. Ethnic identity will not save the
Jewish people. It is only a belief in the religious ideals of our people, a
belief in a G-d Who can save us and Who will save us and Who will help
us build a world based on justice, mercy, and kindness, which will allow
Judaism to persevere. Pesach is important because it stresses the fact that
(G-d can and does interfere in history. that there is 2 personal G-d Who has
called the Jewish people to help Him perfect this world. It is important for
the world that we remain Jewish. To remain Jeswish just for the sake of
remaining fewish makes no sense. We must believe that Judaism has much
yet to teach the world, that just as we believe American is a model for the
rest of the world; we must belicve that Judaism, too, has many things which
the world needs and which if the world will implement can lead not only to
world peace but also can lead to great individual satisfaction and happi-
ness. We agree with America that life and tiberty are wonderful goals.
However. we would disagree with the common American perception that
pursuit of happiness is a worthwhile goal. Happiness is a by-product of
other things. Happiness is a by-product of assuming respoasibility We
helieve in life, liberty, and the pursuit of mirzvahs. Happiness can come to
an individual only when he assumes responsibility for himself, for his fam-
ily, for his community, and for the world. Happiness coines when you know
that you are needed because G-d has created you and that you truly can
bring joy and happiness-to others.

Rav and Shmuel were both right. Persecution is destructive. It will
desiroy us physically, ethnically, and spiritually unless we believe that we
have a special mission to fulfill on earth. Tf we believe that G-d saved us
from Egypt and will continue to help us as long as we are willing to be His
partner in-creation, then the Jewish people will survive because they know
that their mission is important, not just for themseives, but for the whole
world. When Jews stop believing that Judaism is important, when we stop
believing in a G-d Who has chosen us to help Him, then we will not sur-
vive, even in prosperity. May we all firmly once again believe in our G-d-
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given mission not only so that the Jewish people will survive, but so that
the world will become a better placc.

Memory Has Many Faces

number of Rabbinic commentators have sought to diffcrentiate
between the mitzvah of remembering the Exodus from Egypt dur-
ing the seder and the apparently identical duty of recalling the
Exodus during the remainder of the year. The Haggadah itsclf establishes
the obligation to remember the Exodus morning and evening for as long as
one lives. “Lemaan tizkor et yom tseitcha meierets mitsrayim kol yemai
chayecha,” *so that you may remember the day of your departure from
the land of Egypt as long as you live.” (Deuteronomy 16:3.) Why then the
seder?

The answer ofien given is that there are two kinds of memories. One
is passive recollection, an awareness of something that had happened
“bayamim haheim bazman haze,” “in those days and at that time.” It is
history that has come to mind. That is the form of zikaron, of memory, that
must be practiced twice daily. The seder, however, requires much more.
One must feel, insofar as possible, the emotions of a slave who is freed, of
a person who yesterday was subject to every whim of a master and who
today is in charge of his own destiny. Maimonides says it clearly: “In ev-
ery generation a person is obligated to appear as if he himself had just then
been liberated from the yoke of Egypt and to do this, God commanded us
in the Torah, ‘And you shall remember that you were a slave’ (Denter-
onomy 24:22), mcaning, as if you yourself had been a slave and you be-
came free and were redeemed.” (Laws of Chamets and Matsa 7:6.). That
historical experience is visually conveyed by the physical presence of
matzoh and maror at the table as well as by the recitation of the Hagaddah.

What is most significant, however, is that the year-around remem-
brance is a recollection that is limited to one person. On the seder night,
though, the obligation ¢ relive the event entails an additional duty: to
communicate the significance of that moment of exodus to one’s children.
“Vehigadta levincha, ” “And you shall tell your child.” (Exodus 13:8.) In-
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deed, what person can go through the experience of gaining freedom with-
out telling his children? What person can be grateful to God for being
redeemed from slavery without seeking to have his offspring worship Him
as well?

The UJA fully appreciates this psychological truth when it sponsors
missions to Israel and attempts to persuade Jews to visit there. Hearing,
the rabbis have said, does not make as great an impression as sight.
(Mechilta to Jethvo, Parasha 9, ch. 19.) Only when one sees what Jews
have accomplished in Israel, only when one watches a planeful of new
Russian or Ethiopian immigrants land at Ben-Gurion Airport, does one
appreciate why he must continue to support the State and aliya.

The same point may explain why American Jewry is facing rampant
assimilation and intermarriage, each year being forsaken by thousands of
its young. Judaism has become mere history to us. We remember what we
saw in the homes of our parents and family members, but we do not seek
to reproduce their life style. We do not even describe it to our youth, That
kind of passive exultation of the past is not strong enough to move anyone
to practice Judaism. Perhaps that is why the story of slavery and freedom
can be told to the children only when the matzoh and the maror are lying in
front of the father, only when he provides an example of what they both
mean. For, uniess one feels strongly about what one says, unless one prac-
tices what one preaches, can he or she really pass the Zorah to future gen-
erations?

Dialogue at the Seder

major theme of the Hagaddah is dialogue, especially between

parents and children. The son asks and the father answers. It does

not matter what kind of a child he is, bright, bad, stupid, or quiet;

the father must speak to him. It is inevitable that there be differing views
between generations. Every age has its own music, clothes, and language.
Every generation deals with diffcrent problems and circumstances, and
because the problems are not the same, the reactions are not identical. It is
inevitable that there will bec misunderstandings and even distrust, but the
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whole essence of the seder is for the generations to communicate, even
though they may disagree.

Mutual understanding between the young and the old is important
becausc without it there cannot be redemption. The Haphtorah on Shab-
bat Hagadol makes that point clearly. “Lo, I will send the prophet Elijah to
you before the coming of the awesome, fearful day of the Lord. He shall
reconcile parents with children and children with their parents, so that,
which I come, I do not strike the whole land with utter destruction.” Mala-
chi 3:23-23.) Moses realized this fact. When Pharaoh offered to let the
men go to worship the 1.ord, Moses insisted that they must all go, the
young and the old, for without the young joining in the worship, the people
could not achieve redemption.

Perhaps the most troubling aspect of American Jewishlife is the great
gulf between the Jewish behavior and practices of Jews over 50 and those
between 20 and 35. The seder is still among the most practiced rituals in
American Jewish life, but rather than an occasion for a meal and good
feelings, let us make ours an opportunity for meaningful discussion of the
significance of Judaism in our lives.



